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BERZERKOIDS ARE HERE

Yeah, I hit my kid, but I didn’t hit him that hard. Besides, I’m going to make it up to him right now. I mean, Jamie probably won’t even have a bruise and he did have it coming, but still . . . What kind of dad punches his kid?

I know what will make it better. I’ve seen the commercials with that pro wrestler. What’s his name? The Masher? Tongue wagging through a weird leather mask that looks like a catcher’s mitt, he jams his behemoth hands forward and his palms are filled with brightly colored mini musclemen. “Berzerkoids are here!” He screams so loud the TV rattles even when the volume is down. The toys are cheap and Jamie has been begging for them.

Will giving him a fistful of Berzerkoids send the wrong message though? What message will it even send? That I think I can gift my way out of it every time I’m a shitty dad? Or that Jamie’s misbehavior will result in gifts?

And I have to remember that’s what started this. If Jamie had stopped poking that dead possum in the backyard the first time I scolded him, if he hadn’t picked the maggoty thing up and thrown it at me, teasing, “Dad’s got a new pet,” I wouldn’t have had to hit him. He’s seven. He knows better than to play with the gifts the neighbor’s Doberman leaves. He could get maggots. I’ve told him, “They’ll crawl into your skin and chew you up from the inside out.” Fucking maggots. I hit him for his own good, really. I had never done it before. Well, not “never,” but . . .

Oh God, the way he looked at me after I did it, like he didn’t know me, like all the trust I had earned raising him since his ma ditched us just seeped out with his tears. I really am a good dad, damn it. And I know every dad says that, but I am. So many guys at the office think that putting food on the table is all it takes. I do so much more. I’m not just talking about teaching him how to play catch either. That’s ground level shit. I taught him how to play tackle football and, yeah, I guess there was the whole broken rib thing, but it’s tackle football, and that was an accident and I told him how proud I was that he took it like a man.

Fuck, am I a shitty dad?

I go straight to the counter at the toy store and say, “Berzerkoids.”

The toy man’s eyes light up and he jumps over the counter. Leading the way through the aisles, he knocks shiny robots and other shitty toys off the shelves, stomping them to pieces under foot. “We just got series three and it’s the best yet!”

“Cool, man.” Am I sweating? Is that Jamie’s blood on my knuckles? No, I must have scraped myself on his teeth. Shit, I hope these Berzerkoids do the trick.

The toy man shoves a pack of four into my hands and shouts, much like the Masher, “Berzerkoids are here! These are my favorites. I’ve got them on the headboard of my bed. They watch over me at night.”

“Okay.” I look at the little musclemen in the blister pack. The Squirmer: a neon green knot of pythons. The Strangler: a hairball with hot pink arms wrapped around a screaming severed head. The Stinker: a brilliant blue anus face with limp limbs. The Spermer: a urethra head shooting day-glow yellow man-seed. What the fuck are kids playing with these days?

The toy man notices my reluctance. “Every kid is playing with Berzerkoids. Shit, I’m playing with Berzerkoids!”

“Yeah, Jamie wants them bad.”

I stare at the figures, wondering whatever happened to good old-fashioned superheroes fighting space aliens. Changing times, I guess. Should I get a few packs? I could keep them tucked away just in case. Jamie is getting older. Maybe he’s entering a disobedient phase and I’ll have to . . . Ah, I shouldn’t even think it. I can’t hit him anymore. If I lose it and punch him again, then so be it, but I can’t plan on it.

But maybe I’ll get him two packs right off the bat. They are pretty cool, and more toys means less time playing with possum corpses. Yeah, I’m a good dad.

I pay the toy man who insists on high fiving me. Then I speed home, imagining that sad look on Jamie’s face being replaced with his usual happy-go-lucky smile. I have trouble visualizing that smile, so I push the pedal down harder.

Squealing to a stop in the driveway, I have a moment of panic trying to decide how to present the new toys to Jamie. That panic disappears almost instantaneously and I know exactly what I have to do. I run to the front door, unlock it and open it just a smidge. Then I back up and violently kick it the rest of the way open.

I jump in, modest muscles flexed, doing my best impersonation of the Masher as I clutch a pack of toys in each hand. At the top of my lungs, I bellow, “Berzerkoids are here!”

Jamie lunges out of the shadows. He rushes toward me, growling. I assume he’s excited. I assume he’s coming to grab the toys and wrap me up in a hug. I don’t even register the steak knife in his little hand until he plunges it into my thigh and a stream of my blood gushes into his black-eyed face.

“You ungrateful piece of shit!” I scream.

Jamie grabs the toys and runs, yelling “Berzerkoids are here!”


I SUMMONED A DEMON WITH A VAGINA MOUTH

In hindsight, I realize I should have studied the book a bit harder. But I only had a simple job to do. I figured it would be easy. All I wanted to do was summon a demon from hell to kill my neighbor, Doug. What could go wrong?

Doug had to be killed for two reasons. First, the man washed his Mustang in his driveway every day, with his shirt off, showing off a body that no forty-seven year old man has the right to possess. Second, he had sex with my daughter.

My daughter is twenty-four. She can make her own decisions. Hell, if I were her, I’d probably have sex with Doug too. Maybe not right on top of the Mustang for the whole neighborhood to see. Maybe not while screaming, “I bet you’ll loan me twenty bucks next time I ask, won’t you, Dad?” But I’d probably do it.

No, I wasn’t mad at my daughter. I was mad at Doug. He crossed a line. You have to respect your neighbors. Like it says in the bible, “Honor they fathers and neighbors.” He deserved to be devoured by a demon from the netherworld. It just so happened that I had this book with a pentagram on the cover, written in blood. I thought I might as well give it a shot. It beat putting a potato in his muffler, right?

So I found a juicy passage, scrawled the arcane symbols on the street in front of Doug’s house and read the wicked words. La-dee-da. No big deal. Then blammo, a rift opened and out popped this gorgeous demon with flapping wings and skin the color of sundried roadkill, eyes ripe with evil. So much evil I got a boner, and I’m really not all that into evil when Doug’s not concerned.

But then I noticed the demon’s mouth. A sloppy, vertical slit, lined with fangs and drooling mucus. A vagina. And oh shit, there were actually three of them. Three demonic vagina mouths, and me with my jogging pants full of boner.

I felt ripped off. Although the rift to the demon realm had only been open a second, I got a good look inside. I saw everything. Dozens of demons, ready and raring to go. There was a brutal troglodyte that was obviously eager to gnaw on Doug’s smarmy bones. There was an imp sneaking around with mangling on its mind. Even that spermy guy slithering around in the distance would have done the trick. Actually no, not the spermy guy. The point is, the underworld was well stocked with legit beasties. Why did I get the drippy vajayjay demon?

To be fair, vagina mouth or not, the demon did as commanded. It stomped across the street, melting footprints in the blacktop, and took care of Doug. Everything would be fine, except now I have to live with the image of Doug’s fully-haired head being used as a dildo for those three vagina mouths, sliding in and out of them for ten foaming minutes before the demon mercifully devoured him.

But that’s not even the worst part. The worst part is that the whole damn neighborhood saw this. Now, whenever I ask Paul to please keep his labradoodle from shitting on my lawn or I beg Cynthia to turn down her crazy electro disco music or I request that any other neighbor do anything remotely neighborly, they say: “Or what? Are you gonna sic your slimy vagina demon on me?” It’s awful.

I wonder if this book has any moving spells.


EX-PUNK

“Punk is dead.” Lilly Nelson, formerly known as Lilly Terror, turned the favored cliché of ex-punks everywhere into an impenetrable brick wall. She didn’t even glance at the flyer that had been shoved into her hands, promoting some show by a band she didn’t care about, a show she had no intention of going to. Lilly didn’t go to shows anymore.

“You might change your mind if you come to this show,” said the wannabe punkette who had interrupted Lilly’s smoke break. She took another piece of paper out of the pocket of her leather jacket and unfolded it. “Let me read you some lyrics.”

“Oh fuck. Please don’t.”

The girl cleared her throat and read. The words fluttered around Lilly’s brain, tickling it like the wings of butterflies, but never landing. They flew out of reach when she tried to catch them. If she had been asked to repeat a single one, she wouldn’t have been able too. She felt a tinge of loss. She didn’t like the feeling.

“Shut the fuck up!” Lilly yelled.

“Is your mind blown?” the girl said, carefully refolding the lyric sheet. “So punk.”

“What do you know about punk, with your brand new leather jacket and salon-dyed hair? What are you, seventeen? Do you still live with your parents?” Lilly took a puff of her cigarette. “Go back there and get the fuck out of my face.”

“You know what? Don’t come to the show, bitch.”

The wannabe punkette walked away, disappearing into the crowd of business casuals coming and going on the downtown sidewalk. Lilly knew why the girl had approached her. Even though she had ditched the punk scene, Lilly had held on to the style. Her sleek black mohawk suited her slender face, and she liked the safety pin chic of her slashed thrift store sweater, denim miniskirt and fishnets. The punkette had thought she had found one of her own. Fuck her and her naïve worldview, Lilly thought, finishing her smoke break and going back inside to her spot behind the makeup counter.

***

Lilly tossed her purse onto her couch, the rattling of lipstick tubes against quarters signaling her return. “Jesse?” she yelled for her roommate as she kicked off her heels.

Happy with the lack of response, she wandered into the kitchen of the small apartment and hung the flyer on the fridge, for old time’s sake. She read the name of the headlining band: Interscissor. It sounded ridiculous. If bands couldn’t even be bothered to come up with cool names anymore, what chance did they have of coming up with cool music? No chance at all, and that’s why she had stopped going to shows more than a decade ago, well before she had hit her thirties.

She had gotten tired of seeing the same bands in the same places and talking to the same people about the same stuff, always about the next show and how great it would be, but it never was, not really. No matter how hard she and her friends tried to build up the next show, it would never be as special as the shows they had seen when they were fifteen.

Jesse, who still clung to the dead husk of the punk scene, would rib Lilly about aging out. That pissed Lilly off. Age wasn’t a factor. If anything, she had grown hotter with age. The last vestiges of baby fat had melted from her cheeks, allowing the swoop of her cheekbones to show through. The new darkness around her eyes added mystery to her gray irises, not the tiredness it added to other women her age. She loved the minute wrinkles that had developed around her mouth. They made her look as though constantly holding back a wicked smile. She hadn’t aged out. She had retired gracefully.

Her cell phone chimed from inside her purse. She walked back into the living room and answered with a terse, “Yes?”

“Hey Lilly, it’s Mario,” the voice on the other end said, diced by static.

“What’s up?” Lilly warmed her words.

“Can I come over?”

“Please do.”

***

On top of sweaty sheets, Mario said, “I know you’re retired from shows. I am too. But there’s this band playing Saturday that is worth coming out of retirement for.”

Lilly laughed, loud. “Interscissor? You can’t be serious.”

“You’ve heard of them?” Hairspray still held Mario’s sharp green spikes in place. He wrapped his inked arms around Lilly and pulled her on top of him like a blanket.

“Not really. Some wannabe punkette gave me a flyer today. It was cute.”

“They’re not a cute band. People are leaving their shows bruised and bloody, saying their lives have been changed.”

“Come on, Mario. Sounds like bullshit GG Allin shock rock to me.”

“That’s not it. I . . . I don’t know how to explain it.”

Lilly rolled off him, hating his ineloquence. Did he think he could convince her like this? He wasn’t even trying. That told her all she needed to know. She hated the idea of cigarettes after sex, dinner after dessert, but she suddenly found herself needing one.

“So you absolutely won’t go?” he asked.

“Absolutely not.”

***

Lilly stood behind the makeup counter with her face sandwiched between her hands. One after the next, women asked for guidance on what lipstick to get, what eye shadow, blush. With practiced enthusiasm, she guided them toward products perfect for them based on their skin tone, the shape of their face and even their personality. She was fucking scientific about it. Did these women care? No. Nine times out of ten, they ignored Lilly’s advice and went with the tired colors they wore when they walked in. Everyone gravitated toward sameness.

Jesse approached, swinging her ponytail playfully.

Lilly smiled sincerely for the first time that day. “Hey roomie!”

“Purple!” Jesse exclaimed. “I have failed to properly utilize purple!”

“Sit on the stool and let me purp you up.”

Jesse worked nearby, doing business shit that Lilly had never taken the time to fully understand. Lilly liked the idea of Jesse, this hot punk rock chick, working with stuffed shirts on the fifty-seventh floor of the IPS tower, one of the few scenarios that actually seemed punk rock to Lilly these days. Sometimes, she felt jealous though. The job required Jesse to buy gorgeous clothes that covered her sleeves of tattoos, and also paid about ten times what Lilly earned. On the other hand, Lilly was glad she didn’t have to hide her ink. Even though the images spoke of days long past, she took pride in her tattoos. She liked the toxic green wrapped around the logos of bands she hadn’t listened to in years. They never matched her wardrobe but still matched her perfectly.

As Lilly brushed purple powder over Jesse’s eyelids, Jesse said, “I’m going to a show on Saturday and I want you to come.”

“Are you talking about the Interscissor show? It’s a bunch of hype. Remember the last show you dragged me to? What was the band called? Teen Bomb?”

“Teen Bomber, but that was different.”

“How was it different?” Lilly asked, shoving a mirror into Jesse’s hand.

“Interscissor is more of a change-your-life sort of thing.”

“We’re not fifteen anymore, Jesse. Bands can’t change our lives.”

Jesse sighed and inspected her face in the mirror. “Fuck purple.”

Lilly wiped it off and laid a base of Jesse’s fave beige.

***

The doorbell rang. Daveed arrived exactly when Lilly had asked, which she appreciated. She didn’t appreciate that, upon opening the door, she found Mario standing beside him. Daveed looked confused, with a red rose in one hand and a book in the other. He always brought her books, which she found fabulous, although she only read a third of them. Mario grinned, also bearing a gift. He held a seven inch record with a plain white cover, one word scrawled across it in plain type: Interscissor.

“Whoa.” Lilly considered closing the door and waiting for them both to leave. She had gotten dressed up to see a play called Kill County or Kill Town with Daveed, and she had been looking forward to the night out, but she didn’t know if she wanted to deal with the collision of worlds happening on her doormat.

Daveed meekly handed the flower to Lilly, glancing cautiously at Mario and his green spikes. “I brought you this.” He handed her the book and added, “And this.”

Mario held out the record and mocked, “I brought you this.”

“Do you two know each other?” Lilly asked.

“I don’t think so,” Daveed replied, tucking his hands into the pockets of his khaki pants, jingling his keys nervously.

“No,” Mario said. “I don’t care. I just need you to listen to this right now. It will help you put everything, and I mean everything, into perspective.”

“We really should be going if we want to get to the theater on time,” Daveed said, quietly, focusing more on Mario than Lilly.

“This won’t take long.” Mario slipped past Lilly into the apartment. He waved Daveed in behind him. “You can listen too, dude.”

“Mario!” Lilly yelled. “Please get out of my apartment.”

He pulled the book out of her hand, threw it onto the hardwood floor and replaced it with the record.

“Thanks,” she said as he walked away.

“Who was that?” Daveed asked after Mario had left.

“An old friend.”

Daveed pointed to the book on the floor, hand peeking out of the too-long sleeve of his mauve dress shirt. “That book will change your life.”

“Why the fuck is everyone so insistent on changing my life? Am I living my life the wrong way? Does my life seem so bad to you? Seriously.”

Daveed picked the book up and placed it on Lilly’s coffee table, beside others he had given her recently. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

“Let’s just go,” Lilly said, stepping out of her apartment.

***

The play, featuring men in dog suits reading the murder statute, couldn’t keep her mind from straying. She couldn’t understand why people thought she needed some sort of life-changing epiphany, nor did she buy that a band or a book could bring it about.

She had worked hard to like her life. When she first got into punk, before she could drive, she had needed a life change. She had spent too much time letting boys use her, not sexually, but emotionally. Even then, she considered the concept of love bizarre and fleeting. She had since learned that it was something, it just wasn’t as big a thing as it was made out to be. Small loves were realistic. Finding the love of her life was not. She hadn’t learned that from punk, per se, but from the interactions she had as part of the scene. The world had unfolded for her and she had become empowered to drive her life instead of sit in the passenger seat while life swerved around willy nilly, never getting where she wanted to go, not that she knew where she wanted to go. At least being behind the wheel gave her the opportunity to pick where she turned.

And she felt she had made the right turns. She didn’t care that her job paid shit. It covered food and rent. She surrounded herself with good people. Granted, she had woven an intricate web with her relationships, but she had it under control, which the non-event of Mario and Daveed meeting proved. She chose the path her days followed, and it worked for her. Did she seem unhappy from the outside? Maybe she didn’t smile enough. Maybe that’s why everyone thought she needed a life-changing experience.

At their post-play dinner, Daveed said, “You’re very quiet tonight.”

“I’m sorry I snapped at you earlier.”

“No, I apologize. It’s funny how sayings get thrown around so frequently they lose their meaning,” Daveed said.

“That’s true.”

“I sense you’re wound up about something though.” Daveed put the menu down. “If you’ll indulge me in one last cliché, ‘Do you want to talk about it?’”

Lilly leaned forward, put her elbows on the table and folded her hands under her chin. “You know I used to be into punk rock, right?”

Daveed gestured at Lilly’s mohawk and her tattooed arms, nodding.

“Well, there’s this band everyone is freaking out about. They’re called Interscissor, which is the dumbest name ever. Mario and Jesse and even random people on the street have told me I need to go see them this Saturday.”

“That doesn’t sound too upsetting,” Daveed said.

“It’s just that I’m done with punk rock, and they know it. Every time they pull me back in, I go to a show and I see all these stupid kids feeling what I used to feel, and I’m just bored. Part of me wishes that wasn’t the case, but it just is. I’ll listen to my old records once in a while, but I don’t feel the need to go shake my fist in the air anymore.”

“Do you know why I give you books all the time?” Daveed asked.

“Because you love me?”

He paused. “It’s actually more selfish than that. I give you books that mean a lot to me, that I’ve read countless times, books I’ve read so many times I’ve started to get bored with them. When you actually read them,” he paused to glare playful accusations at her, “and we talk about them, and I hear how you reacted to them, I get to see them through new eyes. I get re-energized toward them. Do you see what I’m getting at?”

“Not really, no.”

He leaned in. “I’ve never been to a punk rock concert.”

***

After dinner, alone in her apartment, she put Mario’s Interscissor record on the turntable. She dropped the needle haphazardly in the middle of an introductory guitar solo and nodded her head to a snare beat that rattled her teeth even with the volume low. Before the song could build to anything she could latch on to, the record slowed to a stop.

“What the fuck?” She flipped the power button on and off, but the record wouldn’t spin. The motor had died. She felt as though something had been taken away, chocolate snatched from the tip of her tongue. She remembered feeling the same way when that wannabe punkette had read the lyrics to her. Maybe Jesse and Mario were right, she thought. Maybe there was something special here. She laughed at the idea.

She called Mario. “I decided to go to the show tomorrow night.”

“That’s awesome. Lilly Terror is back!”

“But I want to listen to the record first. You know, to get psyched up, like old times.” She realized how dumb she sounded. She used to listen to a band’s record for weeks leading up to a show. That had been her ritual. She would wear out the grooves trying to memorize the lyrics so she could sing along. Now she felt silly, trying to recapture the old feeling. Still, she asked, “Can I come over and listen to it?”

“What’s wrong with your turntable?”

“Busted.”

“Now’s not a good time, Lilly.”

“Is Jesse over there?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh. Okay.” Lilly’s feeling of loss suddenly amplified.

“I’ll see you tomorrow night though?” Mario asked.

She sighed. “Yes, you will.”

“So these concerts happen in basements?” Daveed asked as he and Lilly walked toward the Cedar Street address scrawled on the flyer.

“The good ones do, yeah. When bands get mainstream, they might play small clubs. Some of the old bands that are still kicking will fill up a decent sized venue, but those shows are about as fun as a visit to the senior center.”

“Gotcha,” Daveed said.

When they found the house, a trashed bungalow with once-white siding, they walked around back. As Lilly unlatched the gate to the fenced-in backyard, Daveed whispered, “I’m not going to fit in here, am I?”

Punk wardrobe choices were the same as they had always been, the black t-shirts, the torn jeans and bondage skirts, the ripped fishnets, the hair charged or mohawked or shaved or just indignantly unkempt. Daveed wore the same outfit he wore to the theater, just in different colors: khaki pants and a blue button down shirt that looked simple and fancy at the same time, possibly because it was actually clean and relatively new, which could not be said for most of the clothes in this backyard.

“No, you’re not,” Lilly replied. “Do you care?”

“No,” Daveed said.

“Then you’re already more punk than most of these kids.”

Bass and guitar belched from the back door. The crowd moved toward the sound. Lilly led Daveed away from it. She leaned against the garage and pulled out a cigarette.

“Aren’t we going to miss it?”

A girl in a shiny leather jacket ran past, the wannabe punkette who had handed Lilly the flyer. “Hey!” Lilly shouted. “What band is this?”

The girl smiled in recognition. “Magnus Carter.”

“Opening band,” Lilly said to Daveed. She took a long drag. “Let’s skip them and enjoy the night air.”

“Works for me,” Daveed said. “When did you start going to punk shows?”

Lilly laughed.

“What?” Daveed asked.

“It’s just the way you said ‘punk shows.’ I don’t know how to explain it.” She did know how to explain it though. He said the words with too much care and just enough hesitancy for her to catch the hidden question, “Am I saying this right?” She remembered when she used to call shows “concerts” and laughed again.

Daveed giggled self-consciously.

“To answer your question though, I went to my first show when I was fourteen.”

“Wow. You really are a veteran.”

“You make me sound old.”

“That’s not my intent. What’s that over there?” He pointed to a folding table near the back of the house.

“Merch,” she replied. “Let’s take a look.”

She tossed her cigarette and led the way. A big, bearded punk manned the table, a beer in each hand. She nodded at him and scanned the bands’ wares. Seeing nothing from Interscissor, she picked up a Magnus Carter seven inch and inspected the crude drawing on the cover, a skull with black dreadlocks. Very original, she thought.

“I didn’t know they made records anymore,” Daveed said.

The merch guy laughed so hard he dropped one of his beers. Lilly hit him with a cold stare until he stopped. Hypocritical bastard, she thought. A year ago, he had probably been going to college and listening to jam bands. Now he considered himself such a part of the scene that he could laugh at newcomers. She wanted to call him out, to ask him about the fresh ink on his arms, and how he had paid for it, to make him think about exactly how punk he really was, but she didn’t. She knew and Daveed didn’t seem to give a shit, which impressed her.

“For these bands, records never really died,” she explained to Daveed. “I’ll have to show you my record collection sometime.”

“I would love that.”

The cacophony from the basement died suddenly and the crowd reappeared, Jesse and Mario among them. Jesse hurried to Lilly, dragging Mario by the hand behind her.

“I’m so glad you came! Both of you! It’s so good to see you again, Daveed. Are you psyched?” Jesse clapped her hands.

Mario rolled his eyes.

“I am psyched,” Daveed said. He added, “This is my first show,” and looked at Lilly with a playful and confident smile, clearly proud of himself for saying “show” right.

“Yay!” Jesse added. “This band will totally change your life.”

Daveed replied, “Let’s hope it’s a change for the better, shall we?”

If anyone had any hope of having his life changed, Lilly realized, it was Daveed. He came to this with eyes untainted by the peaks of punk rockdom she had seen so many years before, peaks she knew would never be topped, not by Interscissor or any other band. The cheapest chocolate bars are the best if you’ve never tasted another.

A sound—the bastard brood of a guitar chord and a truck dropping rocks into the Mississippi—pulled the crowd to the basement once again. Punks fought to get in first.

“Holy shit,” Jesse said, eyes wide, pulling Mario by the hand. Mario grabbed Lilly’s hand. She shook free and walked casually at the rear of the crowd, Daveed by her side. The sound blew the dust off feelings she hadn’t felt for a long time. She wanted to run, to push and shove with everyone else. Her body ached to accelerate. Perhaps Mario and Jesse’s energy, the energy shared by everyone in the backyard, had infected her. She forced herself to walk slowly.

She stomped down wooden steps, greeted by body odor so thick she had to blink to get her eyes used to it. A man stood at the bottom of the stairs with a cash box and a marker. Lilly walked past him. She was not going to pay for this bullshit. No way. Daveed paused and looked at the man, then followed Lilly’s example.

Punks packed the basement from wall to wall, so thick she couldn’t see the band on the other side of the room.

“Is there a stage?” Daveed asked.

“No . . . ”

The aptly nicknamed Rat Hole epitomized punk basements. Empty beer cans and bottles had accumulated in every corner like snowdrifts. Despite layers of graffiti depicting everything from minotaurs with mohawks to crossed out crosses, the gray of the brick penetrated the room. Rusted pipes crisscrossed the ceiling, sweating. Hands pounded on them, anxiously awaiting Interscissor’s first song.

The discordant drone gave way to the guitar solo Lilly had heard before her record player died, warm and wet and so fast. It rushed past the ears in front of her and made its way to hers, making them buzz as it echoed off the basement walls. The drums kicked in, beats chasing each other down, leaving no space in between. The crowd exploded. Battered black boots cut a circle over the concrete floor.

Lilly joined in, one piece of debris caught up in the tornado of bodies, stomping and swinging her arms so hard her spiked bracelets threatened to fly off her wrists. Her razor sharp black mohawk scraped the wet pipes above. She hadn’t thrown her body around like this in more than a decade. What was she doing? Before she could find an answer, she lost her mind in her body’s acceleration, in the music that caused it.

She had never heard music like this. It was fast, almost too fast to keep up with, but every chord rang clearly in her mind, in her heart, telling her to move. It told her other things too, but she couldn’t grasp what, so she moved faster, hoping that maybe then she’d be able to understand.

When the singer stepped up to the microphone, she stopped in front of him, raising her fist and joining the crowd in singing along. She didn’t know how she knew the words, but she did, only in the most fleeting sense though. If she had been asked to repeat any single lyric after it fled her lips, she wouldn’t have been able to. But for every word she lost, she found another to scream at the top of her lungs.

Bodies tidal waved over her, stacking themselves on top of each other in an effort to become one voice. Lilly sunk under the weight, cracking. She found herself pressed against the concrete floor, at the bottom of the pile of punks. When the bodies receded, someone dragged her to the side of the crowd. She looked up and saw Daveed, panic on his face. He shouted something. She shook her head, unable to understand him over the music. He simply pointed at the band and Lilly looked at them for the first time.

The singer stood perfectly still behind the microphone. No words came from his mouth, because he had no mouth. His pale porcelain face had no features at all, except where his mouth should have been. Two thick tubes emerged from that spot. Pink fluid leaked from the base of the tubes, dribbling over his chin.

Mouth or not, the singer had a voice. Lilly heard his words. She could mouth along to them, release them into the dank basement air, but she couldn’t keep them in her head no matter how hard she tried. She desperately wished she could grasp their meaning.

Ribs had grown outside of the singer’s torso, and they had not stopped growing. Perfectly white, they ran together, looping around and around, over and under, forming a shell that broke only to make room for joint-less arms and legs, and more tubes.

Ribbed with veins and nearly translucent, the singer’s tubes throbbed in time with the music. The two facial tubes reached out several feet, culminating in wet, star-shaped protrusions that Lilly now saw had locked on to Mario and Jesse’s foreheads.

Lilly squeezed Daveed’s hand. Why had they been chosen? Why did they get to become part of the band, part of the music? Why did they get to hold the words she so desperately wanted to hold? Why did they get to understand? They seemed so happy as the singer lifted them off the ground. Lilly wanted to be that happy.

She slapped Daveed’s hand away, shoving through the swirling mass of bodies. She stood in front of the singer and felt powerful as she screamed along. She felt like she had so many years ago, when she would tax her lungs and let herself fade away and become one with the music. No, she felt better, because she knew this feeling could last. She could sink into it permanently and never have to worry about anything else. She could become the words she sang.

Mario and Jesse blurred, film melting in a projector.

The singer’s sleek forehead liquefied, bubbling like boiling milk, and another tube emerged. Lilly reached for it, elbowing others out of the way as she wrapped both hands around the tube and pulled it to her heart, tearing her already threadbare T-shirt. It kissed her flesh and raised her above the ground.

Still singing, she started to grasp the lyrics. Ideas about the fleeting nature of life, about the conflict between the smallness of it as a whole and the largeness of every fully-realized moment. Her voice grew hoarse. Blood sprayed from her lips. That blood meant more than any words she had ever spoken. It spattered across the singer’s pale face.

She felt as though she floated above the crowd, as if there were miles and miles between her and the world she had come from. Then the sound of the guitar disappeared, then the bass, then the voice, and she crashed back down to the basement in silence.

Daveed stood at the PA, situated beside the band in the cramped basement. He flicked knobs, hit buttons and pulled cords mercilessly.

“No, you fucker!” Lilly screamed. Her words came out with briars, bringing more blood to her lips. The singer dropped her and she tumbled backwards to the cold concrete. The impact knocked the breath out of her.

The singer stood, silent and still, gripping Jesse and Mario . . . or what remained of them. Their pants hung loose and their arms dangled from their short sleeves like dry, brown leaves that had been crumpled in massive hands. They moaned in unison, coughing out a bare, wordless melody.

“Holy shit,” Lilly said. Pink goo dripped from the lesion on her chest. The singer’s free tube reached for her, trying to latch on again, but it was knocked aside as the crowd emerged from its trance, saw what she saw and ran for the door.

Daveed picked up a guitar case and smashed it over the singer’s head. The case shattered with a hollow sound, but the singer didn’t move. Undeterred, Daveed pulled the tubes out of the backs of the other band members, who Lilly now noticed were humans, attached to the singer and controlled via tubes. They passed out, expressionless. The drummer fell face first into his drum set. Scattering cymbals clanged against concrete.

The singer’s newly released tubes careened aimlessly. He dropped the husks of Jesse and Mario, who continued moaning, singing. He reared back, as if readying himself to pounce on Lilly. She curled up and Daveed tossed himself on top of her to protect her. The singer didn’t attack though. He drove his tubes into the floor. They knocked concrete aside to get to the dirt below. Behind them, like an earthworm retreating from the sun, the singer disappeared into the ground, soundlessly.

On hands and knees, her mohawk hanging limp beside her face, Lilly crawled out from under Daveed, after the singer, reaching into the cold earth where he had vanished. It was no use. The dirt poured into the hole and he was gone. The lesion on her chest dried up suddenly. All of the blood in her veins might as well have dried up with it.

Daveed attempted to help her up, but she shoved him away. He had taken something from her. She didn’t know what exactly, but she knew it had been important and she felt a surge of hatred toward him. It passed quickly because she realized everything would be okay. She would be able to regain what she had lost.

She just had to find out where Interscissor was playing next.


LOVING ARMS

Beary Blossom’s first act as a sentient being was to tear the pink nametag off his chest with his teeth. His second was to kill.

Attic rats swarmed over him. They had gnawed through his brindled plush. From the holes, yellowed cotton sagged like dying clouds. His arms had been taken from him, but that didn’t stop him. Propelled by stout bear legs and revenge, he shoved his snout into every corner. Cobwebs tickled his rage as he gnashed his plastic teeth at fleeing tails. Light poured through the tiny attic window. It came and went many times before he caught all the rats and made them pay for what they had done. Their blood formed a crust under his black button nose, around his mouth.

Revenge felt good, made his nappy plush tingle. He needed more though, and a memory appeared: Beary Blossom lying flat on the concrete driveway, twine wrapped around each of his four paws. The other ends of those pieces of twine had been tied to four remote control cars. Each car pointed in a different direction away from Beary Blossom. At their controls, an eight-year-old boy with scabby elbows and a moustache of snot. Steven, Beary Blossom’s owner, hovered over him, eyes as black as rats. All Beary Blossom wanted was to do what he had been made for, to be held in the boy’s grubby hands, to snuggle. Steven had other ideas.

“Die, scumbear!” the boy howled, jabbing buttons that sent each of the cars racing away. Beary Blossom felt nothing as his arms tore free and the cars tied to his legs dragged him into the street. Now though, as he re-lived that moment, he felt every jagged chunk of blacktop. He felt the torn stitches where arms once hung and he realized this was why he had been given life. What had begun with the rats would continue with Steven. He had a new raison d’être.

Beary Blossom looked past the hundreds of rat corpses that carpeted the attic, past the flies that fed on them. Other toys had been sent there to die: tricycles, wagons full of nameless action figures gritting teeth and pointing guns at each other, heaps of stuffed animals that had suffered as bad or worse than he had. Not a single one whole. He would get revenge for all of them. The word stood in his consciousness like a giant granite statue, urging him on.

He waded through the dead rats and mutilated toys until he came to a robot with spark-less eyes. Its legs had been smashed beyond recognition, but its arms remained pristine, complete with giant red pinchers for hands. Beary Blossom put one foot on the robot’s chest and used the other to kick the arms loose. He regretted inflicting the exact same torture on this poor robot that had been inflicted on him. Surely though, the robot would be pleased to share in the revenge.

He kneeled and pressed his left shoulder against the severed metal arm. His yellowed stuffing reached out for the new limb, forming tendrils that tightened around it and pulled it flush against his body. He repeated the process with the other arm. When the cotton had solidified, he stood. He raised his gleaming metal arms over his head and snapped the pinchers together triumphantly. He could already feel Steven’s eyeballs being crushed between them.

Kicking toys and dead rats out of his way, he found the exit and jumped through it. He only vaguely remembered the layout of the house, but he found his way to Steven’s room. It still reeked of matches being pressed to the plastic eyes of unsuspecting toys, but otherwise it had changed completely. Shelves that used to hold Beary Blossom and his stuffed comrades now held pair after pair of high-heeled shoes. The bed had been taken away, making room for racks of dresses that spilled out of the closet. A sewing table stood where once there had been a desk for Steven to do his schoolwork, and his torture. Beary Blossom hid under the table. Obviously, Steven didn’t live in this room anymore. Perhaps he didn’t even live in this house anymore. He would wait here and find out, patient, but prepared to go house to house, no matter how long it took to get his revenge.

He didn’t have to wait long.

A woman entered the room. Steven’s mom? No, Steven’s mom had never moved so quickly, always standing by the side “now now”ing as her son tore off button noses with forks. Beary Blossom stared up the perfectly tan and smooth legs as they shuffled around the room, trying on one pair of heels after the next.

“No matter how many shoes I buy, I never seem to buy the right ones,” she chirped through lips splashed in waves of pink that darkened as they moved away from her gleaming white teeth. Beary Blossom leaned forward, drawn to those lips, those eyes. Amidst the attic clutter, he had stomped past a pair of dragon’s wings that had been plucked from their body. Their kaleidoscope coloring caught his attention—rust oranges tangling with sky blues and algae greens. The makeup around the woman’s eyes reminded him of those wings. He couldn’t look away.

The word “Revenge,” previously written in granite across his consciousness, started to brighten and melt. The R became an L, and the E an O. The V and the E remained, while the rest dripped away. Beary Blossom’s stuffing evaporated and poured out through the holes in his plush, warming him.

The woman disappeared as quickly as she had appeared, clicking out of the room after finding the right pair of shoes. Beary Blossom sat under the sewing table for a long time, not moving, not even thinking, just clinging to the image of those legs, those lips, those eyes. He could feel her holding him close. When he finally started thinking again, he decided he needed to speak to this woman. That left him with two questions. One: what would he say? Two: Could he speak?

He opened his mouth the way humans did, but nothing came out except a piece of rat meat that had lingered between his teeth. First things first, he realized. He needed to come up with words before he could give them voice. He would say, “I am Beary Blossom and I love you.” For a moment, he considered changing his name. It hadn’t fit when his goal had been revenge, but now it made sense. He opened his mouth with those words in mind, but again he failed to cut through the silence. On his next attempt, he imagined his stuffing coming out of his mouth like little arms, shoving the words into the world. It worked. It hurt, but it worked.

At first, his voice sounded like puffs of smoke. He kept practicing:

“I am Beary Blossom and I love you.” This time with some gravel to it.

“I am Beary Blossom and I love you.” This time with weight.

“I am Beary Blossom and I love you.” This time confident and clear.

Realizing that popping out from underneath the sewing table, waving his robot arms and proclaiming his love would surely scare the shit out of the mystery woman, he wandered into the kitchen. Leaping onto the table, he positioned himself facing the door and remained motionless, awaiting his love’s return.

As he waited, kitchen cupboards retreated to the background of his consciousness, along with the refrigerator and the photos of half-naked black men that covered it, replaced with those Technicolor eyes and lips. They multiplied and radiated and oozed out neon words that brushed softly against Beary Blossom’s holy plush. “I love you too, Beary Blossom,” declared those lips, those eyes. “Let me wrap my arms around you and never let you go.” He could practically feel her warmth seeping into his stuffing. It felt . . . pink and pure. It tasted like candy.

As he fantasized himself into a future locked in loving embrace with this woman, he found it hard to sit still. Surely he could run out the door and find her. The world beyond couldn’t be that big. How could he possibly just sit and wait? What if she never returned? What if he remained on the table, sitting in the darkness until whatever fetal rats he had failed to devour gnawed their way out of their dead mothers’ wombs and came to him for the same reason he had come to their parents: revenge. What if his love returned at that exact moment? He imagined the rats ripping the color from her face with their jagged, foaming teeth.

At that moment, the door swung open and the lights flashed on. One bedazzled shoe with a four-inch heel flew past his head, almost knocking him over. The other nearly shattered the bare bulb above him. The scream that followed threatened to succeed where the shoes failed.

“Solandra knew I was going to wear my blue gown. She fucking knew it! And what does she do? She wears her goddamn blue gown and weasels her way into the opening number!” the woman screamed.

Beary Blossom considered ducking and covering, but then he locked in on those lips and their cascading waves of pink. He started to say his line, but it didn’t come fast enough. She noticed him and asked, “Can you even believe that bitch? Seriously, Beary Blossom, have you ever heard of such backstabbery?”

Cursing, she charged out of the room, leaving him wondering how she had known his name. He double-checked to make sure he had indeed torn his nametag off. Sure enough, all that remained was a little puff of stuffing and a hole.

“Beary Blossom?” the woman repeated, returning to the kitchen. Her voice grew deeper, familiar. “How did you get down here? I haven’t seen you since mom and dad died in that terrible, terrible accident. Shit, that was 20 years ago.”

She pulled off her long blonde hair and dropped it on the table. Beary Blossom focused past the makeup and saw the black eyes and trembling lips that had leered over him through torture after torture. He fell backwards and hoped the light from above would seer through his eyes and burn up the consciousness behind them, because he couldn’t imagine ever being able to sort through the avalanche of questions pouring down on him. Why was Steven dressed like a woman? Could this be some elaborate new form of torture, designed to make him fall in love and then shred his heart to match his body? If not, how could he kill someone he loved? And how could he love someone who had torn his arms off?

She-Steven tapped on the kitchen table with long, hot pink nails. “Didn’t I cut off your arms?” she asked. “What’s with the stupid robot claws?”

All questions disappeared. Love collapsed. In the ruin left behind remained one monument, that towering granite word: Revenge. He sat up and leaned forward, pinching his claws together violently. Chips of dried rat blood fell from his scowl. She-Steven didn’t notice. She just stared at his feet, grinning the same dagger-edged grin Beary Blossom had feared so long ago, that he realized he still feared.

“Those feet would make cute earrings!” she said, putting her wig back on, snapping her fingers and sashaying across the kitchen. She opened a drawer and pulled out a pair of scissors with a handle that matched her nails. “Snip, snip,” she sang, wiggling her hips, dancing to the sound of the blades opening and closing.

Beary Blossom’s instincts took over. He rolled off the table and ran, making his way to the sewing room before his tormentor even left the kitchen. The shadows of the sewing table sheltered him. He had been so confident alone in the attic, so certain in his ability to get revenge. Seeing his torturer’s black eyes brighten at the thought of doing more damage had driven that confidence away. Now he cowered, listening to She-Steven walk the halls, punctuating her words with scissors snips as she called out for him. “Beary Blossom! My sweet Beary Blossom! It’s been so long. We need to catch up. So much has changed. So much has stayed the same.

“By the way, my drag name . . . It’s Kutrina Glamslice.”

Kutrina’s cackling echoed through the house, freezing his stuffing, moving like icy fingers ready to pry him apart. He felt around the darkened room, trying to find anything he could use as a weapon. His little plastic teeth may have sufficed against rats, but not against this creature.

Making a loud sniffing sound, she shouted, “I smell teddy bear feet!”

Shoving safety pins and scraps of clothing aside, Beary Blossom’s claws finally landed on something that could do some damage. He rolled back into his hiding place. He would cower no more. He had been granted sentience by some higher power for the purpose of vengeance, and he would not disappoint.

Kutrina kicked the door in, slashing her way into the sewing room with the scissors so violently her wig nearly came off. Beary Blossom readied himself. He stayed out of sight, gripping his weapons between his red robo-pinchers, waiting for the right moment to strike.

“I smell moldy old attic plush!” she said, adjusting her wig.

Beary Blossom rolled out between those legs that had so enamored him. She turned, snipping and slicing, baring her teeth like a pink lipsticked pit bull. He growled and dodged her chaotic attack with ease.

“I should have torn your legs off when I did your arms, scumbear!”

Beary Blossom sprang forward, glittering gold pumps in each of his robot claws. He stabbed the five-inch heels into Kutrina’s eye sockets. Eyeballs burst free. To his surprise, the displaced orbs did not fly away on those Technicolor dragon wings that surrounded them. The colors remained around the heel-filled sockets, barely diminished by the blood and tears that sprayed forth.

She dropped the scissors and fell onto her back. Her fingers danced around the wounds, unable to decide whether to pull the shoes loose or not. Beary Blossom stepped onto her chest, pressed his muzzle close to her face and licked at the colors around her eyes, her lips. They didn’t taste as good as he had hoped.

After a few grunts, he choked out his practiced words, coating them with all the rat intestines he could muster: “I am Beary Blossom . . . and I love you.” He grabbed the scissors from the floor and stabbed the giant lump bobbing around the front of Kutrina’s neck like a baby bird fighting to break free. He stabbed and stabbed until he saw the bird’s ivory beak, but by then it had stopped fighting.

Wrapping his robo-pinchers around her neck, he dragged her out of the sewing room. Below the attic door, he gently pulled the shoes from her eye sockets. With all his strength, he hurled her up and inside, then jumped up after her.

Beary Blossom dragged his love through the rat corpses. Flies buzzed around his head, trying to sup at the blood on his lips. He shoved the tricycle against the far wall and propped Kutrina on it. The seat had been built for a younger bottom, so she kept falling to the side. He would not give up. He gathered all the dead rats that didn’t dissolve between his pinchers and carefully piled them around the tricycle.

The completed throne held Kutrina in place. Her empty eye sockets absorbed her attic kingdom and its legions of trashed toys. For a moment, Beary Blossom worried that they might come to life and try to take her from him, or try to exact their own revenge. Would that wingless dragon climb out of the heaps of plush to breathe fire on both of them? Would those action figures hurl their severed heads at them? What about the robot he had left armless? None of them could hurt him, he realized. None of them could hurt his love. They were too late.

He climbed onto Kutrina’s lap, pinched her pink lips up into a smile and sat down, nuzzling into the folds of her sparkling blue gown, absorbing the little warmth that still emanated from her. When he wrapped her arms tightly around his holy brindled tummy, he had all he ever wanted.


HEARTS AND CATERPILLARS

At the tip of Percy’s fork, a caterpillar crawled from chunks of lettuce and grated carrots, stretched its pale emerald body high and waved its tiny black legs, as if to say, “Get me the fuck out of here.”

“Um, did you wash these veggies, Em?” Percy asked.

“Yes!” Emily shouted, throwing her fork down and slapping her palm against the table. “Are you saying your fucking salad is dirty?”

“It’s not that it’s dirty,” Percy replied, holding out his pointer finger for the caterpillar to climb onto. “It’s just that I found this little guy.”

“So? Kill the fucking worm and eat your salad.”

“It’s a caterpillar, Em, and I’m not going to kill it.”

A single plant, a hibiscus, lived on the sill of the one window in Percy’s apartment. He had named it Cussy. It flowered every morning like clockwork. Just one flower at a time though, no more. He set his finger against one of its leaves and the caterpillar tickled away, excited for its new home.

Emily stomped across the hardwood floor in her Mary Janes, which she always refused to take off at the door. “I’m going to squish it.”

Percy grabbed her and pulled her in for a hug. She squirmed away, trying to get past him to Cussy and the caterpillar. When she realized he wasn’t going to let her pass, she stepped back and crossed her arms over her chest. Her angry face—her most frequently made face—involved her lower lip engulfing her upper lip as if trying to pull her face into her mouth. Her thin brows zigzagged over her tapioca eyes. As usual, Percy tried to kiss the angry face away.

Emily dodged his lips. “You really want to keep that thing?”

“It’s just a caterpillar.”

“It’s gross, Perky. Get rid of it,” she ordered gently, poking a French manicured nail into Percy’s chest. Her angry face unraveled. Without it, her features—the slashing cheekbones and long eyelashes—created an equation that mathed out to equal totally hot to most men, Percy included.

Percy held his ground, not an easy task when she unleashed the pet names. They had grown increasingly rare now that the two of them had eclipsed the first year of their relationship and were getting down to the nitty gritty of figuring out who made dinner on which nights and at who’s place.

“Fine, you keep it then. I’m going to my fucking yoga class.”

Percy asked, “Will you be back later?”

“Maybe if I feel like pity fucking you, loser.”

“Love you.”

“Yeah.”

***

Emily didn’t come back that night. Percy sat on the couch, reading. His apartment always got hotter at night, but he didn’t feel like turning the air conditioning on. Sweat soaked through the pits of his purple polo shirt, which Em said looked good with his green eyes. She also said it made him look like a fag, but she had said it looked good first, so that’s what Percy focused on.

He toyed with his long hair. “What color is that?” Emily once asked. “My mom used to call it root beer.” “Have you thought of cutting it? It looks kind of faggy. It’s longer than mine.” Percy thought of her hair—jaw-length and bleached blonde, smelling like oranges or chocolate—and pleasured himself before falling asleep.

***

The sun shined through the window the next morning, unimpeded by the hibiscus, which had been stripped of all but a single leaf, a surrender flag.

“I thought you’d eat a leaf or two, Cat, not the whole thing. My mom gave me Cussy at my dad’s funeral.” Percy poked at the remnants, looking for the caterpillar. “Where are you anyway?”

After scouring his apartment, he found the caterpillar under his bed. The insect had digested and expelled what it had eaten and now writhed in a puddle of what looked like granola. The caterpillar had doubled in size.

Percy returned the caterpillar to the carcass of Cussy. “I have to lay down the law here, Cat. You don’t go beyond the windowsill. Deal?”

The caterpillar stood on its hind section and waved. Percy took the gesture as a “Yes.” With that agreement in place, he went to work at the office, designing websites for dentists, every single one looking exactly the same at the request of his clients: “I want happy people smiling wide! Big shiny teeth!” He always delivered.

After work, he went to a greenhouse and picked up five more hibiscus plants: Cussy Two, Three, Four, Five and Six.

“What’s this shit?” Emily asked when she visited again a couple days later, making her angry face at all the chomped-on plants that cramped the windowsill.

“Just wanted more plants,” Percy said.

“They’re dead.”

“I guess I don’t have a green thumb, Em.”

Emily shrieked. “What the fuck is that?”

The caterpillar climbed to the top of one of the plants, stretching up as if to wave hello. It had grown to be roughly the length of a rat.

“It’s just the caterpillar, Em.”

She backed toward the door, lower lip quivering. “It’s a monster!”

The caterpillar coughed up a stream of half-digested plant matter. The gritty muck dribbled from its mouth onto its underbelly. Its little legs writhed, struggling impotently to wipe the embarrassing mess away.

Emily turned and ran. Percy chased after her, but even in her heels she managed to get out to her car and drive away before he could explain. Not that he even knew what he had to explain. What was the big deal?

***

A month later, Percy sat on his couch, rubbing the corner of his cellphone against his cheek through strands of unkempt root beer hair. He had lost track of which Cussy he was on—thirty-six maybe—but he did know he had left Emily exactly fifty voicemails. She had not responded to one.

Cat stretched up and pressed against the window, scratching its many black legs across the glass. It had grown to two feet, as thick around as Percy’s thigh. When it slid back down to the windowsill, it shuffled accordion-like, its emerald skin crushing together and then stretching. It turned and looked at Percy.

Cat’s puzzle of a face started with a pair of thin lips, spread wide and slathered with the cheap ruby lipstick elderly women gravitated toward. What appeared to be the head of a much more grotesque insect seemed ready to emerge from the lips, diarrhea brown with mandibles and pokers and pus-colored nodules. Two black pits rode on top of the old lady lips. Percy considered those Cat’s eyes, although they might have been nostrils or laser-shooters for all he knew. On the underside of the lips smiled a smaller pair of lips. From these, a steady stream of hibiscus debris drizzled.

“Can she really be that freaked out by you?” Percy asked.

To his surprise, Cat replied, in a voice as shiny as its skin, “She’s not freaked out by me. She’s using me as an excuse to cheat on you.”

When Percy peeled his hand away from his mouth, he said, “You talk?”

Cat took a bite of hibiscus, chewed it slowly and repeated, “She’s cheating.”

***

That evening, Percy planned to follow Emily. However, parked a block away from her apartment, he couldn’t help but think he was going to get caught. Maybe that’s what he wanted. She would confront him and he could tell her he loved her and missed her, all the things he had already elaborated on ad nauseum in his voicemails, which he had begun scripting and also sending in letter form.

When she finally stepped out of her apartment, her attire shocked Percy. She always dressed risqué, with her miniskirts and low-cut tops, but this was straight-up stripper apparel: Clear heels, a leather miniskirt that barely concealed her avalanche of butt flesh and a pink top with less material than his handkerchiefs. And, strangely, a baseball hat over her bleached blonde hair.

He lowered himself in the driver’s seat, but Emily didn’t even look his way. She climbed into her car and pulled away without so much as a flash of her blinker. Percy followed, driving faster than he would have preferred, leaving the city and weaving through the chain restaurants and strip malls of the suburbs.

She finally pulled into the parking lot of one of those strip malls, outside of Mega Mattress Warehouse, home of the annual Mega Mattress Meltdown and its companion television ads, featuring a man in a pink armadillo suit lighting mattresses on fire in this very parking lot and bellowing, “Bargains that will melt your mind!”

Percy parked on a side street and hustled back to MMW on foot. On the tips of his toes, with his arms outstretched like a ballerina for balance, he crept through shadows, avoiding the bright parking lot lights.

In front of the store, he dropped to his hands and knees, immediately getting a palm-full of cigarette butts. Wiping the butts away, he moved closer. The facade of Mega Mattress Warehouse, like every store in the strip mall, was all window, with the exception of three feet of tan brick. Percy hunkered down behind the brick.

Lifting his head, he imagined himself as the caterpillar, moving slowly and fluidly, a boneless tube of flexible material. When he could see into the store, he gasped. He covered his eyes to prevent them from popping out of their sockets.

In the darkened store, Emily sprawled out on a California king size mattress. She had already abandoned her little clothing, except her heels and hat. The wrinkly fingertips of a mustachioed man old enough to be her grandfather danced over her tattoo, a rainbow wrapped in barbed wire that ran from her right hip to the fold under her right breast. She opened and closed her legs, teasing, and shoved a finger into the old man’s mouth. He sucked it and unbuttoned his shirt.

Outside, Percy puffed out his cheeks, catching his groans of disgust so they could linger on his tongue, letting him savor their charcoal flavor.

The pink armadillo from the commercials rolled out from a back room on a skateboard. A whip dangled around his neck like an undone tie. The armadillo did an ollie before kicking the board aside. Emily shoved the old man away and reached for the armadillo, who did an awkward frat boy dance before waving his whip overhead as if getting ready to lasso something.

Having seen all he needed to see, all he would ever need to see in his entire life, Percy scurried back to his car.

***

“You were right,” Percy said to the caterpillar as it gorged on grass in the park the next day. Around him, kids threw baseballs at each other’s heads and spewed the F-word at a faster pace than Emily. If they were curious about the thing beneath the blanket by Percy’s feet, they didn’t show it. Percy considered taking the blanket away so Cat could enjoy the sunlight, but didn’t want to push his luck.

“Was there any doubt?” Muffled by the blanket, Cat sounded distant.

“I think I knew it all along.”

“The question is, what are you going to do about it?”

“What am I going to do about it?” Percy hadn’t considered doing anything about it. Now that Cat mentioned it though, he realized that, at the very least, he had to break up with Emily. That bummed him out. She made him feel safe. When she was around, the only thing that could hurt him was her, and she didn’t hurt him too bad. He could handle her making fun of him, unless they were having sex. Then he would get frustrated and lose his drive, which would only make her wrath worse.

He didn’t think of that now though. Instead, he thought about the time at the movie theater when, after standing at the counter far too long trying to decide whether he wanted a slushee or chocolate-covered raisins, the popcorn jockey grinned and asked, “Do you think you’ll decide before the movie’s over?” Emily responded, “He’s distracted by your pimples, cocksucker. Now give us another minute or I’m going to take off my heels and start popping zits my way.”

Cat wriggled out from under the blanket. Blades of grass hanging from its little red mouth, it said, “Yeah, what are going to do about it, man?”

Realizing Cat meant something more drastic than politely severing the relationship, Percy looked to the sky for answers. “I guess I could throw out all the clothes she left at my place. Except her leather jacket. Her uncle gave her that jacket when she was a kid. He was in some popular rock band, kind of a one-hit wonder . . . the Din Lonesomes? I couldn’t throw that away.”

Cat squirmed back under the blanket. “This grass tastes like piss.”

***

Emily sat at the table in Percy’s apartment, arms crossed, face on the verge of being sucked in by her lower lip. Percy hadn’t thrown her stuff away. He had spent the previous two days hurling voicemails at her, and his perseverance had paid off. Of course, he had told her he had gotten rid of the caterpillar.

“I made fajitas. I know you love them.” Percy slid a plate in front of her.

“They’re the only thing you make that doesn’t taste like complete shit.”

“What have you been up to?” he asked.

Pulling her lips away from her teeth to reveal how intensely she clenched them, she dipped her pointer finger and thumb into her food and snatched out a sauce-soaked strand of Percy’s hair. Percy’s heart kamakazeed straight into his throat, where it melted down into a thick meaty muck that temporarily prevented air from entering. Pinky outstretched, Emily daintily put the strand of hair back into her food and pushed her plate aside. “You want to know what I’ve been up to?”

Percy nodded, bracing himself for bluntness.

“I just needed some me time, you know?”

“Oh, I know how that goes. I needed some me time too.” Percy laughed. Even in the thick of their relationship, he hadn’t had any trouble finding “me time.” He’d had a lifetime of “me time.”

Emily lowered her eyelids. “You have something on your mind.”

“You’re cheating on me.”

She pushed herself back in her chair. “That hurts, Perky. That really hurts.”

“I followed you to Mega Mattress Warehouse and saw you doing . . . things . . . with an old man and that pink armadillo from the commercials.”

She tapped her long nails against the table, louder and louder, until the sound felt like a hammer hitting Percy at the base of his skull. Tap. Tap. Tap.

“You followed me? What are you saying? You don’t trust me?”

“It’s not that I don’t trust you, Em, it’s just that . . . ”

“Don’t even try to explain, I . . . I . . . I . . . Jesus Fucking Christ!”

The caterpillar had crawled out of the bedroom and now stood a few feet from the table, stretching up as tall as possible, its mouth grinding. Its many black legs slashed the air, pointing accusingly at Emily.

She threw her hairy fajita at it, but missed and the food knocked over Percy’s TV. The glass screen shattered and sparks flew, singeing the caterpillar’s hide. It hissed, leaning forward, closer to Emily, its underside bubbling.

“I’m done with you!” she screamed as she stood to leave. “I’m done with your distrust. I’m done with your faggy fucking hair. I’m done with your freaky fucking caterpillar. And you know what, I’m glad, because you’re boring. I told myself you were stable, but you aren’t stable at all. You’re totally unstable, and you’re still boring, and I don’t even know how that’s possible, but it doesn’t matter. I’ve got a line of people waiting to fuck me. Oh yeah, you followed me, so you saw that.”

“No, I didn’t see that!” Percy shouted.

“I wish you had. You might have learned something.”

Cat whipped forward, shooting a stream of hibiscus-colored ooze that formed a perfect arch as it made its way to its destination: Emily’s face. It splattered like pancake batter dumped onto the griddle too fast. Emily screamed, but that only opened the gate for the ooze to go down her throat. She put her hands up, slapping at the stream before it finally stopped. Slipping on the puddle, she ran out the door.

Percy wished Emily had given him one final “fuck you” before leaving. At the very least, she could have reiterated how worthless he was. Just not silence.

Anything but silence.

***

That night, Percy wandered nearly naked back and forth between the bed and the couch. Neither offered sleep. His bed smelled like the orange and chocolate lotion Emily rubbed on her skin in the evening. His couch smelled like farts.

Mirroring Percy’s unrest, Cat moved back and forth on the moonlit windowsill, casting a massive shadow on the opposite wall.

“Why did I have to confront her?” he asked, hooking his thumbs under the waistband of his tighty-whities and running them back and forth around his waist. “Some people might have asked to join in. It’s not like she’s in love with that old man and that mattress mascot. She’s just being sexually adventurous. It’s hot.”

“It’s not hot,” Cat said. “It’s treacherous.”

“Ah, what do you know? This is all your fault.”

“Catalyst and cause are two different things.”

“I don’t know what that means, Cat.”

“Go to her.”

Percy snapped the waistband of his underwear against his belly. “That’s what any other man would do, isn’t it?”

“Go to her and kill her. Kill them all.” Cat stood tall in front of the window. His shadow looked almost human, minus arms and legs.

“Well I don’t know about that, but I can put the fear into them.”

***

Shirtless, he wore his best jeans, the pair Emily said made him look like he had a construction worker butt. He stalked through the strip mall parking lot toward Mega Mattress Warehouse, resting his shower curtain rod on his shoulder. As much as he wished he would have found a baseball bat, he figured this would do the trick. He test-bashed it on a presumably broken-down car. It only bent a little and the shrill ringing sounded appropriately cataclysmic.

The other night, Emily had walked right in, so Percy assumed he’d be able to step through the front door triumphantly and demand that all the monkey business come to an immediate halt. “And the girl’s coming home with me,” he whispered to himself as he got closer, practicing. She’d respect that.

Unfortunately, he found the door locked. He pressed his face to the glass, scanning the mattress landscape for his targets. When he saw one, he stepped back. The pink armadillo skated to the door, unlocked it and held it open.

“Looking for mattress bargains galore?” the armadillo asked.

“Emily,” Percy said, holding the shower curtain rod like a wizard’s staff.

From within the store, Emily’s voice cut like a razor-edged boomerang. “Let the fucking retard in. I want to hear what he has to say. It’ll be a laugh.”

The armadillo waved Percy in. As Percy stepped confidently into the store, his rod caught in the doorframe with a cataclysmic clang. Tugged from his grip, it fell to the concrete and rolled into the parking lot. Percy clumsily chased it down, grabbed it and, this time, stepped through the door with a bit more caution.

He followed the armadillo to a tower of mattresses. Emily sat at the top, face hidden beneath her baseball cap, cross-legged with her hands on her knees, one of her yoga poses. “Just talk,” she ordered.

“These two guys,” Percy said, pointing at the armadillo and the old man, who wore a sheet like a cloak, “they’re having an adventure. You’re having an adventure too. I get that. Adventure is important. I want you to know that you’re my adventure. You’re my life’s adventure. But you’re more than that. You’re the love of my life, and that’s better than any adventure I can think of.”

The old man flung the sheet away, revealing a massive erection rising out of a clump of what looked like steel wool. He clapped furiously and whistled. The armadillo joined in, claps muffled due to his giant pink plush paws.

The applause gave Percy the courage to add boldly, “So you’re coming with me.”

The clapping stopped suddenly.

“You are really fucking slow, you know that? I have made fun of you and treated you like shit for more than a year. You’ve treated me to movies and meals at crappy chain restaurants, and you’ve gotten nothing. Well, you got some good sex. But emotionally, I haven’t given you shit. I was doing you a favor by breaking up with you, but then in you march, with your shower curtain rod . . . hey, what the fuck were you planning to do with that?”

Percy knew she wasn’t looking for an answer. She wanted a demonstration. She wanted him to take action, to prove himself. Well, if that was what it was going to take to win her back, then he would damn well do it.

Raising the shower curtain rod over his shoulder like a spear, he drove its rubber-coated tip into the old man’s wrinkly gut. The blow forced the old man backwards to the floor. His boner wobbled like a boxer about to be TKO’ed.

“Whoa, buddy,” the armadillo said, paws up in surrender.

Percy swung the shower curtain rod hard, careful to hit the weak spot between the mask and the body of the costume. The blow slid past the plush and hit human neck, sending vibrations through Percy’s forearms. The armadillo shouted, “Fuck,” grabbed his skateboard and rolled toward the exit.

Emily slid off the pile of mattresses. “You’re not saving me, assfuck!”

Now that she stood in front of him, Percy could see the stain left on her face by the caterpillar vomit. The hibiscus flower color wasn’t unpleasant, but the emerging whiteheads were. They bubbled up even now, staking their claim to her previously flawless skin. Percy stepped back, surprised.

“Oh, you don’t like what your little pet did? This breakout is going to take weeks to clear up. I should go back home with you and make you fuck me with your eyes wide open while I’m on top, popping my zits.”

“I’m sorry.”

She grabbed the shower curtain rod and pulled. “Give me that!”

Percy held tight. As they fought over the makeshift weapon, the tip hit her in the nose, but her nose didn’t break. It sank. It dripped out of the way. The rod slid into her face, an inch deep. Attempting to pull it out, Percy slashed downward. It splashed through her body like an oar in a pond, leaving a gaping chasm from her expanding nostrils to her belly button.

Through a plus sign where her minus sign mouth used to be, she said, “Oh God,” and puked her organs out. They spewed through her mouth at first, but eventually poured through the entire wound, which widened as she sank to the floor. Her body flopped open like a book.

Having ejected her insides all over the tile floor, where they formed a connect-the-guts puzzle around Percy’s feet, her shell was hollow. And it was deep. Percy leaned closer, drawn to a greenish glow emanating from within. He could hardly believe what he saw. There amidst the still quivering innards, he found a flight of stairs made out of muscle and bones. When he placed his foot on the first step, he surprised himself. He wasn’t the most adventurous person in the world, but here he was, fighting off rapists with a shower curtain rod and climbing into this impossible cavern in the pulse-less body of the love of his life.

“Oh God, Emily!” he cried as he slipped all the way into the body and proceeded down the stairs toward the light. He arrived at the bottom sooner than he expected. As long as space was being manipulated somehow, what with this entire passage jammed into Emily’s svelte carcass, he assumed the steps would go on for hours, twisting upside down and right side up like that Escher piece he had been intrigued with in high school. Thankfully, they didn’t.

He emerged into rolling dunes of golden sand, sparkling underneath a trio of emerald suns that undulated across the sky. Blackbirds with tentacles instead of beaks swooped overhead, caw-cawing the prettiest caw-caw he had ever heard. A breeze gathered the scent of the dunes and the skies and whisked it to Percy’s nostrils. It smelled of candied roses and he breathed deep, gazing around. What had he expected to find? Maybe Emily’s heart, so he could hug it back into beating. Perhaps it hid somewhere in the distance, closer to those three suns.

Before he could move toward them, something scurried across his feet. A caterpillar with twisted bristles and yellow bulbs poking out of its tan skin chewed on his shoe. Percy pulled his foot away just in time to avoid the glob of tar-black muck the caterpillar hurled at him.

“Cat’s puke,” Percy whispered. “That’s why Em got messed up.”

As soon as he realized the danger at his toes, an army of caterpillars shuffled over the dunes, coming his way. Thousands of them squirmed over each other, desperate to get to him first, to spray him down with their flesh-softening hoarks. He knew he had no hope of saving Emily. He could only save himself now.

Percy ran up the steps and shoved his way out of Emily’s corpse. Before he left, he stomped on the staircase until it ruptured and then crumbled, preventing the caterpillar horde from following him.

***

“Emily’s dead!” Percy shouted, bursting into his apartment and crying great goobery tears that seemed to come as much from his nostrils as his eyes.

Cat balanced atop the foliage free branch of one of the dozens of skeletal hibiscus plants clogging up Percy’s apartment. “Of course.”

“You killed her! You set this whole thing up!”

“She fed me to you in a salad.”

“Maybe I should have eaten you. You know what?” Percy ran into the kitchen, grabbed a dirty fork and said, “I think I’m going to do just that.”

Percy charged, jabbing the prongs of his utensil in the air threateningly. The caterpillar reared back. Its midsection expanded suddenly, as if an explosion had taken place somewhere inside. The lump slowly moved up the length of the caterpillar. When the bulge was almost at the insect’s head, Percy realized what was happening. He whipped the fork at the caterpillar. The tip miraculously stuck into the caterpillar’s underbelly, right between its two rows of twitching legs.

At the exact moment of impact, the caterpillar lurched forward, hurling a meteor of hibiscus bark vomit at Percy’s bare chest. The wad of muck knocked him back a few feet, but he remained standing, even as the goop ate into his flesh.

“I’m dying,” Cat said, gray-green blood pouring from the fork wound, “but my work is done. My brothers have been given a new path.”

Percy’s chest meat bubbled like gravy left on the burner too long. Flesh dripped to the ground, leaving behind a door like the one in Emily’s torso. From inside, the greenish glow of those three suns bathed his apartment.

Percy could feel the steps forming inside, his ribs and sternum expanding, twisting and cracking into new positions, supported by muscles and tendons that manipulated themselves into place like sentient clay. Worse, he could feel the pointy legs of caterpillars making their way up the steps. The sensation made the backs of his teeth itch. He sat on the couch, hung his head and prepared for war.

When the first caterpillar popped through the hole in Percy’s chest, looking cautiously from side to side with its purple earmuff face, Percy wrapped his hands around it and squeezed. He kept squeezing until the insect’s quivering head slopped through his fingers like grape jelly. He tore the rest of its limp body out of his chest hole and threw it across the room, next to Cat’s soon-to-be corpse.

“No! Let them be!” Cat shouted, expelling insect innards with its final words.

Percy sat on the edge of his couch. Every muscle in his body flexed as he crushed one caterpillar after the next—furry ones, slimy ones, bristly ones. He smashed the life out of each of them.

After a while, he stopped bothering to pull the insects out and fling them onto the pile. He let their dead bodies form a barricade at the top of the staircase that led out of him, the gateway to the dune-filled dimension the crawlers came from. The barricade grew so deep he had to reach elbow-deep into himself to claw the face off any caterpillar that dared push against it. Eventually, the barricade plugged the hole in his chest completely, impenetrable even to the strongest caterpillar.

Then he stood, fighting to keep his knees and ankles from buckling under the newfound weight inside him. He felt like he had joined a strongman competition and been harnessed to a bus that he needed to drag forward with every step as his competition grunted beside him. He did move forward though.

And he kept moving forward.

Over time, Percy’s legs grew strong. He grew strong. The barricade of caterpillar corpses in his chest did not decompose or turn to ooze. It hardened like concrete. Best of all, the colors didn’t fade. When he took off his shirt in front of the mirror, he saw a torso with a sideways smile filled with a swirl of purple, green, zebra-patterned, furry, glassy and bristly teeth.

And when the next girl sat beside him on his couch, eating fajitas and watching ten-year-old comedies, and asked him sarcastically, “Why are you so boring, Percy?” he put her hand on his chest and said, “I’m not.”


KILLER NAILS

Some men kept their fetishes in their closets, where they remained unfulfilled. Chelz Dobbs chose a different route. He turned his into a career, into an art. Foot fetishists got jobs at shoe stores. Chelz’s fetish may have been a little less conventional, but a career path existed nonetheless, and he followed it. Long fingernails turned him on, so he became a nail technician and manicurist. He became a nail artist.

He hadn’t become just any nail artist, though. After years of making sacrifices and struggling at grimy West Hollywood salons, he had become Leilani’s manicurist. Yes, that Leilani. The blonde diva. The nineteen-year-old, leather chaps wearing, four octave belting singer of “Mad Nite Love” and other multi-platinum brain stickers. That Leilani.

Leilani wandered through his studio, examining his work. His skillfully designed nails graced the fingers of disembodied mannequin hands, some of which were frozen in stiff pageant waves, others as if reaching to pick ripe fruit from a tree. He followed her, hands in the pockets of his jeans, looking more like a college kid hired to paint houses in the ‘burbs than a beauty school grad getting paid to tend the talons of celebrities.

The studio lights had been painstakingly arranged to maximize the gleam coming off the surface of each curved nail. In fact, his work—displayed museum style on a dozen short white pedestals—was the only thing in the room that gleamed. He had chosen off-white matte paint for the walls and hired people to dull the hardwood floor. Nothing else in the room could catch light, nothing to distract eyes from his art.

Leilani zeroed in on one design. The color on these nails stood out from the rest, a rich gold and wet green that blended perfectly, yet somehow remained distinct. It had a metallic sheen, but not as coin cold as the minx nails technique his peers had recently fallen in love with. He still had trouble describing it, the closest match he had seen being the shell of a tropical beetle on display at the museum. It seemed unworldly, and rightly so, considering its source. He hoped Leilani would keep walking.

She clapped her hands and exclaimed, “These are perfect. This color is totally unreal, but it will go with my dress for tonight’s show. I want!”

“No!” Chelz snapped. Catching himself, he softened his tone and added, “I’m all out of that color.” He hoped she’d buy his bluff. He had forgotten to take the piece down after designing it for a porn star he had worked for a few days before. She had declined in favor of pale pink, the boring bitch. He couldn’t give the design to Leilani. She had been good to him and his work. He needed to keep her around.

“Chelz-ee,” she cooed. “Remember when I found you working in that sweatshop of a salon in West Hollywood?”

Chelz nodded. He knew where this was going. She had held it over his head before, this idea of hers that she had made him. She hadn’t made him. If she only knew.

“Weren’t there others working there? Aren’t there, in fact, thousands of nail artists wandering the streets of Los Angeles right now who would kill to be in your position?” she asked, hands on hips, smiling a smile so true it had to be fake.

“Fine. Whatever will make your pretty little hands happy,” he said hesitantly, avoiding eye contact. “I’ll get everything ready. Go over to the station and make yourself comfy.” Chelz pointed to the table in the corner of his studio.

His studio also served as his apartment. He unlocked the door adjacent to his bedroom and opened it just wide enough to squeeze through. Locking it behind him, he looked at the pig lying on the hardwood floor. Chelz called the creature, covered in fine hair, a pig because of its bulk and its pink flesh. But the similarities ended there.

When he found it, he had been chasing his escaped cat through the alley behind his old apartment. Chelz thought he had stumbled onto a pile of dead dogs stripped of fur, until he noticed it breathing. Through one of the many tuberous pustules lining its back, it choked a glob of fluid onto his cat’s paw, fluid unlike anything he had seen before. Chelz had known right away what to do with that fluid, even before the pig had told him—in its wordless way—that it could help him, as long as Chelz helped it.

The pig had been smaller back then, able to use its six stumps to carry its weight up the steps to Chelz’s apartment. Now, it couldn’t move on its own. Couldn’t even lick the sweat and grime from the wrinkles of fat at the bases of the tubes, which drained into buckets on the floor. Chelz grabbed one of those buckets and frowned. Empty. The spigots had all but dried up. He only found one bucket with enough liquid in it.

Chelz didn’t like the idea of using it on Leilani, but he knew it needed to be done. If he waited any longer the pig might starve, might stop fulfilling its end of the bargain. And then Chelz would find himself back at Do Me Nails with the chirping Koreans. They didn’t get him. Like so many of his clients, they thought he was gay, gave him sideways glances and whispered, not that he could make out anything they said.

“I’ll feed you soon,” he whispered to the pig.

The pig snorted through a single cavernous nostril. Dislodged from the hole by the vibrations of the noise, a gob of dry muck tumbled onto the floor. When the pig’s tongue came out to reclaim what had been lost, Chelz left the room.

“What’s in there?” the diva asked.

“Trade secrets,” Chelz said, holding up the tin bucket of his special polish.

He sat across from Leilani at the manicure table. Holding her pale hands in his, he removed the chipped candy apple red polish he had applied last time. The look didn’t suit her. She had passed through a phase that involved covering herself with as much bright red as possible, from hats to heels. The acetone smell of the nail polish remover crowded the air between them. He hated that smell.

“I’m so nervous about tonight’s show,” Leilani said.

“Why? It’s low key compared to your usual shows.”

“That’s the problem, Chelzee. There’s no production to hide behind if something goes wrong, no dancers, no video screen. All eyes are on me.”

Chelz carefully filled the gaps between her cuticles and the bottoms of the inch-long acrylic nails, gaps created by the inevitable growth of her natural nails. The smell of ethyl methacrylate swirled around him, much sweeter than the nail polish remover. He loved how gorgeous his work looked, how much better it looked than the cheap press-on nails he had talked his girlfriends into wearing back in high school, before he talked them into giving him hand jobs, usually successfully, thanks to his clean cut, athletic looks.

He remembered the first and last time he had tried to explain his fetish. Kirstie Mickelson had asked him why he never wanted intercourse. When he explained, she had called him a fucking weirdo and punched him in the neck before jumping out of his car. After he graduated from beauty school, he made trades: manicures for hand jobs. He had found that much easier than dating. Looking at Leilani’s hands in his, he wished he had the guts to ask her for a trade. He would have liked her to touch him.

Shaking the thought, he asked, “But isn’t the crowd only a few hundred people?”

“That makes it worse!” Leilani started to gesture, but Chelz held her hand tight so she couldn’t move while he worked. “In an arena, I see the crowd as one mass, like the blob or something. With small crowds, it’s too easy to focus on faces. If I see someone not smiling or looking distracted, I start to wonder if I’m off, and if I start to wonder, I risk losing the song, which is possible since I’m mostly going to be doing new stuff that I don’t entirely know yet.”

“Come on. They’re there because they love you,” he said. “You’re there ‘cause you’re the best and you know it.”

“Awww . . . Chelzee, you’re the best!”

After the acrylic fills had set and dried, he filed the tips to a tight, rounded point. This was his canvas. He adjusted the table lamp, bit his lower lip in concentration and got down to the most important part. He applied an initial coat of his special polish. The stuff was watery, not being a professional grade cosmetic, after all. For it to come to life, he needed to add several coats.

Chelz remembered first seeing that color across his cat’s paw. His head had immediately filled with ways to use it. He knew he had to get the pig up to his apartment. Even though it had been smaller then, it hadn’t been willing to follow. Chelz grabbed his cat and ran to his apartment to find something to lure the pig in with. While digging through his fridge, his cat went crazy. It tore itself apart. He had never been attached to the cat, hadn’t even named it, but the scene freaked him out enough that he forgot what he had been doing. He collected the pieces of the cat in a dust pan and brought them out to the dumpster; the pig had been waiting for him on its feet, tongue reaching for the remains of the cat.

“Wow,” Leilani said as Chelz added the final coat. “I can’t even describe that color. It’s like a gem I’ve never seen but definitely want. What’s it called?”

Chelz shrugged and set the bucket aside. He pulled out a bottle of jet black polish, traditional polish. Opening it, he took a deep breath through his nose. The smells of chemical beauty still tickled his brain. As a teenager, the scent of an open bottle beside his bed had been enough for him to get off. That was before he had started dating, before he had gone to school and learned his profession and started making trades. Almost a decade had passed since then and so much had changed, thanks to the pig.

He applied the polish to the base of each nail. Using a clean white rag, he smeared it out just a little. The final effect looked like black flames emerging from the nail bed against the unworldly, metallic sky that covered the rest of the tips.

Despite his ulterior motives and despite the help he had gotten from the pig, he truly believed his art had merit. None of his peers did work like him, not Russo and not Tina W. If his art came in a traditional form, it would appear in the best galleries in the country. As it stood, his galleries were the walls of teenage girls. On these walls, posters and pinups of Leilani and other celebrities he had worked for found homes. His favorite: a shot of Leilani’s face, blonde hair pulled back, puckered lips painted blue, eyelids low over sultry green eyes, hands on cheeks, each curved and square-tipped nail a slightly different shade of silver. It had graced the cover of Rolling Stone before being turned into a poster. The thought of it still warmed his crotch. His art had benefits.

After a few minutes under the dryer, Leilani held her nails out for inspection. “These are amazing.”

“Aren’t they?”

“And to think you almost pulled the old ‘I’m out of that color’ routine.”

“What was I thinking?” Chelz asked, following her to the door.

On her way out, she put her hand on his forearm and opened her mouth to say something. Before she could, Chelz grabbed her hand. He wanted to hold it tight, feel its warmth while he still could. Seeing the look of surprise in Leilani’s eyes, he panicked and pulled her hand to his chest. That wasn’t where he wanted to put it, but he knew he couldn’t put it where he wanted to. Not yet.

“Your hands look so hot. Can you feel my heart beating faster?” He asked in a goofy voice, playing up the cheesiness of the comment for a laugh, but his heart really did beat faster.

“You goofball. You’re so great.” She pulled her hand away and flashed her nails.

Chelz suddenly regretted what he had done. He wished he would have talked her into a different style. She wouldn’t have replaced him. Hell, she would have loved whatever he had done for her. She always did. He easily could have found someone else to wear that color, to appease the pig.

As she walked out the door, she added, “Come to the show tonight.”

“Oh, I definitely will.”

After she left, he wandered around his studio. Picking up one of the mannequin hands, he ran its smooth black and red nails across his cheek, into his mouth. He pulled it out and put it back on the pedestal, stopping himself before he went too far. He took another sniff of the bottle of black nail polish. The scent intoxicated him, sending tingles down his spine, down to his groin. The scent had been much stronger at the West Hollywood salon he used to work at and, sometimes, he missed the lack of ventilation.

He looked around at what he had now, amazed at how far he had come since he started using the pig’s gift, since Leilani’s personal assistant had stepped into the salon and hired him on the spot. He knew he hadn’t done it on his own. He knew the pig had fulfilled its end of the bargain, delivering Leilani to him after he had given the pig what it needed. Still, he deserved it. He had spent enough time doing boring manicures.

He had made sacrifices.

***

That night at the Zero Club, Chelz made his way backstage. The trendy nightspot held a few hundred at most, all of whom had paid a couple hundred bucks to see the diva preview a handful of songs from her forthcoming album. The smaller venue was better suited for tonight’s events, planned and unplanned. The fewer eyes, the better, as far as Chelz was concerned. Plus, the bouncers weren’t letting cameras in. That meant no recordings, no evidence that could come back to haunt him. Not that anyone would ever be able to trace anything back to him anyway. They never had before.

“You made it,” Leilani greeted him at the side of the stage, taking his hands in hers. Instinctively, he lifted them to his lips. He kept himself in check, gently kissing the back of each. He did so slowly, allowing himself time to pore over the smoothness of her pale skin, the perfect parenthetical wrinkles around each knuckle. He skipped past gold rings to her fingertips and the long nails.

“You got through the day without a chip.” He let her hands fall away.

“I was super careful, Chelzee. I didn’t even wash my hands after going to the bathroom because I didn’t want to chip them turning the water knobs,” she explained enthusiastically. After a pause, she added, “Just kidding.”

Chelz laughed. He would miss her sense of humor. He would miss her warmth. He would miss her. Telling himself the pig would deliver another celebrity to fill his client list didn’t help his building sense of loss.

“Enjoy the show,” she said, as her intro music came on. She stepped onto the stage. Under the spotlight, she blew a kiss to the crowd. Chelz imagined that kiss floating past her soft palm, making its way over her diminutive digits and then engulfing those gorgeous nails, taking them in, becoming one with them.

“Hello!” She giggled conspiratorially. The first song started with a distant tenor sax boiling below words whispered into the microphone, releasing some of the old school rhythm and blues flavor she told Chelz she had been aiming for with her new music. The flavor disappeared quickly, replaced by the cold beats that dominated all modern pop, her voice the only thing to warm them up.

She pulled the microphone from its stand. In her black high heels, she took command of the stage, becoming larger than life by raising her knees just a little higher as she walked, by making each gesture just a little grander.

As the song built, Leilani put her hands to work. The fingertips of her right hand danced over her microphone as if it was too hot to hold. Her left hand caressed the air during a soft part of the song, eventually settling comfortably on her hip, nails gleaming under the white stage lights for the briefest of moments. Then her hand flew up again, high above her head, fingers spread wide as if reaching for all the energy released by her singing, trying to pull it back.

Chelz considered her the perfect vehicle for his art. All the other singers he worked with let their hands hang dead at their sides. Not Leilani. She was one of a kind. Chelz realized he couldn’t let her go. He could find some other way to keep his end of the bargain with the pig. He ran onto stage, ready to snap the nails off her fingers.

He didn’t even get close. A security guard grabbed him, pulled him back and put him into a headlock. Leilani didn’t notice his attempt, and neither did the crowd. He struggled against the guard’s grip, getting nowhere. His failed attempt made what happened next all the more difficult to watch.

At the start of her second song, a ballad, Leilani placed her microphone back on its stand and sang, “We are through . . . I’ll never miss you.” She placed her hands over her face, as if to mask the flow of tears, a melodramatic gesture that matched her lyrics. When she pulled her hands away though, she revealed the reality of the gesture. Tears pulled eyeliner down her cheeks as she sunk the metallic tips into the flesh above her eyebrows. Her voice tilted off pitch and then vanished as she dragged her talons through her skin, up her temples and then down. Struggling, as if cutting tough steak with a butter knife, she tore her left cheek off and tossed it to the stage floor. She gave up on the right, letting the flap of skin hang limp. Blood trickled from the wounds, brighter and wetter than her red lips.

She stared at her bloody hands, at the skin bunched up on the underside of her nails and opened her mouth as if to scream, but remained silent. The crowd did not. People rose to their feet, looking at each other, confused. Perhaps they thought this was part of the show. The security guard who held Chelz didn’t. He undid the headlock and ran, muttering, “Fuck this,” on his way to the exit.

From deep within the diva’s scratched face, eyeballs fought their way through muscle fibers, struggling to find a spot on the surface. Dozens of them, some as small as peas, others as large as baseballs, emerged, their matching green irises expanding and contracting like heartbeats. From where Chelz stood, her skin appeared to be boiling.

Her nose swung to the side and then dropped off. Eyes took its place, popping from the nostrils. Framed within her teased blonde hair, eyes took over her face. Only her lipless mouth remained. Whimpers emerged from between her too-white veneers, barely audible over the crowd’s screams.

Chelz had forgotten how horrible the process was. He wished he could stop it. This wasn’t some whore of a B-movie actress. This was someone he had spent time with, someone who supported his art. He cursed the pig and he cursed himself.

Leilani scratched her face again, raking the rounded points of her nails through the eyeballs, knocking some loose, cutting some open. From these gashes, more eyeballs bubbled to the surface, wet with pus. She fell to her knees, crying louder now, tearing out curls of hair that stuck to her hands amidst the blood and flesh.

Stage managers and members of Leilani’s crew ran back and forth in a panic around Chelz. Some yelled into cell phones. Some cried as Leilani disassembled herself. Eyeballs rolled free as she plucked them from her face, slicing and digging with her nails, making room for more to rise to the surface.

When she finally collapsed, Chelz gathered himself, pushed his loss aside and calmly walked onto the stage. Nobody noticed him as he pulled a garbage bag out of his backpack and scooped up as many eyes as he could. Nobody noticed him as he took out a butcher’s knife and chopped off the diva’s hands, nails still intact.

He had liked Leilani. He had liked her a lot.

***

Chelz entered his studio, his home. He breathed in the chemical smell of beauty. Another scent infiltrated his nostrils, one he didn’t like nearly as much. Kicking off his shoes, he wandered into the room that held his trade secret. The pig smelled like breakfast left out for days, bacon and eggs festering on a crowded kitchen table. He wondered if he should hose the pig down. It had never smelled like this before. Maybe he was too late. Maybe the pig was dying and this was the scent of death. Although the thought came with a sense of relief, Chelz wasn’t ready to let the pig go yet.

He reached into his bag and grabbed a handful of eyeballs. The pig caught their scent and its body rumbled in ecstasy. Its sideways slash of a mouth opened, revealing teeth like smashed cinder blocks. The pointed pink tongue slithered past them, reaching out to Chelz. He tossed an eye and the tongue snatched it out of the air. Instead of pulling it into its mouth and swallowing it, the pig used its tongue to crush the white orb against the front of its teeth. The sphere collapsed and its yellow juices trickled down the tongue into the pig’s mouth. It made a wet purr.

Chelz tossed a handful of eyes directly into the pig’s mouth. The flesh tubes swelled. When they began oozing, he put a bucket beneath each and left the room.

He took Leilani’s right hand out of the bag and put the other, along with the rest of the eyes, in his refrigerator. In the kitchen sink he washed the blood off the hand. He used a vegetable brush to clean the flesh from the undersides of the long nails. After he toweled the hand off, it looked as good as new. Cold, but still soft, still beautiful. He took it into his bedroom.

Dropping the severed appendage onto his bed, he took his shirt off. Slowly, he climbed in beside Leilani’s hand—a lover sneaking in after a late night. He lay on his back and pressed the hand against his bare chest. Running his fingertips over hers, he touched those long gorgeous nails, the nails he had made gorgeous. He should have felt good, but he didn’t. He wanted more.

That didn’t stop him though. He opened his mouth and inserted her index finger. He tickled the back of his tongue with the tip of the long, curved nail while he licked the underside of her finger. Pulling it out, he rubbed the slick surface of the nail against his bottom lip. He did the same with each digit until he reached the pinky, which he sucked for a moment before pausing. For once, he wished he had a whole body to play with, Leilani’s body.

Oh, well, he thought. He had known he would have to make sacrifices.

He licked the diva’s palm and unzipped his pants.


LOOKING FAB AND FIGHTING SCABS

As if being a crossdresser with raging B.O. wasn’t bad enough, now Chrissy had to deal with this mutant scab collection slowly making its way toward her. “Why does this shit always happen when I want to go out dancing?”

Chrissy stood outside her apartment. The scab collection struggled up the stairway, blocking her path to the building’s only exit. It looked like a patch of gravel road that had been spray painted black. Above it, moths lapped each other around the dim ceiling light. Chrissy’s knee-length electric magenta dress lost its electricity and her antiperspirant gave way. “Great.”

The week had crossed the bullshit line. Not only had it trapped her in default mode—boy mode—with no opportunity to dress up, it had slapped her across the face with complaints from the boss about incomplete paperwork. It had spit in her eye with someone stealing her lunch from the break room fridge. It had kicked her in the balls with a flat tire and her third tardy at work. Now, as she was about to put all that bullshit out of her mind and replace it with the winks of straight guys who wanted to expand their horizons, she had yet another obstacle to face.

“You are so gross!” She stomped a four-inch leopard print heel on the scratched hardwood floor. The crisp surface of the scab collection cracked as it conquered another dirty step. Underneath, red flesh twitched.

Sweat dripped from Chrissy’s armpit. She might be able to re-deodorize and slap on some perfume, that new stuff that smelled like alcoholic lavender. A second shower was out of the question. Shifting from Christopher to Chrissy again would take hours. She didn’t have hours. There was dancing to be done.

Taylor stepped through the door of the apartment building and stood at the bottom of the stairway, legs outrageous in a sleek red mini. Chrissy’s outfit seemed tame in comparison. She wished she had gone with that faux goth number she had Internetted last week. She hated being outshined. Lost winks could never be regained.

“What the f-u-c-k is that?” Taylor pointed at the thing between them.

Chrissy smiled. Her outfit may not have been as good, but at least she didn’t have a voice like a trucker when she parted her glossy pink lips. “That slob from 101. It’s his damn scab collection. He’s always showing it off. It must have gotten out of the jar . . . and melted together? Fuck, I don’t know.”

“Well, what does it want?” Taylor asked.

Chrissy walked down the stairs, daintily tapped the scab collection and quickly recoiled. Like a sheet of cheap two-ply toilet paper, the thing split apart. The inside of each ply held a row of black fangs. “Obviously it wants me.”

“Can’t blame it. You look ferocious.”

Chrissy wanted to slap the lying bitch’s blonde wig right off. Actually—despite being a bit jealous of Taylor’s style, feminine nose, makeup skills and a man-sized handful of other things—Taylor was Chrissy’s best friend. In fact, Taylor was Chrissy’s only friend. Everyone else wanted Christopher. Taylor got the truth. Everyone else got a lie. It hurt to lie. Dancing felt better.

“Seriously though, Chrissy, are we going or what?”

“I’d love to, except this . . . this . . . ahhhh!” The B.O. threshold approached quickly. If the pit sprinklers kicked in any higher, simply wiping down with baby wipes would no longer be an option. She needed a solution fast.

“Jump over it,” Taylor suggested.

“No.” The scab rug moved like a slug, stretching and contracting, but what it lacked in speed, it made up for in size. It covered at least five steps. Even if Chrissy took her heels off, she couldn’t make that jump. She pictured herself at the bottom of the stairs, her dress over her head and her pink panties distracting paramedics from the bones protruding from her legs.

Crossing her arms over her chest, she sighed. She could go inside, scrub the MAC off her face and plop down on the couch for the rest of her life. The fragile dancer inside could easily be snuffed out, adding one more bitter man to the millions sprinkled on couches across America eating over-salted potato chips.

“That’s it!” Chrissy yelled.

“It better be. I’m getting sick of standing here in these ridiculous shoes.”

Chrissy ran back into her apartment, grabbed the salt shaker off the yellow Formica table top and charged back out the door. She opened the shaker and poured salt over the mutant’s hard surface and into its gaping red maw.

Nothing.

“You forgot the pepper,” Taylor jabbed.

“It looks like a slug, so I thought . . . ”

“Listen, I’m gonna get going, okay?”

“You won’t wait for me?” Chrissy asked.

“I always wait for you.”

“So?”

“I’m sick of it, I guess.” Taylor looked down, blonde curls covering her face.

“Sorry.”

Taylor shrugged and walked out the door.

The sweat was the problem, Chrissy realized. She always had to spend extra time cleaning up. If it weren’t for the sweat, things would be different.

If it weren’t for the sweat . . . and the fact that she walked like a man, looked like a man, was a man. And this scab collection. She screamed and shoved her hands into her armpits. They came out glistening. She smelled them. “I’m disgusting.”

She sat down at the top of the stairway, letting her tears wash away her eyeliner.

Only a few steps away now, the scab mutant reared up like a slow-motion cobra preparing to strike.

“Want me?” she taunted, pursing her lips and reaching out her sweat-soaked hands for an embrace.

The mutant pulled away, sliding back a couple steps.

Chrissy stood up. Rejection never felt so good. She waited for it to back down to the bottom of the steps, but it didn’t. It paused for a moment and then started moving forward again. “Are you coming or going?”

She leaned forward and stuck out her tongue, but it still kept coming. She waved her fists and it stopped. Chrissy realized what she needed to do.

“Fuck you!” She wiped her hands over the smooth skin of her armpits again, gathering as much stinky sweat as possible. Kicking off her heels, she stomped down the steps and chased the mutant with her soggy fingers outstretched.

The thing struggled to back away and its surface cracked into pieces. It pushed up from the steps and toppled to the bottom of the stairway, shattering into hundreds of tiny scabs. Each writhed helplessly on the floor.

Laughing, Chrissy sashayed past them and out the door. She still had time to catch up with Taylor. B.O. be damned, she needed to dance.


I THINK I’LL DONATE THIS SEVERED HEAD TO THE SALVATION ARMY

I don’t have room for this severed head anymore, but it’s still perfectly good. Keeping it isn’t an option because the bachelor pad I’m moving into is only 350 square feet. That’s enough space for four severed heads, tops.

My mom said I could box up the excess severed head and keep it in her attic, but I really don’t need to give her anything else to hold over me. She’s already constantly reminding me that she has my childhood hamsters—Beep and Bork—in her deepfreeze. Besides, I wouldn’t be doing it justice by packing it away. Severed heads are meant to be displayed and enjoyed.

I called my friend Franklin and asked if he wanted to enjoy it.

“No dude, I’m more of a shrunken head kind of guy,” he said. “I don’t have the patience to provide the necessary care and upkeep of a full-size . . . or the money. Do you know how much a tube of severed head wax costs these days?”

“Fine,” I replied. “Stick with your little trinkets.”

Everyone else I offered it to assumed I was trying to unload my shittiest severed head. That is not the case. It’s actually my best severed head. Why would I get rid of my best severed head? Because it’s the one I’m least emotionally attached to. My shittiest severed head, on the other hand, I bought with my first paycheck from my first job out of college, so it means a lot to me, despite its overly fingered nostrils and scabby, totally unkissable lips.

This one though, with its milky white skin and minimal rot, it doesn’t mean shit to me. My ex, Shawna, bought it for me and, believe me, that bitch paid top dollar. She always paid top dollar for everything, including her first class ticket to Hong Kong, which is where she is now, fucking some business guy in some sparkly tower, probably surrounded by the coolest severed heads. That bitch.

Fuck her and her gifts. You know what? Even if I had the space, I’d get rid of this thing. I don’t need it hanging around, reminding me of Shawna and her “I love you but I just can’t do this anymore” bullshit. “This.” What is “this”? Fucked if I know. This fancy-ass severed head sure the hell doesn’t know.

I’m not even going to bother trying to sell it. I just want to get it out of my life. I’m going to throw it in a sack with the goldfish bowl I kept it in, as well as some old spatulas, pit-stained T-shirts and a bunch of severed toes. I thought I was going to get into collecting them too, but that was a nonstarter. You can stare into the dead eyes of a severed head forever, but severed toes . . . well, let’s just say they aren’t nearly as whimsical. Anyway, it’s all going to the Salvation Army right now.

Goodbye severed head. Goodbye painful memories of the only woman who ever loved me enough to give me something so spectacular. I hope some lonely boy who has yet to discover the joys of severed head collecting will pick this beauty up and become so obsessed he never gets involved with women.

That would make it all worthwhile.


GROUPIE

Kala lifted her right breast to her mouth, kissed her nipple goodbye and sank her teeth in. Pain vibrated through her, wetting her between the legs—not because of some sick sexual satisfaction that came from penetrating a pleasure center with her incisors, but because this bite would take her to the source of the music that had been muffled for far too long. She had been aching to hear that music clearly, an ache she now realized was more carnal than intellectual.

“It’s definitely punk.” The week before, she had described the music to her then-boyfriend, Darren, as they lay naked in bed, her jet-black hair shooting all over her sweat-stained pillow like night exploding. “The sleazy kind of punk, the 70s New York makeup-smeared and heroin-needles-hanging-from-veins kind. It’s not loud enough to hear the lyrics, but the rhythm gets stuck in my head. Dada wah wah wee!” She sang it for him, manically tapping along on his taut stomach.

“How long have you been hearing this music?” he asked, pushing her hands away to stop her stomach drumming.

“All my life. That’s why I couldn’t be a cheerleader. I couldn’t follow any other rhythm.” In truth, she had never really wanted to be a cheerleader. Or a dancer. Or a gymnast. Or anything else that the music inside proved too distracting for.

“And where is it coming from?” he asked again.

“I told you!” She grabbed her right tit. “There’s a speaker in here, or a radio transmitter of some sort. I don’t know exactly.”

“I think,” he said, choking out the words, “I think you need some help.”

That was the last time she had seen Darren.

Now, blood seeped hot onto her tongue, but her nipple didn’t break free like the eraser of a chewed-on pencil, as she had hoped. She had to saw into it with her front teeth, grinding her jaw from side to side. She wasn’t built to withstand such pain, and the OxyContin only helped so much. Still, she had to keep going if she wanted to get to the music. So she sawed and snapped and finally spat the nub out into her bathroom sink, only to find that she had not bitten nearly deep enough.

She would have to dig deeper. She used the edges of her areola as a guideline and took her first solid bite of flesh, reminding herself that she wasn’t doing this for Darren. She wasn’t doing this to prove anything to anyone. She knew she wasn’t crazy. She knew what she heard. She just needed to hear it clearly.

She gnawed deeper. Her eyes blurred with tears, making the fatty tissue and blood vessels that she tore out look like white chocolate and raspberry preserves. That illusion kept her going. She laughed at the absurdity of it, and in doing so overcame the agony that might otherwise have caused her to pass out.

“I’m just eating candy,” she said to herself in the bathroom mirror after she spat another bite of boob into the sink. When she smiled, blood stuck in the grooves between her teeth, forming a red grid in her mouth.

She squeezed her gnarled tit and blood burst out, splattering the mirror. The red streak joined the far lesser splashes of pus from recently popped zits. She tried to wipe the mess clean, but only smeared it across the glass. She couldn’t worry about that now. She had more work to do.

With her long black stiletto nails, she scratched the gory crater where her nipple used to be, gently at first, feeling out her nerves, testing how much more pain she could take. She hoped she had hit a wall, and that digging deeper wouldn’t make it any worse. But even the light touch of her sharp nails caused her to vomit the ramen noodles she had eaten for lunch. They splashed into sink, where they swirled around the savaged remains of her nipple. It all looked like it belonged together amidst the porcelain and soap scum, the week-old plucked eyebrow hairs.

She jabbed her nails in deep, fighting through the intricate internal system that may have one day delivered milk through her nipple and out to the waiting lips of her child. Using her own blood as lubricant, she pushed deeper before getting a grip and tearing. Gristle snapped like rubber bands. This new method of attack did little good. She merely slashed ruts through her breast, removing only what little meat collected beneath her black and bloody nails. Inserting one finger at a time between her lips, she sucked the flesh off and spit it into the sink.

Blackness appeared in the corners of her eyes. She thought it was her hair at first, but when she went to push it away, it didn’t move. She realized the darkness was unconsciousness closing in. Maybe because of the pain. Maybe because of the blood loss. If she continued this way, she would pass out. She had to work faster, more methodically. She didn’t want to use a knife. She didn’t want cold steel to get between her and her body, but she had no choice.

Blood ran from the scratched and bitten wasteland of her breast in a single, thick stream down her naked belly. It continued over her right thigh. She left a trail of it on the matted tan carpet of her apartment as she scurried to the kitchen and back to the bathroom.

At first, she positioned the butcher knife under the fold of her tit, flat side against her ribcage, sharp edge facing up. She was going to cut up like a guillotine defying gravity until she recognized the flaw in her plan. She didn’t know how far inside the music came from. What if she cut too deep and destroyed the source? She couldn’t risk it.

So she started with deli thin slices of mammary meat, slices so thin she could almost see through them. After the first three, she had to stop, put the knife down and lean against the sink. She pressed her forehead against the blood-smudged mirror.

“Oh God, what am I doing?” she asked her reflection as her tormented nerves wailed, trying to cloud any rational thought. “This is crazy. Darren was right.”

Then the wailing of her nerves was joined by the wailing of the music, clearer now. She could make out a guitar solo snarling through a series of staccato high notes before powering back into that rhythm that she knew so well: Dada wah wah wee! Picking up the knife again, she cut thicker slices this time, faster.

After a few more cuts, she reached a hollow spot inside her breast. Like an air pocket in a loaf of bread, it began only half an inch in diameter, but grew wider with every slice she peeled away. The music rang louder, raw and fuzzy. She nodded along to a cacophonous drumbeat as she slashed further into the cavern.

When the hole was wide enough to see through, she dropped the knife. It clattered on the linoleum floor. Hands shaking, she gazed into the mirror and stared at what lay hidden in the hollow of her breast.

She had expected to find a radio transmitter or perhaps a microchip. Definitely not this. Definitely not a miniature four-piece band caterwauling on a stage of fatty tissue, not a guitar player wind-milling his bone-thin arms as he channeled power chords, not a singer puckering his thick lips and twirling his microphone on its cord between verses, not a rhythm section driving the music forward with the directionless determination of a rabid dog.

Dada wah wah wee! The band played on, even as blood from the fresh wounds rained around them, as flaps of desiccated flesh hung awkwardly in front of them, curtains for their makeshift stage. The singer snatched the twirling mic from the air and high-pitch howled:

Drama drama debutant

Burgers at the restaurant

I don’t need it

But I want it

Ack ack ack ack ack

Only when Kala clapped and cheered did the musicians stop suddenly, feedback ringing awkwardly. They looked out and saw themselves in the bathroom mirror. They saw Kala looking back at them.

“Well, I guess that’s it, boys,” the singer shouted. “The gig’s fucking over.”

He slammed the microphone down and somehow that hurt Kala more than any of the biting or clawing or cutting.

“Please don’t stop!” she cried, horrified.

“Why not?” the little man asked, buttoning up his frilly pink top.

“I love you! I am your biggest fan!”

“Oh, a groupie!” the singer said, unbuttoning his top again to reveal a chest full of cheap tattoos. “We love groupies, don’t we boys?”

The guitar and bass players nodded, grunting their approval.

“That ain’t no groupie,” the drummer challenged with a kick of his bass drum.

“Hmm. Come to think of it,” the singer said, rubbing his stubbly chin, “the bitch ain’t done anything particularly groupie-like, has she?”

“But . . . But . . . ” Could she have come all this way, filled her bathroom sink with her own steaming sex organ, for nothing? She wanted to scream, to shatter the mirror and slash the rest of her life away with the shards. Tears poured.

“Oh dry up,” the singer said cheerfully as he dropped his pants. “Becoming a groupie is easy. I’ll show you.”

Kala wiped away her tears, inadvertently smearing a streak of blood across her eyes like a mask. Now only her pussy wept at the sight of the singer’s rising cock, so big in relation to his body, so small to her. With pointer and thumb, she reached in, gently pinching the thing. It felt like a warm needle between her fingers.

“Oh indeed, indeed!” the singer shouted, pushing his little hands against her long black nails, forcing her fingers tighter on his stinger. “Go on, give it a good tug, sex muffin. It won’t break.”

But when she pinched down harder and pulled, it did break. The micro-cock came off in her fingers. Blood and cum sprayed from the stump left on the singer’s crotch. He bellowed and fell to his knees. “You bitch! You slut!”

The guitar and bass players raised their tiny instruments impotently, as if ready to attack. They were far better musicians than bodyguards though. Kala wished they would play again soon. She already missed that song. Her song.

She gazed at the thing on her fingertip, barely visible, the size of an eyelash. An eyelash! She knew what to do. She took a deep breath, holding it for a moment as she thought carefully. Then she blew the little dick away and made her wish.


THROUGH TIME, KNUCKLES FIRST

Cold beer in hand, Geoff Colter pushed play on his turntable, setting the half-rotten alien head atop it spinning at 33 1/3 rpm. Its lips fluttered like wilted purple cabbage as it mumbled unintelligibly. Geoff switched to 45 rpm and plopped down on his couch, sweaty from another day of cutting grass under the Wisconsin sun.

“Do not get too comfortable,” Zetron said. “There is more work to be done.”

Below the twisted spout Geoff assumed was its nose, decay had made a mess of the alien’s face. Most of the sponge-like skin had fallen from its cheeks, leaving bare its thin brown bones. When its toothless mouth opened, it looked like it had been eating the dead wet leaves that revealed themselves on unkempt lawns after the spring thaw.

“You tell me all about it while I finish my beer,” Geoff replied.

Geoff wasn’t the order-taking kind of guy. That aspect of his personality had been cemented into place long ago, around the time the ink spelling P-U-N-K had soaked into his knuckles. Still, he had fun listening to Zetron’s crazy talk.

“It is imperative you take me seriously.” The alien’s voice grew softer and louder as it spun around on the battered record player. Its eight ball eyes sunk into their sockets as the half-dozen worm-like appendages lining its brow whipped about.

“Why’s that?” Geoff drained the last drop of beer onto his tongue and let it roll over his taste buds, savoring it before swallowing it.

“Because if you do not, your daughter is dead!”

The gravity in Zetron’s voice caught Geoff off guard, so much so that it took a moment for the problem with the statement to click into place. When it did, he laughed and raised his arms over his head, clapping. Toxic underarm stink wafted past his nose from the pit holes in his black T-shirt. Zetron had hit him with some doozies, like when the alien begged Geoff to take action to prevent the extinction of the neighborhood’s raccoons. This one topped them all for one reason: “I don’t have a daughter.”

“You will.”

Goosebumps fought through the thin coat of drying sweat on Geoff’s shoulders. He didn’t like the feeling. “Well, that’s enough out of you.”

“I cannot let you ignore me this time,” Zetron said.

The tendrils above the alien’s eyes stretched out like fingers longing to touch. As Geoff reached for the turntable’s power button, they whipped around his neck. He wrapped his calloused hands around them, struggling to break free. No matter how hard he tugged, they simply stretched like wet rubber bands.

“What are you doing?” Geoff asked.

“I am commandeering this ship.”

The alien dragged itself off the spindle. It hopped onto Geoff’s head. The meat that hung loose from its neck cooled Geoff’s sunburned bald spot. Fluid trickled through Geoff’s hair, down his forehead, between his eyes and onto the tip of his nose. Blood. His blood. He wiped it away. The alien dug into Geoff’s skull. It inflicted no pain, but the dull grinding made Geoff nauseous. Although he desperately wanted to pull Zetron’s head off, he couldn’t. He could no longer control his arms.

Under Zetron’s power, Geoff walked to the fridge, pulled out another beer and chugged it. “You can thank me for that later,” the alien said before Geoff’s world faded.

***

Geoff woke to a close-up view of a pink urinal cake covered in cigarette butts, cold tile against his hands and knees. Chunks of partially digested bean burrito blasted from his beardhole, ricocheting back at him from the wet porcelain.

“The effects of time travel, I’m afraid,” Zetron explained.

“Time travel?” Geoff asked, fighting back a second round of puking.

“Yes. We must save your daughter.” Zetron unwrapped its tendrils from Geoff’s neck and reeled them back into its brow, but remained on his head.

“I told you, I don’t have a fucking daughter.”

“You do now. We are in the future.”

Geoff ran his hands over the red marks on his neck and realized he controlled his movements again. Straightening up, he delivered a fast uppercut to Zetron’s face. The force of the blow knocked Geoff off his feet. His tailbone clacked against the dirt-smeared bathroom tiles. “Get the fuck off my head!”

“I drilled a hole into your brain with my support tube. It is not easily dislodged.”

“What am I supposed to do? I look like a fucked up totem pole!”

“People of the future are familiar with my race.”

A man in a lavender suit stepped into the bathroom, humming tunelessly. He paused, looked at Geoff and Zetron, and then backed out slowly.

“Familiar my ass.” Geoff emptied a metal wastebasket. Wadded tissues and used condoms fell out. A bloody five-dollar bill landed next to a curl of dental floss. After stuffing the bill into his jeans pocket, he put the wastebasket over his second head. He looked like a lunatic, but it beat inducing mass panic at the sight of Zetron.

As he walked out of the bathroom, he didn’t bother to duck. The wastebasket clanged against the top of the doorway and the alien grunted.

Outside, Geoff asked, “A bar? You took me to a bar?”

The smell of perfume hung heavy in the air. Everything looked sticky; at least, everything illuminated by the violet lights that zigzagged across the ceiling. Everything else—tables, drinks, faces—hid in shadows. Pop tunes played with extra hiss from a sound system that didn’t seem particularly futuristic.

A pair of long legs stretched from the shadows of one of the booths that lined the edges of the sparsely populated dance floor. Milky white, they ended in a pair of five-inch candy apple red heels. Geoff had a thing for girls in heels. He considered approaching her, but he realized he stunk. Also, he had an alien plugged into his head. Instead, he simply soaked in the sight of those toned calves.

Then he asked Zetron, “That’s my daughter, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Fuck.”

The tunes stopped and the woman shimmied out of her booth. She made her way through the slim crowd to a short stage on the far side of the bar. Two sounds came with each step: the sound of her heel clicking down, followed by a sound like peeling plastic wrap off raw meat as she lifted her foot off the grimy dance floor to take her next step. Geoff wished Zetron had given him time to put shoes on.

Long silver nails tapped furiously on the microphone, checking it. The size of her hands caught Geoff by surprise, as did her adam’s apple, which wiggled as her deep but sassy voice boomed through the sound system. “You can push play anytime now.”

The music started and thin silver lips wrapped around someone else’s voice, singing about where the greatest love of all could be found. Strutting across the stage in her purple mini dress, she leaned over to let an elderly man stuff a dollar bill into her non-cleavage. At the chorus, she reached dramatically for the sky with outstretched fingers. She closed her hand into a fist. That fist leveled off in front of her. In the same fluid motion, she extended her pointer finger, beckoning to Geoff.

Geoff stepped back to keep his can-covered head in the shadows. The fiver weighed heavily in his pocket, but he kept it there. From stage, through eyeliner so thick it could have been peeled off and used to patch a pothole, cold eyes glared at Geoff’s retreat. She granted a kiss to a bald man who stuffed a ten in her garter.

“That’s not my daughter,” Geoff said.

“Yes it is.” Zetron’s voice echoed from the metal can.

“No, it’s fucking not. Look!” Geoff lifted the can so the alien could see the mistake it had made. “She can’t be my daughter, because she’s not a girl.”

“That is not an Earth female?”

“No. It’s a drag queen, an Earth male wearing Earth female clothes.”

“Why?”

“Who fucking cares? The point is you’re wrong. Take me home.”

“Then it is your son. He is in danger.”

Geoff dropped the can back into place. When he pulled Zetron out of the dumpster last year, he had been drunk. He couldn’t remember why he had stuck the alien head on his turntable, and he had no idea what had compelled him to push play. At first, Zetron read poetry, free verse about its travels through the galaxy: “I saw the Neuralaxian death ray end millions of lives that day. All I could do was move on.” Eventually, it opened up to conversation, although it favored monologue. Now, Geoff wished he had left it with the pizza boxes and dead goldfish.

“What’s the danger?”

“I will shift forward in time so you can see.”

Geoff held his breath as the world wiped clean around him.

***

When the world reappeared, the drag queen came with it, fast. She slapped Geoff across the cheek with her big hand, rattling the can on his head. Bile rose up to burn his epiglottis. He fought to keep it behind his lips as the queen grabbed his hand and pressed it against her smooth thigh.

“Do you feel that?” she asked, lilting hatefully. “I moisturize three times a day and spend more hours on the stair climber than you do feeling cool about your tattoos. And you shun me like I’m some city bus riding crossdresser? Fuck you, mister!”

Geoff looked past the makeup. If he credited the lines under the queen’s eyes to lack of sleep and not years, he put her at about twenty-five. That meant he had gone at least that many years into the future. He wondered if an older version of himself still wandered the streets. Maybe he had died. Obviously, his son didn’t recognize him, so he could safely say future Geoff had either died or ditched his child.

He decided to continue referring to the queen, his son, as her. Truth be told, he had a certain affinity toward drag queens. Back in the 80s, while on tour with his band, Scum Slaves, he had once drunkenly made out with Chuck, the bass player, also a queen. Chuck had gone all the way recently. He—or rather, she, since she officially went by Charlene—had been a hit at the SS twenty-fifth anniversary show, thanks to her double-d implants. Chuck had always wanted to be referred to as she.

Geoff hoped Zetron had been right about the people of the future being familiar with aliens. He lifted the garbage can and tossed it to the dance floor with a clang.

“It’s a good thing you’re a total hunk with all your muscles and tattoos, because you are absolutely fucking nuts. That’s coming from a man wearing enough eye shadow to keep the makeup mines of Planet MAC running twenty-four hours a day.”

A weight had been lifted from Geoff’s neck. He touched his bald spot tentatively, fearing his fingers would stumble into a gaping hole. They didn’t. Zetron must have gone into the future, the further future, without him.

“What’s your name?” he asked his son.

“Are you serious? You come to my show and you don’t even know my name?” The queen grabbed Geoff’s wrist. Her nails bit into him as she dragged him outside. On the sidewalk, she pointed to the marquee that read “Ceela C and her Double D Queens.”

“No, what’s your real name?”

“Stud, at this point, you missed your opportunity to get down to my nitty gritty, got it?” The queen sashayed back to the bar, pausing in the doorway, obviously giving Geoff one last chance to say something to keep her from going back inside.

Geoff took the cue: “I think I’m your dad!”

Ceela charged Geoff and wrapped her arms around him. She cupped his buns in her hands and squealed, “Daddy! I’ve been looking for you forever!”

“You have?”

“Didn’t the adoption agency tell you? That’s why they got in touch with you, right? Because I’ve been begging—on my hands and knees, if you know what I mean—for them to help me find you.”

“They did say you seemed pretty desperate,” he said, jettisoning his plan to explain how a time-traveling alien had guided him to her.

“They said I was pretty?” She slid out of the hug and twirled a lock of her bright red wig around her pointer finger.

“How could they not?”

“Oh you!” She put her hand on his chest and let it slide toward his groin. He shoved it away before it reached its target. “Good looks run in the family,” she added.

Zetron had abandoned Geoff without providing important details. How and when would the threat to Ceela’s life present itself? The alien had brought him to this time for a reason, so it had to be soon. But even if he stood by her side at all times, which she would undoubtedly find odd, she would have to go to the bathroom by herself. He pictured her in front of the toilet, cock clasped between her long silver nails, as an alien rose from the yellow water, lapping up the stream before turning her to ash with neon blue lasers shot from empty black eyeholes. The image made his brain quake, as if it didn’t belong there.

Of course, the threat might not even be alien. It might be something more mundane, like an electric shock from a defective microphone or a flying car accident.

Or maybe nothing. Maybe this was as accurate as Zetron’s prediction about the death of the neighborhood raccoons, which hadn’t actually happened, although the alien insisted that the furry buggers climbing through Geoff’s garbage and stalking off with half-eaten peanut butter sandwiches were now clever robot replicas. If that was the case, if there was no threat and Zetron had sent Geoff on a wild drag-queen-killing goose chase, one problem remained: how would he get back to his own time?

Geoff caught a whiff of his body odor and thought about his days spent cutting grass for the city of Fallerton, Wisconsin. Maybe he didn’t want to get back to his own time. Maybe he needed to find out what the future had in store for him.

“Let’s go back to my place,” Ceela said.

***

As Geoff and Ceela walked down the sidewalk toward Ceela’s apartment, his palm sweat mingling with hers, he observed, “No flying cars yet, huh?”

“What?”

“I guess I hoped they would have invented flying cars by now.”

“You know what comes after flying cars, don’t you?” Ceela asked.

“What’s that?”

“Flying SUVs. Who wants that?”

“Good point. Still, think about how much the city has changed since you were born.” In his time, downtown Fallerton didn’t exceed three stories. Now, windows shimmered in the moonlight so high above they could have passed for stars.

“I don’t think it’s changed that much, really,” Ceela said.

No flying cars. No conveyor belt sidewalks. No robots. No people with aliens attached to the top of their skulls. No future shock. “Maybe you’re right.”

“I’m always right, my sweet tattoo daddy.”

Aside from the size of the buildings, one other detail surprised him: the number of pizzerias. They had passed three in as many blocks. When they passed another, Geoff’s stomach rumbled. “Let’s grab a couple slices.”

Inside, he sucked in the scent of grease and tomato sauce. Timeless. For a moment, he thought everyone was staring at him because of his out-of-date clothes: faded black T-shirt and holy jeans. Then he realized their eyes had locked on to the drag queen. She whipped her hair from side to side, reveling in the attention, demanding more.

“Make it fast, daddy. I can’t wait to get you back to my apartment.”

“What’s the hurry?”

She rolled her eyes. Then she did it again, this time with her hands on her hips, adding a dramatic sigh. “We have a lot of catching up to do!”

“Fine.”

Geoff bellied up to the counter and ordered a slice of cheese pizza.

“I would have expected a big daddy like you to load up on hot meat.” The last two words dripped from Ceela’s silver lips like the grease that dripped down Geoff’s wrist when he picked up his slice and took his first bite.

“I’m a vegetarian,” he replied. One of his favorite SS songs moshed across his tongue and he let it out: “You can eat meat and die. I’ll take apple pie. Your burgers are a joke. I’ll be laughing as you choke!”

Ceela clapped. “Fantastic! Are you a singer?”

“I used to be. I was in this band called Scum Slaves.”

“Are you famous?” She asked, holding the door for Geoff as he crammed pizza down his throat. Traveling through time had bottomless pit-acized his stomach.

“As far as hardcore punk bands go, we’re well-known. Last I checked, our first record was selling for a couple hundred bucks.”

“Record? Wow! My famous punk rock daddy! I am so excited I found you!”

***

As they walked, a man in a trench coat emerged from a darkened alley, running as fast as his oversized red shoes allowed. Ghost white face paint accentuated hollow black eyes. His red lips spread wide, revealing crooked teeth. As those shoes slapped the concrete, Geoff realized this was it. This was the threat. A fucking clown.

The clown reached into his trench coat, surely digging for a stabbing implement of some kind. Geoff wasn’t about to let his son die at the hands of this abomination in polka-dotted pants. Not before he got to know her. Not ever. Tightening his fists, he met the clown halfway. With the full force of his two-hundred and ten pounds behind him, he slammed his P-U-N-K knuckles into the clown’s purple ball nose. It flew to the gutter.

“What the fuck?” the clown yelled, dropping the noisemaker he had pulled from his trench coat and holding his bleeding nose with shaking hands.

“What are you doing?” Ceela screamed, fingertips over her lips.

“He was going to attack you,” Geoff said.

“Was not!” the clown yelled.

Geoff realized his mistake. When a dozen more clowns rounded the corner, he realized what his mistake was going to cost.

“What happened, Gummy?” Asked the leader of the clown mob, a midget wearing a gunnysack with a black smiley face painted on it.

“This guy broke my nose.” Gummy pointed at Geoff.

“Then I guess it’s time for a good old-fashioned circus lynching.” The midget smashed a beer bottle on the sidewalk. Holding the jagged remains by the neck, he waddled forward. The rest of the clowns followed, pressing their fists into the flattened palms of their opposite hands. One nimble-fingered clown inflated a long balloon and twisted it into a noose. He wrapped it around his neck, tugged it and stuck his tongue out.

Geoff should have known better than to trust Zetron. Hell, he might just have made the alien’s prediction come true. He tried to wrap his brain around the idea of him coming to the future to stop an attack that could not have happened if he had not come to the future in the first place, but the clowns closed in too fast.

He wouldn’t be able to take them alone.

Thankfully, he wasn’t alone.

“These are custom,” Ceela said, taking off her shoes. “I’m going to regret this.”

As if bashing a pair of cymbals together, Ceela slammed her five-inch heels into the midget clown’s ears. Blood spurted from the sides of his head. He released a piercing scream that pulled open Geoff’s pores and climbed inside each one, making his whole body vibrate. The midget clown pain-hurled cotton candy colored vomit all over the sidewalk.

“You guys are fucking dead,” Gummy said as blood trickled from his nostrils.

Ceela grabbed Geoff’s hand. “Here’s a lesson in drag queen defense.”

She ran into the street and Geoff followed. Brakes squealed. Horns blared. They hopped into a taxi and Ceela commanded the driver to go. The TV on the back of the seat broadcast the same stiff-haired men providing the same weather forecasts as TVs always had. One thing caught Geoff by surprise: the forecast was for New York City.

Zetron hadn’t told him they were moving in space, just time. He realized he wasn’t in some awesome future Fallerton, Wisconsin. He was in an NYC that didn’t seem much different than when he had toured through in the 80s with Scum Slaves. The more he thought about it, the more disappointed he became with society’s progress.

The cab stopped and Ceela said, “Are you ready to enter my world, daddy?”

“Sure,” Geoff said.

***

Geoff guessed Ceela’s favorite color as soon as his bare feet sank into purple shag carpet. The otherwise plain white walls of the tiny apartment popped amidst purple lampshades, purple throw pillows and a velvet painting of an unoccupied purple wig.

Ceela grabbed a purple-framed photo from her vanity and handed it to Geoff. Winking, she asked, “How long has it been since you’ve seen mother?”

He looked at the photo of a slender blonde with broad shoulders and a jaw ready-made for crushing hearts. Pretty, but Geoff had spent nights with prettier. Perhaps that was why he ditched her, forcing her to put their kid up for adoption. The woman did look young, maybe only eighteen, so he couldn’t fault her for not going the single-mom route. He faulted himself. Actually, he faulted his future self. He couldn’t understand how his future self could abandon his only child. That didn’t seem like him, at least not current him. He liked to think he was bigger than that, and always would be.

“I don’t know.”

“Of course you don’t,” she said, grabbing his hand and pulling him to the loveseat. Although it looked comfortable, something under the cushions felt like a steel rod. Sitting next to him, Ceela put her hand on his thigh. “Sing me another song?”

“Sure.”

He stepped into the center of the room. Into an invisible microphone, he announced, “This one’s from our album, Necrology of Pain. It’s called, ‘Necrology of Pain.’” Banging his head, he imagined the guitar riff rolling out like an electric rope ladder for his words to climb on. He sang: “Why do you bring so much pain? What the fuck do you have to gain? Nec-ro-lo-gy of Paaaaaaiiinnnn!” He pounded his fist in the air, stopping suddenly because he couldn’t remember the rest of the lyrics.

“Oh my god! You are so amazing. I am going to find your record, I swear!”

Ceela bounced off the loveseat and wrapped her arms around Geoff. Pressing her nose against his, smelling like lilacs, she kissed him on the lips. He pulled away.

“What? What’s wrong?”

He ground his teeth together, glaring at his son. She was confused, that was all. She was very confused. It wasn’t a big deal, he told himself. An innocent little kiss. No reason to get pissed off and storm out of the apartment. Instead, he decided to take a breather. “I’ve got to go to the bathroom.”

“That door that looks like a closet? That’s the bathroom,” Ceela snapped.

The bathroom provided Geoff just enough room to unzip without elbowing the sink on one side or the fogged glass shower door on the other. The bowl was nearly bone dry. The only liquid was in the bottom, purple and rippling. It moved up, expanding, proving itself not to be liquid at all, but flesh . . . Rotten alien flesh.

Zetron’s brow tendrils reached out, gripping the edges of the toilet like wet brown fingers. The alien had found a new host, a new head to latch on to. Zetron now rode on top of a beast with arms thicker than its torso. The beast twisted from side to side, struggling to free itself from the impossibly narrow passage. It gnashed its ice pick teeth. Geoff nervously tucked himself in, zipped up and stepped back.

“You were not supposed to be the one standing there.” Zetron’s rotten face hung off its skull and blocked its host beast’s vision like a wet drape.

“Who was?”

“Your fucking daughter!” Goop splattered in all directions when the alien spoke, like the spring thaw leaf rot from the chute of Geoff’s mower.

The pieces came together like Tetris blocks in Geoff’s brain. He should have known all along, since Zetron had been kind enough to leave this very image etched on Geoff’s psyche. The alien had taken him to the future not to save Ceela, but so the alien could kill her in front of Geoff. He couldn’t figure out one thing though: why?

Before he could ask, Zetron’s host beast grabbed Geoff’s neck and sent him out of the bathroom the hard way, through the door. Shards of cheap, hollow wood slashed through his T-shirt and collected long peels of his skin. He landed at Ceela’s bare feet. The beast stepped out of the toilet and followed, dripping sewage on the purple carpet.

The beast closed in, its three swamp-green tongues wind-milling viciously.

“Don’t hurt my daddy!” Ceela yelled, pulling the cushions off the loveseat as the beast changed course, now targeting her. Zetron’s tendrils undulated closer to her moisturized flesh, easily knocking the flying cushions aside.

“I don’t think those cushions are going to help,” Geoff said, waiting to undizzy.

“No, but this will.” Ceela spun around clutching the wooden baseball bat that had made the loveseat so uncomfortable. Her big fingers tightened around the dirty white tape. First, she took a gentle swing, knocking Zetron’s tendrils aside. Then she pulled the bat back, bending her rear leg. Whoever had taken over as her dad had shown her what to do with a bat. Even with her mini dress revealing a blinding patch of pale, muscular thigh, she looked like she should be standing beside home plate.

Geoff rolled behind the beast’s feet as she swung.

The thick sound of wood on meat filled the room and the beast tumbled back, tripping over Geoff. Ceela landed more blows before the beast could recover. Again and again, she slammed the sweet spot of the bat into the twisted trunk of a torso. The beast’s flesh split under the pressure, leaking streams of congealed white muck, the kind that oozed from the insides of squished ants. It held its thick arms up to stop the blows and Ceela hit harder, breaking the beast’s wrists.

“Stop,” Geoff said.

After hitting the quivering sack of broken bones one more time, she turned to Geoff, crimson wig askew. Tears pulled her eyeliner onto her cheeks in streaks shaped like magnified eyelashes. They made her eyes look small and helpless, despite the destruction she had just engaged in. Geoff held out his hand and she gave him the bat.

Now it was his turn. He gripped it loose, drawing circles with it in the air. Alien blood trickled over his fingers. Standing above Zetron, he said, “I saved you. I let you into my house. And this is how you repay me?”

The alien scowled. “You. Never. Listened. To. Me.”

“You know this . . . thing?” Ceela asked.

“Unfortunately,” Geoff replied, “but our friendship is officially over.”

He slammed the bat into the mushy part of Zetron’s head. It sunk in deep, knocking features out of alignment. Brows crinkled up. Tendrils seized spastically. Zetron’s head held tight to the head of the dying beast, a parasite of the worst kind. Remembering the weight of Zetron’s head on his own, Geoff felt a tinge of sympathy for the host, and even more anger toward Zetron.

With one last solid swing, the alien’s head snapped loose. It flew into a wall and slid down, leaving a trail of rotting flesh behind. The streak matched the carpet.

“Please Geoff,” Zetron said, “don’t do this.”

When Geoff went to finish the alien off, Ceela wrapped her arms around him and held him back. He tried to break free, but she held tight.

“No!” she said, crying. “I want to keep it!”

Geoff dropped the bat. “Keep it?”

She spun him around and looked him in the eyes, drag queen dramatically. “Yes!”

She ran into the tiny tiled corner that served as a kitchen. From a cabinet, she grabbed a giant glass jar filled with multicolored Os. She dumped the cereal onto the floor. It crunched under her bare feet, creating puffs of rainbow-colored dust that followed her back to the living room. “This should be big enough.”

“Jesus.” Geoff put his hands on his head.

“Thank you,” Zetron said as Ceela scooped it up and shoved it into the jar. “I will not forget . . . ” The voice faded when she tightened the lid, sealing it inside.

Ceela tapped her silver nails on the lid and looked around for a place to put it. Knocking a stack of books off a shelf, she replaced them with the jar. As Zetron’s lips flapped soundlessly, Geoff wished he had thought of that. It would have saved him from countless poems about the beauty of the Gorgack Plains, not to mention the raccoon ordeal. And this whole thing.

“See! It matches!” Ceela exclaimed, wiping tears from her cheeks.

“Yeah. It really takes your décor up a notch.”

Geoff put the cushions back on the loveseat, plopping down on top of them. Daylight poured through the one tiny window, falling on top of Zetron’s dying host. He sighed. He wanted to get back to his own time, but he didn’t want to risk putting Zetron on his head again. Maybe he was doomed to live out the rest of his days in the future. Would that be so bad? Maybe the future needed a good hardcore band. Maybe it needed a taste of the old school.

His son sat down beside him. She put her head on his shoulder.

Geoff realized he had good reason to get back to his own time. He could prevent the mistake of letting his only son be adopted. As an added bonus, he could enjoy the creative process with the little blonde mother waiting for him somewhere along the line. Picking her picture off the floor, he noticed a desk calendar turned to the same date as his calendar back home.

“Is this old?”

“No.” Ceela said, moving her lips close to Geoff’s ear. “Why?”

“Fuck,” Geoff said, doing the math in his head. He looked at Ceela, noting the complete lack of resemblance. “I’m not really your father.”

“I know that, silly,” she said, just before jamming her tongue into his ear.


THE FINAL FAILURE OF A PROFESSIONAL SMALL ANIMAL INSIDE-OUTER

For a small animal inside-outer, skill does not always equal success. Terrence Nash had learned this the hard way. He could turn small animals inside out with the best of them, but where had that gotten him? A workshop in his grandma’s basement and a spot on her couch to rest his head, along with the smallest amount of income, enough to laughingly call himself a professional. He had the skill and the work ethic, but factors in the market made true success nearly impossible. He’d jumped on trends that hadn’t taken off, and had ignored others that could have rocketed him to super-stardom.

Appropriately, his workshop reflected more failures than successes, the most prominent being the cages filled with starving inside-out squirrels he hadn’t been able to sell. He didn’t have a heart callous enough to drown them in the sink and dispose of them. Instead he rubbed powdered acorns on their external stomachs and called them pet names like Rachel and Poulard. He had been certain they were going to be the next big thing after a Hollywood starlet was seen with one popping out of her designer pink purse. After all his work, a younger and hotter Hollywood starlet made magazine covers with an inside-out grass snake around her neck. Inside-out squirrels became passé before they even had a chance to come into vogue, so he was stuck with them.

Even his successes had been failures. The Professional Small Animal Inside-Outers Association had recognized him for his skill in inside-outing a binturong while preserving its buttered popcorn scent. He prized the trophy, but poor Binty had died after four years confined to a cage in the corner of the shop. Nobody had wanted to buy the magnificently crafted critter. On the day Binty died, Terrence had seriously considered torching the shop and returning to work at the mop factory full time. On days like today, he wished he had gone through with it.

On his work table lay a dead porcupine, his first loss in nearly a decade. He had been certain lacquering down the animal’s quills would allow him to achieve the one inside-outing deemed impossible by his peers. He had been wrong and he wasn’t about to try again after spending all night building up to this failure. Instead, he brought the carcass upstairs and dropped it on his grandma’s cutting board.

“It’s not bacon, but I can work with it,” she said cheerily.

“Thanks, Gram. Eggs?”

“Scrambled?”

“Please.”

He did his bathroom business, returning to the kitchen table with armpits smelling of apples and his remaining hair combed like a halo around his head.

Gram put a plate of porcu-meat and eggs in front of him and sat down on the other side of the table. “I would never be disappointed in you, even if you gave up.”

“I know you wouldn’t, Gram.”

“You know what I say: Giving up on one thing is not the same as giving up on everything. Until you’ve given up on everything, you’re still in the running for something. I mean, you haven’t even tried professional monkey impersonation. You loved that when you were little.”

“True.” Terrence took a bite of eggs. He ignored the brittle hairs that flossed his teeth and wrapped around his tongue, salt and pepper to him after so many years of eating his grandma’s food.

When he was two, Terrence’s parents had sold him on the black market. Gram had tortured them for weeks before she located him, wrapped in latex, a drooling onlooker to all sorts of bizarre tanglings of arms and legs in one of the most notorious S&M franchises of the Trans War period. This was back when she was still his grandfather, of course, before having her legs blown off by a republican landmine during the great Trans War. Gliding gracefully on stainless steel rods, she was a great warrior and philosopher, an inspiration to Terrence. Still, every now and then, images of ball gags and whips would pop into Terrence’s head, arousing and confusing him.

After Gram had recovered him, she killed his parents and adopted him. Life had been sunny ever since, or as sunny as could be expected for a legless transsexual with rotten breast implants and a failed small animal inside-outer. Making ends meet had been challenging, but they always did it. Sometimes it meant getting creative with meals. Oak shavings sautéed in centipede butter was still a staple. Regardless, Terrence had always been made to feel that he could accomplish anything he put his mind to, and if he didn’t accomplish that thing, he could accomplish the next thing.

“I’ve invested so much in inside-outing. I can’t give up yet.” Terrence winced as the tip of a quill jabbed his tongue. “Besides, nothing else has jumped out at me.”

“Have you let anything jump out at you?” His grandma gummed a forkful of eggs and looked at him with raised eyebrows.

“What do you mean?”

“You know exactly what I mean, Terrence.”

He did. At the factory, he had concentrated on mop making. In the shop, he focused on inside-outing. He spent his free time walking around Pewautana kicking rocks. He had a bad habit of putting his blinders on.

“Gram, I need to borrow your golf cart and your driving arms.”

Gram’s driving arms were young, which meant they were old. They were from the first wave RoadGrip Inc. manufactured. At the time, the company made two models: young woman and young man. Gram’s, of course, were young woman. She talked about replacing them with a newer model closer resembling the prune-ish texture of her own arms, but they didn’t have the money for such a luxury.

Terrence strapped the arms on under his own, over his black windbreaker. He secretly liked their smoothness, their long fingers and gorgeous red nails. Once in a while, one of the hands wandered off the steering wheel and ran its fingers through his hair, while the other found its way between his legs. He didn’t mind letting his own arms drive on these occasions, provided he was in the right mood. At the moment, he wasn’t, so he pointed the battered golf cart downtown and let the driving arms guide him.

***

Downtown Pewautana was a hotbed of nothingness. People stumbled out of buildings, crossing the street like tumbleweeds. Terrence drove past them, brainstorming his future path. Would it be at the art store where he bought the paint he used to brighten the mucky insides of small animals once he brought them to the outside? Would it be in the movie theater, selling Gummy Mint Eyeballs to scummy kids who just wanted to lick their lovers in the dark? Even with his blinders off, nothing jumped out at him.

Until he saw her.

If he had to guess, he would have put her at thirty-eight, a good five years older than himself. The two kids clinging to her hands were ten or younger. They walked out of the theater and crossed the street in front of the golf cart. He liked the way they moved as a single entity; a family.

Terrence wanted a family. He wanted that family. He could picture the two ragamuffins running circles around his grandma’s metal poles as he and their mother sat at the table feeding each other hairy eggs and smooching. The idea seemed so exotically normal. He wished he had thought of it before.

The family climbed into a parked car, a nice one with four doors and minimal rust. They drove away and he followed, remembering his friend Pete Sorville. Growing up, Pete had been the only kid Terrence knew who had a real family. Whenever Terrence had visited Pete’s house, he admired the one-for-all-and-all-for-one attitude the family displayed as they stole tomatoes from their neighbors’ gardens and beat the shit out of anyone who objected. The constant nudity had rubbed him the wrong way though, so he eventually stopped hanging out with Pete and stopped thinking about family entirely.

Terrence pressed his finger against the doorbell of his new family’s house. A man with a beard and a bowler answered the door. Terrence liked the hat and hated the beard. The man’s presence surprised him. If this man was part of the family, why had he not been with mother and the children during their downtown excursion? Terrence reasoned that, although this man may technically serve as father and husband, those duties had not been fully committed to, opening the window for a replacement, namely Terrence.

“Yes?” The man’s beard wiggled when he spoke.

“I would like your family,” Terrence said, as if ordering a Jumbo Booga Burger and Doober Fries from the drive-up window at O Burger.

The man sighed. “Well . . . What are you prepared to offer?”

“Nothing.”

“Well . . . ” The man sighed again. He took his hat off, handed it to Terrence and turned back into the house, as if to yell goodbye to his wife and children. He didn’t though. He simply shook his head, shoved past Terrence and stepped onto the driveway. “I’ll take the golf cart,” he said.

“No.”

“Well . . . ” The man walked off down the street.

***

After sitting on the couch with his new hat on his head and a child on each side for two hours, Terrence broke the silence. “What are your names?”

“I’m Elizabeth.”

“I’m Joannie.”

With their overalls and dirty fingers, he had guessed them to be boys. The gender revelation didn’t disappoint him though. Girl children were children too, as far as he was concerned.

The woman walked into the room, wearing only beige panties and a matching bra over her toned body. Seeing Terrence, she stomped and yelled, “I demand to know who you are and why you are on my couch!”

“I am Terrence Nash, husband and father.” Terrence liked the way the woman’s breasts jiggled as she paced in front of him. He hadn’t thought about sex. In fact, he hadn’t thought about sex for years, not since that incident with the female luchador had left him with a broken rib and a bleeding crotch. Now, with this woman’s gorgeously sun-starved skin in front of him, his crotch got warmer and his boxer briefs got tighter. He pictured himself hanging from her broad shoulders as he thrust into her backside. “What is your name?” he asked.

“Joannie Elizabeth.” Her crossed arms pushed her breasts higher. “Where is Daniel? Why are you wearing the hat I gave him for his birthday?”

“Daniel abandoned his post,” Terrence replied.

“Daniel was a shiftless loser who fucked every woman on this block, but he paid the bills and kept the children fed. Can you do the same? I doubt it.”

Terrence had been thinking about the benefits. The responsibilities had not crossed his mind. Would inside-outing cover the costs? Of course not. He would have to go back to the mop factory. But if he worked at the mop factory full time, how could he possibly enjoy his family? This was an interesting dilemma. He knew who could help.

“Get dressed,” he said to Joannie Elizabeth.

***

Elizabeth, Joannie and Joannie Elizabeth followed Terrence into his grandma’s kitchen. “This is my new family,” Terrence announced in the same tone new fathers used in hospitals around the world.

“What do they do?” Gram stood with her hands on her hips, her apron crusted over from years of spills.

Terrence looked at them. Elizabeth, the shortest of the children, sat on the floor by Gram’s metal rods. Joannie stood absolutely still, her mother’s hands on her shoulders. Wasn’t being a family enough to do? Did they have to do more? He supposed they did or things would get boring. “What do you do?” he asked them.

Joannie Elizabeth shook her head. Joannie shrugged her shoulders. Elizabeth said, “I play the flute.” She put her lips to Gram’s left rod and pretended it was her instrument, whistling an old sea shanty.

Gram clapped. “One out of three isn’t bad. Is it enough for you, Terrence?”

“I don’t know.” He liked the little one, he knew that. She had energy. Just watching her made him feel energized too. Of course, if feeling energized was all he wanted, he could have bought a four pack of Orange Wallop! soda and let the sugar work its magic on him. He wanted more than energy and he wanted more than flute playing, but he didn’t know what.

“Let’s start with the basics,” his grandma said. “Do you want a wife to have sex with?”

Terrence nodded, thinking about Joannie Elizabeth in her tan undies, squeezed next to him on the fold-out couch in the living room. Better yet, he could move into her house and sleep with her in an actual bed. He hoped she had a water bed.

Gram turned to Joannie Elizabeth and asked, “Do you put out?”

She rolled her eyes and said “Yes” like a child agreeing to take the family dog out for a walk and a piss.

“What else do you need from your family, Terrence?” Gram pushed.

He said the first thing that came to mind: “Gourmet chocolate cake for breakfast every day!” His grandma’s eyes drooped and he wished he had said something different. She had made him scrambled eggs every morning for decades and he always told her he loved them. He did love them, but his subconscious obviously wanted more.

“I can make chocolate cake from a box,” Joannie Elizabeth said.

“My chocolate cake is handcrafted using the finest imported Swiss chocolate, farm fresh eggs and other top-of-the-line ingredients,” Elizabeth said, taking a break from her flute playing. Giggling, she slid under the kitchen table and added, “I am also a whiz at cleaning linoleum.”

***

That evening, Terrence and his grandma, Joannie Elizabeth and Elizabeth sat around the kitchen table as Elizabeth outlined her skills. They ignored Joannie’s twitching feet as she hung from the ceiling fan in the living room, which was essentially just the far end of the kitchen. In light of her sister’s revelations, she had come to understand her worthlessness. Nobody could blame her for wrapping things up early.

“But I think, Terrence, the first thing I should do is start you on a yoga regimen tomorrow morning. Wouldn’t that be nice?” Elizabeth asked.

Terrence nodded.

“Oh! Me too?” his grandma asked, excited. Terrence had not seen her awake after nine since the time Binty, who had gone brain-dead after being inside-outed like all other small animals, had gotten loose. He had eaten her chocolate laxative powder and almost crapped his insides back in on her sheets. She had waited patiently, not mad in the least, as Terrence cleaned up the mess and put fresh sheets on her bed.

“That would be wonderful!” Elizabeth replied.

Joannie Elizabeth slammed her fist on the table. “This is all very nice, but it has not answered my question! Terrence, how are you going to pay the bills?”

He looked at Elizabeth, her hazel eyes wide with fear at her mother’s outburst. The fear faded quickly. She whispered, “Actually, while you and father spent your days pounding on each other’s noggins, I built a nice career as a binturong groomer. Father never made a dime at the book store. I’ve been handling the family’s finances.”

“Am I even needed here?” Joannie Elizabeth asked.

“Wifely duties,” Gram answered, putting her hand over Joannie Elizabeth’s.

***

Terrence moved in with Joannie Elizabeth and Elizabeth. The smell of gourmet chocolate cake woke him every morning. Gram arrived after breakfast for yoga. Then she drove Elizabeth to work in her golf cart so Terrence and Joannie Elizabeth could play sex games. His favorite involved him dressing up as a bear and her as a hunter. The blaze orange got him going. She even did her nails to match her outfit. When Elizabeth came home, they all went to Gram’s house, where they played Mr. Schnitzel Puss and other board games before going into the backyard and saying kind, meaningless words over Joannie’s grave, marked by a stone on which Gram had chiseled “Nothing is Nothing.” Terrence’s life had become amazing by anyone’s standards.

***

After a year of perfection, he climbed out his bedroom window in his bear suit and sneaked over to his grandma’s house. He masturbated with her driving arms before spending hours in the basement trying to remember how to inside-out a robin. How could he forget after only a year? He couldn’t remember what to do with the beak.

He went through eighteen birds before he felt it. Failure. That’s what had been missing: wonderful failure and, along with it, the tiniest hope of turning it into success. He grabbed a handful of cold, halfway inside-outed robins and tossed them into the air. They hit the ceiling and rained down on him. He fell to the floor with them.

His grandma had fed the inside-outed squirrels while he had been away. They eagerly lulled Terrence to sleep with their slurping and strained breathing. A cold concrete floor and a pillow of dead birds had never felt so good.

***

The next morning, Joannie Elizabeth called during breakfast and asked if he would be back. He told her he wouldn’t. “Okay,” she said.

“It’s not fancy chocolate cake, but it will fill your belly.” His grandma slid a plate of hairy eggs in front of him. Terrence had gotten sick of cake anyhow and he could have done without the layer of fat he had built up. He had never been athletic, not by any means, but he had at least been able to make it up from his workshop without his heart kicking against the inside of his chest like a donkey in a crate.

“I love your eggs, Gram.”

“I know you do.” She put together a plate for herself and sat down across from him, newspaper tucked under her arm. “Now, I know you’re just getting back into the swing of things down there, but . . . ” She put the newspaper in front of him and tapped her fingertip on an ad for the annual Professional Small Animal Inside-Outer Association trade show, commonly referred to as the Sauls, after the association’s founder, Saul Muessel.

Terrence already had one trophy, also referred to as a Saul, but more wouldn’t hurt, especially if he intended to make an income. Business flocked to the inside-outers with the most Sauls on their mantles. There was only one problem.

“I’m tapped out. No ideas left. It’s been downhill since Binty.”

Gram shook her head. “Do you listen to me at all, Terrence? You know how I feel about giving up, and you know what I say has to be done after you give up, right?”

“If you’re going to give up, you have to move on.”

Terrence realized she was right. He had given up on inside-outing. He treaded water in the shop, going through the motions because it made him comfortable. He wouldn’t succeed that way. He needed to push himself.

With a mouthful of eggs, he announced, “I’m going to my workshop and I’m not coming up until I get an idea or I quit altogether!”

“That’s my boy!”

***

Terrence flipped through the latest issue of Inside-Outing Pro, hoping something would spark his imagination. He read an article about his hero, Jess Doubleck, who had just celebrated the twenty-fifth anniversary of his first inside-outing by setting the record for speed: five squirrels inside-outed in fifteen minutes. He read about new kids doing crazy stuff like inside-outing pregnant guinea pigs and the fetuses too. It made him depressed. He remembered when he and Binty made the cover so long ago. How many times had Doubleck been on the cover? Terrence would never measure up.

Not unless he did something that had never been done before, something that would show his skill to the world once again, something the Hollywood starlets would be proud to have peeking out of their purses. He needed to inside out a porcupine. That’s all there was too it. He would need help and he knew exactly who to turn to. For once, it wasn’t his grandma.

***

Terrence sat in his ex-family’s living room, dusty bowler on his head. Everything had been painted pink: the coffee table, the TV stand and the ceiling fan. Even the couch and the reclining chair had been replaced with cotton candy colored doppelgangers. When Joannie Elizabeth marched into the room, she wore pink underwear.

“Have you come to reclaim us?” She asked the question with the same bored concern as someone asking if a distant dying aunt had finally passed away.

Terrence raised his eyebrows and stared at her breasts. For a moment, he considered saying that he had. He decided against it, knowing it would cause him to lose focus again. “No. I’ve come to speak with Elizabeth.”

“Okay.” She left the room and her daughter soon appeared.

“Do you like how I’ve redecorated?” Elizabeth asked. Her new overalls matched the room. “Mother has given me free reign, which is only fair. I basically run the place.”

“I like it.”

“I stopped baking cakes after you left.” Elizabeth put her hands behind her back and stepped closer.

“I’m sorry.”

“So if you’re here for cake, I can’t help you.”

“I need your help with something much more complex than cake,” Terrence said.

Her eyes brightened and she sat next to him. “What can I do?”

***

Terrence and Elizabeth sat side by side on stools in Gram’s basement, heads in hands. On the workbench in front of them lay two dozen dead porcupines in various stages of inside-outing. Their most recent failure still writhed in pain, its intestines kabobbed on its quills. Brown ooze seeped through the piercings.

“Hedgehogs have been done, haven’t they?” Elizabeth asked, voice dull from what Terrence suspected was her first brush with failure.

“Yes.”

“And if we took the quills off and replaced them after?”

“Cheating. It’s the first thing judges look for when they see an inside-outed porcupine.” He hit the critter with a hammer to put it out of its misery. “This is impossible!”

“Nothing is impossible, Terrence.”

“Bullshit.”

“With enough time, we could do it. We just don’t have enough time.”

“The show is this weekend,” Terrence replied.

“We need to go back a step. Inside-outing a porcupine is not your end goal.” Elizabeth tapped her little fingers on the gut-stained workbench.

Terrence realized she would be able to succeed at anything in this world. Mentally, he could hardly keep up with her. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, your end goal is winning, right? That doesn’t necessarily require that you inside-out a porcupine, does it?”

“I guess not.”

“You’ll have to inside-out me.”

“People have been done,” Terrence said. In fact, people were easy inside-outs. If he took an inside-outed little girl to the show, he’d be laughed at.

“Yes, but what happens?” Elizabeth asked.

“They’re inside-outed, just like any other animal.”

“But what happens to their minds?”

Terrence stood up. The one constant in inside-outing was that animals suffered severe brain damage. This wasn’t considered a big loss, because the animals involved weren’t particularly intelligent to begin with. On the other hand, inside-outed humans ended up in care facilities for life. If he could inside-out a genius like Elizabeth while keeping her brain intact, he would not only be the star of the show, he’d be the envy of inside-outers around the world.

He looked at Elizabeth and she smiled.

***

Since he had never inside-outed a human, he didn’t have the necessary equipment. Thankfully, Jan at Hobby Hobby Time Kill had everything he needed. She laughed at him when he told her his plan. Feeling cocky, he slapped her tit and told her she would one day tell her friends she had been touched inappropriately by one of the greatest inside-outers the world had ever known. She yawned.

In the basement, Terrence asked Elizabeth to explain everything one more time.

“It’s very metaphysical,” she said, before playing a few notes on her flute, which she insisted on having so she could play afterwards to prove she still had even her most advanced mental abilities. “My brilliance is housed in my brain, but it is not necessarily attached to my brain. After all, you wouldn’t ask for a brain implant in order to make yourself more intelligent, would you?”

He shook his head.

“By concentrating, I intend to move my brilliance out of its current storage facility, my brain, and temporarily house it someplace less susceptible to damage during the inside-outing process: my nose.”

“Okay.”

Terrence filled a syringe with horse tranquilizer as she took off her pink overalls. Before he could jab the needle into her arm, she slapped it away. “What are you doing?”

“Sedating you?”

“Haven’t you been paying attention? I’ve got delicate mental gymnastics to perform. I certainly can’t do them if I’m zonked out on Ketamine!”

Elizabeth sounded strong and confident, but looked so fragile without her clothes on. Terrence didn’t know if he could handle her screaming. “It’s going to hurt.”

“I can take it.”

Terrence nodded and put the crown on her head. Designed specifically for inside-outing humans, the crown looked like a Christmas tree stand. It served a similar purpose too. It allowed Elizabeth to stand on her head without having to use her arms for balance, while leaving room for the pull-rods he lodged into her skull. As she bit through her screams, he held her feet in the air until he had driven the rods into her body. In addition to doing the pulling, they served the secondary purpose of supporting her during the inside-outing process.

Finished with attaching the rods to Elizabeth, he latched the free ends to the appropriate parts of the pull engine. One misplaced rod could send her arms through her anus. Unthreading would be tedious. He needed to get it right the first time.

When he started the gas engine he had bought at Jan’s, he marveled at the thought of his peers using it on small jobs. He preferred the feeling of inside-outing by hand, the sense of accomplishment that came from using his muscles and bones to defy those of another living thing. Squirrels and rats didn’t take much effort, of course, but bigger animals, like Binty, required quite a bit of elbow grease, speed and dexterity. He could have inside-outed Elizabeth by hand, but it wasn’t worth the risk. If she got stuck midway, with her feet tucked in under her ribs, she wouldn’t have been able to handle the pain. She would have shut down. Besides, judges at the Sauls assessed the final product. They gave no extra points for hand work.

He sent the push-threads vibrating into her body, monitoring them on his handheld X-ray device to make certain they anchored on to the right spots on her insides. Like the pull-rods, they needed to be placed perfectly. Even something as seemingly minor as latching a thread to the inside of a kneecap instead of the outside could result in a pretzel, the industry term for an inside-out that got hopelessly tangled along the way. Inside-Outing Pro’s last two pages always featured a gallery of the worst pretzels, some of which qualified as works of art on their own terms. He didn’t want Elizabeth to become that type of art though, so he double-checked his placements.

When satisfied, he attached the loose ends of the pull threads to the running engine and asked, “Are you ready?”

“I have moved my thoughts, my knowledge, my skills and all the rest to my nose, as planned,” she replied, surprisingly calm. Her face turned red from being upside down.

“Okey doke.” Terrence pushed the button on the engine and closed his eyes.

The sound of inside-outing reminded Terrence of plunging a toilet. This time though, with a slurping fifty times as loud as when he had done Binty, almost loud enough to cover the little girl’s screaming. Terrence could barely hear her pleas of “Jesus Christ, stop this, please stop this” before they dissolved into wordless cries.

He kept his eyes closed tight, waiting for that final popping that signaled the end of an inside-outing. Most believed the popping had something to do with lungs bursting on their way out, but there was no consensus on the matter.

His teeth rattled against each other, so hard he thought they would spring loose and roll down his throat. Larger animals took longer, he reminded himself, trying to ignore the images of a twisted Elizabeth that hung from the insides of his eyelids.

When the pop finally echoed through the workshop, he opened his eyes. He realized he should have put plastic around his shop and over himself. His clothes had turned red. So had the squirrels. They chattered, pissed off at the mess in their cages.

In front of him stood Elizabeth, inside out and right side up. Pull-threads dangled from her exposed guts and bones. Push-rods surrounded her feet. Even in the dim basement light, the blood coating her glistened so brightly he had to squint. Perfection.

Terrence handed her the flute.

She jammed it in her nostril and ran up the stairs, taking his hopes of success with her. He listened to the patter of bloody feet above him, followed by the sound of the front door of the house slamming shut as she made her exit.

His grandmother wobbled halfway down the steps on her metal rods, shaking her head at the trail of bloody footprints. “Time to give up inside-outing for good?”

“Yep,” he replied.


CURSE OF THE CURSE

When I first met my ex-girlfriend’s new guy, I leaned in and whispered into his ear, “Zahoth Xin Haagra.” He looked at me questioningly, but I didn’t repeat myself because my throat suddenly hurt. Anyway, he had heard.

A week later, I ran into him again, this time at the co-op. He had bananas and soymilk in his cart, just like me. He was a lot like me, I noticed then. Too much like me—a fake me, a shoddy substitute with a bit more girth and a touch more handsome. Just a touch. I had to persevere and reclaim my place at my girl’s side, where I belonged, where she obviously wanted me. So I snuck up behind him while he unloaded his cart at the cash register. “Zahoth Xin Haagra,” I hissed.

He whipped around and sweat oozed from his brow. “What?”

“I curse you.” I smiled the smile that my ex had loved for almost seven years. Seven amazing years. It made the back of my jaw hurt.

“You are fucked, man.” Pudge Pile ran out of the store, abandoning his bananas and soymilk. The curse had started to take its toll.

Of course, it wasn’t a real curse. I didn’t know anything about curses. Those words had just appeared on my tongue, ready and willing. Nonsense words. Pudge Pile didn’t know that though. All I needed to do was convince him that I knew my satanic shit and that would scare him off. Then I could give my girl back the real deal instead of that dipshit doppelganger. He wouldn’t be hard to convince, especially if my ex told him about what I had done to her chinchilla, which, unfortunately, was what had caused this breakup business in the first place. I should have confined my experiments to the neighborhood squirrels, I guess.

I soon ran into both of them at the movie theater, not entirely by coincidence. Without drawing their attention, I took the seat behind them. I had collected some dead spiders from behind my radiator, and I was able to throw them into Pudge Pile’s popcorn without him noticing. At least, he didn’t notice at first.

When I leaned forward and licked his hairy earlobe, whispering, “Zahoth Xin Haagra,” I pointed at his arachnid snack. He screamed and threw it all over himself, all over her and all over the surrounding filmgoers. Clumsily, he turned around and fell at me, over the seat, in a pitiful attempt to punch me.

I scurried away, my gums bleeding, not because he had made contact, but because my mouth had been sensitive lately. Had it gotten worse every time I said those words? I laughed at the thought. My act had been so convincing I was starting to fool myself into thinking the words had power.

That night, I lay awake in bed, blood gurgling out of my lips, smiling because I knew I had done it. I had scared that pudgy fuck off. It was only a matter of time before my ex came calling.

The wait was shorter than expected.

“Darling,” she said from the foot of my bed, where she stood naked, haloed in the moonlight that seeped through the window. Her long, blonde and black hair whirled around her head in the night breeze as she reached out for me with long-nailed hands. “I have come.”

I sat up and tried to speak, but instead of words, blood ran down my chin. My tongue sloughed off and slipped between my lips. Like a slug, it crawled across my sheets toward her. She snatched it up and shoved it between her legs, moaning. This was not the sort of thing my ex usually did.

Tongue-less, I coughed out the bloody question, “Who?”

“You called me, darling,” she said as her now black eyes bulged from their sockets. Her exposed breasts, one moment so smooth and familiar, became massive warts that spat yellow gunk. It dripped onto my sheets as she leaned forward and sank her claws into the soft spot below my ears where jaw met neck. She ripped my head from my body, but I felt no pain, nothing.

She howled, “You called Zahoth Xin Haagra, and I have come!”

Ridged wings erupted from my cheekbones, and I flapped free. I left my headless body quivering on the bed behind me and followed Zahoth Xin Haagra, this glorious she-demon, as she flew into the night sky. I knew I would follow her from then on, worshipping her and serving her for all eternity.

My ex would be so jealous.


RECORD COLLECTOR SCUM

In 1983, Grum Records pressed three hundred copies of Crucifix Falsifier’s first and only EP. The band brought all three hundred to their show at the American Legion hall in Milwaukee. After a furious fifteen-minute set, most of the fifty people in the crowd bought a copy. Considering the night a success, Darbo, the singer, packed the rest into his station wagon and left with a girl to celebrate. She slit his throat and burned his car, along with the remaining records. Of the copies that survived that night and the decades that followed, Michael Panic now held one in his left hand.

In his right hand, he held an engagement ring.

He carefully lowered the record onto the turntable and placed the ring above it, around the spindle. When he heard the clicking of high heels outside the apartment door, he started second guessing himself. He hadn’t chosen the most traditionally romantic way of going about this. Then again, he and Jessica weren’t a traditionally romantic couple. They had matching tattoos of the Crucifix Falsifier shattered skull logo, his buried in a swirl of ink on his forearm and hers standing alone on her calf. Date nights happened in stuffy basements, rocking out to obscure hardcore bands. They judged the quality of these shows by how hard they drummed on the dash and how loud they sang the songs on the drive home, laughing together when they lost the lyrics or couldn’t sing fast enough. No, Michael realized, he had chosen the most romantic way to propose.

When Jessica entered the apartment, he dropped the needle and sat on the couch. The sound of one of the most coveted hardcore records of all time filled the room.

Jessica kicked her heels off. Squinting skeptically, she scrutinized the smile on Michael’s face. Pointing at the record player, she asked, “This is my bootleg copy, right?”

Michael shook his shaved head.

“No fucking way!” She sat beside him, smelling of crème brulee lotion, firewood brown hair pulled back in a perfect ponytail. “How much did it cost?”

“Don’t ask.” It wasn’t the more expensive of the two items on the record player.

The first side finished and he tried not to sound too excited when he asked, “Can you flip the record?”

“You do it. I’m all wound up. I don’t want to drop it.”

“I need you to do it,” he said. “I bought it for you.”

“Okay.” She stood in front of the stereo. “I can’t believe I’m going to be holding the Crucifix Falsifier EP in my hands!”

She reached for the record and stopped. Picking up the ring, she turned slowly toward Michael, mouth open wide.

“Will you marry me, Jessica Ann Sellica?” Michael asked.

She slid the ring onto her finger. “Nothing in this world could stop me.”

***

The next morning, after a sleepless night spent discussing ways to make their ceremony memorable, Michael stepped out of the apartment building to find a mess of a man leaning against his truck. The left side of the man’s face had been torn off, ripped apart and pasted back together using the cheapest of glue sticks. Scars parted his black hair. Obviously an old school punk, a fact given away by the four faded bars tattooed on his bony forearm and the patches on his sleeveless denim jacket. Michael didn’t recognize him, and Michael knew most of the old schoolers in the Twin Cities.

“You’re Michael Panic, right?” the man asked.

“What do you need?” Michael had disbanded Code 96 a decade earlier. Despite a few records floating around, the band had been forgotten. Fans didn’t stop by.

“The Crucifix Falsifier EP,” the man said.

Michael climbed into his truck, slammed the door and rolled down the window to wrap up the conversation. Having dealt with record collector scum before, he knew he needed to send a clear message. “No. And how did you get my address?”

“The guy you bought the record from. There was a mix up. He had agreed to sell the record to me. You probably don’t recognize me because of the shitty printing job on the EP sleeve, but I’m Sinz. I played bass. I don’t even have a copy of my own fucking record,” he said, as if trying frantically to communicate some great irony. Bits of spittle collected on the undifferentiated flaps of skin that should have been his lips.

“I don’t care.” Michael rolled up the window.

As he drove away, knowing his crew had beaten him to the construction site, he looked in the rearview mirror. Sinz stepped into the middle of the parking lot, pulled out a cigarette, positioned it between his teeth and lit it. Michael didn’t like the way the man made himself comfortable, as if he planned on sticking around.

***

At the site of an Indian restaurant he had been hired to build an addition to, Michael wanted to think about two things: work and Jessica. That man, Sinz, and his sideways face kept creeping in. Michael wondered if the guy would let the record slip away so easily, after traveling from who-knows-where to get it. Record collectors had the capacity to do fucked up things to get their hands on rare vinyl. Hell, Michael had done some of those things himself, and Sinz wasn’t an ordinary collector.

Jessica had taken the bus to work early, so at least she was out of harm’s way, but what about their collection? He imagined coming home to a busted window and finding the CF record stolen. Maybe Sinz would help himself to some of the other gems, maybe the Cough/Cool single or the first pressing of United Blood. He pushed the thought aside and tried to focus on the lumber in front of him.

***

When he arrived back at the apartment that evening, he parked his truck haphazardly and jumped out, so certain of what he would find his heart raced and he clenched his fists in preparation to pound something, preferably Sinz’s face. Catching him lingering would suit Michael just fine. Even at thirty-six, full days of physical labor kept him confident in his ability to kick ass. When he stepped inside and found everything the way he had left it, he laughed at himself for living up to his name.

In the kitchen, he found Jessica at the table with a plate full of flesh blueberry waffles, his favorite meal. He sat down next to her and said, “This morning, this guy was waiting outside. He wanted to buy the Crucifix Falsifier record.”

She smiled, blueberry between her teeth. “Record collector scum.”

Michael took a massive bite of waffle, too much for his mouth. Still chewing, he left the table. He grabbed the CF record and put it on the turntable.

“I can’t believe you’re playing it again,” Jessica said.

“I’ve got ‘Death Brigade’ in my head. I want to hear it off the original vinyl.”

“I know what you mean,” she said between bites. “I’ve been looking for this EP for so long. You know this was literally the first hardcore record I ever heard, right?”

He knew. During their six years together, he had stood beside her as they dirtied their fingers flipping through crates of records in stores from New York to Los Angeles. The CF EP held the number one spot on their want list.

She continued, “Of course, I heard it on a tenth generation bootleg tape that my friend Misa had. When I ran away to live with her, we played it over and over, running circle pits around her mom’s living room. It was the best. After that, things got bad.”

They nodded their heads in sync as “Death Brigade” played. When the record ended, Jessica said, “Maybe we shouldn’t play it anymore?”

The record collector in Michael wanted to seal the record up and never play it again, to file it away in the box on the top shelf where he kept the true classics, apart from all the regular records he had accumulated since he started picking them up as a teenager. But that wasn’t the point of this record. This record, like the engagement ring, would never be sold, so preserving its value wasn’t necessary. Besides, he had some fact checking to do. “That guy, Sinz, said he played bass on the record.”

“No,” Jessica replied. “Darbo played bass.”

Michael pulled out the flimsy sheet of paper that served as a sleeve. A picture of four people lined the inside. Other than Darbo and his curly blonde mohawk, the other three were blobs of black ink, four people with only three names below them: Gunz on Guitar, Sheen on Drums and, just as Jessica said, Darbo on vokills and bass.

“You’re right. That’s fucking weird.”

They let the record play out and went back to the dinner table, where they made the decision not to have Code 96 reform to play the wedding reception.

Unless maybe they covered Crucifix Falsifier songs.

***

Michael and Jessica sat close to each other on one side of the couch, hands intertwined. He wore the same black shorts and t-shirt he wore every night before bed and she, having just stepped out of the shower, wore the pink bathrobe her grandmother had given her years before they met. Moonlight pushed through the living room window. The chaos of Crucifix Falsifier blasted from the speakers again, forcing them to yell as they discussed vegan chocolate cake and the possibility of a green wedding dress. The chorus of “Death Brigade” worked its way into the cracks in their conversation:

This night, this night

Death brigade

Fires burning, burning bright

Death brigade

“If you get to wear a green wedding dress, I get to wear a purple tuxedo.”

“That’s not what I meant!” Jessica stuck her tongue out at him.

“Just flip the record,” Michael said, gently shoving her off the couch.

She froze in front of the turntable as the window shattered. A severed hand landed at her feet, shards of glass embedded in its cotton-candy blue skin. Those shards captured the moonlight, as if the light hadn’t come from the other side of the window, but from the window itself. Bigger than any human appendage by two times, the hand easily knotted its fingers around her ankles, digging in with its saw tooth nails.

Without thinking, Michael dove to the ground next to her. He tried in vain to pry the hand away. At work that day, he had pulled a stray nail out of a truss with just his pointer finger and thumb, but he couldn’t even work his fingertips between the hand’s cold digits and Jessica’s smooth skin. Where the hand had once connected to an arm, raw meat and sliced veins flapped around, as if moving faster increased the chances of putting itself back together. The spot looked soft, so Michael punched it. The blow sent Jessica to the floor, but didn’t dislodge the hand.

Two men appeared in the window. Looking up, Michael quickly realized they weren’t men at all. Men didn’t come quite so twisted, so dark. One stayed outside in the shadows. The other climbed in. As soon as its chalk-colored hooves hit the carpet, Michael ran at it, hoping to push it back outside before it could do whatever it intended to do. Instead, it knocked Michael across the room.

The demon had too many joints. Even its face looked like a pile of elbows and knuckles that had fused together, layered with midnight black eyeballs. It didn’t reach down to pick Jessica up. It folded down, unfolding back to standing position as it put her over its shoulder, the hand still binding her ankles. She pounded on its back. The blows sounded like baseball bats on sand. With long fingers, the demon lifted the record off the turntable before leaving through the window.

Michael followed.

“Help me!” Jessica screamed as the demons shoved her into a black cargo van and drove off. Michael followed in his truck, knowing that’s exactly what they wanted.

***

Michael pursued the van onto I-94 out of Minneapolis, past St. Paul and into Wisconsin, barely edging over the sixty-five limit. The fucked-up nature of the whole scenario taunted him, but he tried not to think about it. He tried to keep his logic in check, because he had seen this with his own eyes. If he over-thought it, he would end up on the shoulder of the road, pounding on his skull, panicking. Now wasn’t the time. Calling the police didn’t seem like a good idea either. They wouldn’t believe him. Besides, punks didn’t call the cops. Punks policed themselves, even old punks.

Eventually, the van left the highway. After a few turns, blacktop gave way to gravel. The thickness of the trees blocked out the moon, creating darkness so solid it ate Michael’s headlight beams. When the van stopped in front of an old barn, Michael got out of his truck. He grabbed a two-by-four from the back and approached the van as its back doors swung open.

The demons climbed out. They didn’t notice him, despite his truck’s headlights glowing around him as if he was on stage back in his Code 96 days. He wished he was on stage, with a microphone in his hand instead of a bludgeon. He wished even harder after he took his first swing, hitting the demon with too many joints, shattering the board across what would be a knee cap if it hadn’t been on a neck. Michael might as well have blown it a kiss. The demon grabbed Jessica from the van, tossed her over its shoulder and entered the barn. As Jessica screamed and slapped, Michael took a running swing with his busted board, this time at the demon’s legs. Still nothing.

The other demon, with massive lumps of flesh that cascaded down its naked body like melted wax down the sides of a candle, grabbed Michael from behind. It pried the broken board from Michael’s hand, tossed it away and dragged Michael into the barn.

Generator-powered spotlights stood in every corner inside, all pointing toward the center. Out of the dirt rose dozens of human hands, each holding a copy of the Crucifix Falsifier record. They formed a pentagram. One hole hadn’t been filled.

At the back of the barn, where the spotlights didn’t reach, a stage had been built out of pallets and pieces of gray wood cannibalized from the barn itself. A drum set hid under a tarp. A guitar and bass leaned against pawnshop speakers. Sinz stood at the front of the stage. He gestured at the hands. “I knew you wouldn’t sell. None of them would. Record collector scum. That’s fine. Now I have them and their precious records.”

The demons held Michael and Jessica still in front of the stage. “You didn’t even play on that fucking record, you crusty piece of shit!” Michael yelled.

“I wrote those bass parts! My picture’s in the sleeve!” Sinz screamed. In his anger, the scarred part of his face seemed about to slip away, ready to slide down his neck and fall to the ground, maybe slither over the dirt to Michael’s feet. “I was sick the day they recorded. The studio time was paid for. They had to record without me.”

“Fuck you!” Jessica yelled.

“Sheen, drop him. Gunz, please bury the girl,” Sinz said to the demons.

Michael recognized the names from the inside of the CF record sleeve.

Sinz anticipated Michael’s question. “Yes, these two beauties are my old cohorts. Gunz is the bendy one, Sheen the big one. Would you believe that, even in their current condition, they’re capable of playing their instruments? It’s true. They may even be better now. I hope I’ll be able to say the same about Darbo.”

“Michael!” Jessica exploded as the demons dragged her to the empty hole.

Michael started to crawl backwards, only to be kicked in the face by the bass player. Blood poured from his nose and lips, dripping fast onto the dirt.

“You don’t want to crawl away yet. There’s a little bit of Darbo in each of these records, and with the help of all these souls, that might be enough to have the greatest comeback tour of the decade!” Sinz raised his fists in the air and laughed. Then he added, “You’ll be able to see our first rehearsal.”

Gunz and Sheen tried to lower Jessica into the narrow hole, but she spread her legs to prevent them from pushing her in. They grunted, trying different ways to squeeze her into the ground, short of shattering her hips.

Sinz sighed. “Don’t get delicate now. Knock her out.”

Michael tackled the bass player. With Sinz pinned beneath him, he dropped punch after punch on the scars, which split apart easily. Blood spat from hardened pink flesh.

“Get him off me!” Sinz yelled.

Michael hoped the demons would drop Jessica and come to their master’s rescue. They did, but only after Gunz elbowed her into unconsciousness. Michael kept punching Sinz with crimson-gloved hands, loosening teeth before Sheen pulled him away and tossed him to the ground. Before he could get to his feet, two severed hands scurried toward him. Acting as cuffs, one bound his ankles together and the other his wrists. They dug their nails into him. Ropey veins and strands of wet tendons wormed from severed wrists, wrapping around Michael’s arms and ankles, further tightening his bindings.

Gunz and Sheen easily slid Jessica’s unconscious body into the hole. As Sheen held her hand above the ground, Gunz used its long fingers to shovel dirt on top of her. When everything except her hand hid underground, the demons slid the copy of the CF record between her fingers.

“You’ll kill her!” Michael screamed, writhing desperately.

“As you can see, that’s all relative,” Sinz replied, wiping blood from his face.

The bass player grabbed a book from the drum set and stepped into the center of the pentagram. Beams of light set him aglow. He took off his jean vest, revealing more scarred skin and faded tattoos, only a hint of cobwebs and chains lingering behind. Sinz opened the book and particles of dust spread out in a cloud around him, scintillating in the intense brightness of the spotlights.

“Kragh ret riet e gha . . . ” he said.

As the bass player read, his words picked up speed and became wind, whirling around the edge of the pentagram, threatening to blow the records out of the hands.

Just outside the circle, Michael couldn’t feel the wind. Then he realized there was no wind. The hands moved on their own, in sync, giving the illusion of wind moving in a circle. Knuckles went rigid as fingers struggled to pull away from records. They couldn’t do it. Even whipping their wrists back and forth, the records stuck.

“Kragh ret riet e arag,” Sinz finished, taking a deep breath. “Bring me my bass and grab your instruments, boys.”

The demons did as commanded. Sheen pulled the tarp off the drum set in the back of the barn. Mice scattered silently. Sliding onto the stool, the demon lifted a pair of drumsticks above its head. Gravity sent loose flesh running back down its arms. Gunz handed the bass to Sinz before picking up its guitar. Cords ran from the equipment to the same generator that powered the lights.

Sinz strapped on his bass, a mess of exposed wood, duct tape and faded stickers. Laughing, he hammered the strings with both fists before locking his fingers into place and playing the concrete-mixer rumble that opened “Pig Slaughter.” The sound grinded over Michael’s spine, holding him down, giving him goose bumps. He never thought he would hear this. Despite his current situation, he couldn’t help but want to hear more, not that he had a choice. No matter how hard he struggled, the hands that bound him wouldn’t budge.

The ground in the center of the pentagram erupted. A mohawk emerged, a thinly sliced cloud of blonde hair knocking the dirt aside. Next came a pair of hands, the letters H-A-R-D tattooed across the knuckles of one and C-O-R-E on the other. With these hands, Darbo pulled the rest of his body free. Under his mohawk, his face had lost its humanity. Death grayed the skin, shrunk it tight across his skull. Even in the spotlights, it cast too many shadows.

One of the demon hands scurried from under the makeshift stage. It placed a microphone near the hole before dragging itself back to the shadows. Darbo grabbed the microphone with both hands, raised it to his bared black gums and shattered teeth, and screamed, “We are Crucifix Falsifier! Go!” as the guitar and drums slashed the rest of the world away.

Michael knew Jessica didn’t have much air left. He needed to act now. He pulled his wrists to his mouth and took a bite of the hand that bound him. Toxic green blood filled the wound. He spit the cold hunk of flesh into the dirt. Even though he hadn’t eaten meat in years, he knew the taste of rot. The hand squeezed tighter, threatening to break his wrists. He took another bite nonetheless, and another, chewing and spitting, building a pile of gnawed meat beside him, ignoring what crept down his throat. After he had torn out more meat than most human hands had to offer, his cuffs loosened. He slipped free.

Green muck dripped from the sides of his mouth as he stretched to sink his teeth into the hand that bound his ankles. He moved faster this time. As soon as the band got through the initial rush of playing that song, they would see him. They sounded amazing, Darbo’s voice even more venomous than on the record. Michael chalked it up to demonic possession as he tore through his last meat shackle and crawled toward the only hand in the circle with fire red nails and a new engagement ring.

So frantically he shoveled that he cut his finger on one of Jessica’s incisors. He slowed down, carefully cleaning dirt from her mouth. Leaning in close, he felt her warm breath on his cheek. That breath found its way to his heart, engulfing it as he kissed her and her eyes opened. She spread her lips and inhaled before blowing cylinders of dirt out of her nostrils. Whatever gasping sound she made couldn’t be heard over the band, all of whom seemed to be in a trance as they pounded through their first song.

Michael continued digging until he got to her armpits. Then he reached in, put his hands under her arms and pulled her out of the hole. She sat up and tried to shake the CF EP from her hand. It wouldn’t come loose. The flesh at the tips of her fingers had melted through the plastic cover, through the paper sleeve and into the black wax of the record itself. She looked at him, panic in her eyes.

The band reached the chorus once again and Darbo yelled, “Everybody raise your fists and pound along!”

Hands came to life around Michael and Jessica, moving in time with the music. When they stopped, so did the band.

Michael didn’t wait for the demons to come after him. He charged, shoved Darbo aside and tackled Sinz. He pinned the bass player to the ground. With dirty hands, he grabbed the bass and pressed its neck against Sinz’s. The band surrounded him.

“Call them off!” Michael ordered.

“We have to finish our set!” Sinz choked each word out against the pressure.

“No you don’t!” Jessica kicked the man in the face. Her bathrobe hung open, revealing black panties, bra and tattooed flesh. “Reunion tours suck!”

Michael stood, gripping the bass like a baseball bat. Darbo came at him first. As Michael swung, he imagined the singer’s head shattering like the shattered skull of the band’s logo, shards of bone and teeth flying outward like an ever-expanding halo. It didn’t. The back of the bass flattened the demon’s head. It was like hitting a bean bag. The dead meat simply reshaped itself. Michael wound up for another blow, noticing the spots of flesh and mucus clinging to the back of the bass. Before he could swing, the singer’s misshapen head started to wobble. No longer able to hold the weight of the mohawk, it collapsed completely and Darbo sunk to the ground.

Michael felt surprised and remorseful, surprised the demon had been so easy to destroy and remorseful that he had effectively pulled the plug on the show before Crucifix Falsifier got to “Death Brigade.”

“Oh fuck,” Sinz groaned, his face looser from Jessica’s bare-footed kick.

Michael laughed. “Show’s over, huh?”

For a moment, he feared he had inadvertently aligned himself with the many mustache-wielding cops who had infiltrated Code 96 basement shows back in the day. He pushed the fear aside, reminding himself that those cops had shut down shows without reason, not because the band had gone demonic.

“Oh fuck,” Sinz repeated, and Michael realized the bass player wasn’t “oh fuck”ing about the aborted performance.

Amidst geysers of soil, the dead bodies that lined the pentagram sprung from the earth. Some looked fresh. Others had obviously been underground for a while, having left a portion of their skin in the dirt. One of the rotten ones opened its pierced lips, unleashing a waterfall of worms from between its teeth.

The corpses of the record collectors approached slowly, each with its dead fingers melted into a copy of the Crucifix Falsifier EP. They groaned and reached out with their free hands. Ears hung loose and knees wobbled under the exertion of walking after being buried so long.

Jessica put her fists up and Michael stood beside her. She looked tough in her bathrobe with her tattooed legs exposed, but no number of Thai boxing classes could have prepared her for a fight like this. He saw no point in trying to stop her though. Even if he begged, she wouldn’t simply stand aside while he took the corpses on. She wasn’t that type of girl, and that’s why he loved her. He felt comfortable with her beside him, and with the bass between his hands, already coated with the ooze of one dead demon.

“You can’t fight them all! We need to finish the fucking set!” Sinz screamed, pressing his back against the wall of the barn.

“So let’s finish the set.” Michael winked at Jessica and handed the bass to Sinz. He grabbed the microphone from the bubbling pile of punk meat that remained of Darbo’s hand. It felt good to clutch a microphone again. As he wrapped the cord tight around his fist, he turned to the demons and said, “Let’s go.”

Gunz slid behind the drum set again and cleared a path with firecracker blasts. Sinz poured the concrete and Sheen rode on top of it like a car with buzz saws for wheels, sparking as it sped forward. Michael sang the opening verse of “Death Brigade,” chasing the sparks with his shredded tenor. The pallets and boards beneath him shook as he stomped, loving the fuzz the speakers added to his voice.

Jessica wrapped her arm around his neck and added her spiked lemonade voice to the chorus. He got lost in the moment, hearing Jessica sing along to her favorite band beside him. Even with dirt stuck to her earlobes she looked perfect. He held the microphone out for the crowd to join in and got sucked back into reality the hard way.

The corpses spread their jaws wide, so wide some snapped and hung limp, but not to sing along. Their yellowed teeth reached out from dry, dirty gums, desperate for flesh. Michael threw the microphone. It sunk into a vacant eye socket, sending a snarl of feedback through the speakers.

He grabbed Jessica and pulled her close as the band stopped. Closing his eyes, he went stiff, waiting for the first set of teeth to close in on his neck. He felt Jessica torn out of his arms and he fell to the ground under the weight of the corpses. Cold feet stepped over him. Long toenails cut into his skin, but he felt no teeth.

When he smelled Jessica’s crème brulee body lotion through the stench of the rotten flesh, he opened his eyes to see her reaching down for him, a smile on her face.

“They don’t want us,” she said. “They want the man who put them in the ground.”

The dead record collectors hobbled past Michael, past Jessica, paying no attention to them. Sinz hid behind his demonic band mates, but the corpses poured over them. They hardly fought at all. Dead teeth sunk into demonic flesh. The hands that clung to records waved around in ecstasy, while the free fingers gripped pieces of meat. Thick blood the color of spring grass dripped through decomposing digits.

When the corpses got their gnarled fingers on Sinz, their legs turned to rubber and they fell to the ground, bringing the bass player with them. In the chaos, records shattered. The corpses used the jagged edges of the now worthless vinyl to dig into their target and spoon out meat and blood. They tore their own faces apart on those same edges as they fed.

Michael and Jessica clung together as they walked out of the barn. With the bass player’s screams and the wet sound of the corpses packing their dry mouths with food behind them, Jessica started humming, quietly at first. Michael joined in.

The humming turned to singing as they climbed into Michael’s truck. By the time they hit the highway, they were shouting the chorus of “Death Brigade” at the top of their lungs, drumming along on the dash, louder than ever.


STORY OF A BOARD

Again I find myself kicked to the curb with all the other debris nobody wants. This time, my brown waves of grain and natural finish are hidden under a crust of gore that covers my four foot length almost entirely. I’m wedged between some boxes so that I rise triumphantly above a rust colored chair and a dusty console TV, begging to be grabbed, to be carried away on some new adventure.

Not too long ago, I was the middle beam on the frame of a bed. I was happy to support the young Anderson girl as she snored the night away. My life was comfortable because I was making her comfortable. None of the other boards complained either, that is, until the young lady started jumping on the bed.

There was one more supporting board above me and another below me. The one above me was weak, maybe from birth, maybe due to shoddy processing. Who knows? As the girl and her friend bounced up and down, giggling, I heard it squeak. The board buckled. Then came the crack. It split clean into two pieces as the two girls ran out of the room yelling for their mommy, pointing fingers of blame at each other.

As they hauled me and the rest of the bed frame to the curb, I was upset.

“Why can’t you just replace that one?” I wanted to yell. “Why do you have to replace us all?”

There was nothing I could do but sit on the grass and sulk. How could I have known it was the best thing that had ever happened to me?

The sun went down and the moon took its place. I longed for the coziness of my girl’s room, the warmth of her body seeping through the mattress as she snuggled with her stuffed elephant.

A guy stumbled past, whisky bottle in hand. He saw the frame at the curb and walked over to it, staring with hands on hips. As he mumbled about how nice I was, he pried me from my place. Once I was free from my comrades, he swung me around a few times, testing my heft. That moment seemed to repeat itself through my life. At first, I was afraid, but the feeling of my body sweeping past the cold night air was refreshing. He kicked at the rest of the frame, but moved on with only me clutched in his thick hands.

Right away, he dragged me on the sidewalk, completely destroying the smooth finish I had been sanded to. There was no need for that! Then he sauntered up to a fire hydrant, raised me majestically over his head and smashed me down on the hard metal. The sudden stop sent vibrations burning through my body and into his hands. He put me down and shook them, trying to clear the pain from his fingers. Then he grabbed me and inspected the dent left in my side, about a quarter inch deep with a hint of the red paint left at the bottom of the crater.

“Strong board,” he grumbled, squeezing me tight, lowering me to his side.

When I was as sick of the guy as I thought I could get, it got worse. Another guy, skinny, with ripped up clothes, came up quickly behind us. He was dragging his leg along the sidewalk, moaning through a wide open mouth that was missing a lot of teeth. My handler was too messed up to hear it, too messed up to even feel the rotten hand of his pursuer land on his shoulder. He was not, however, too drunk to scream when yellow teeth dug into his head just behind his ear. The skull cracked and blood poured down his arm in little streams, flowing through the knuckles of his hand which were tightly gripped around me. He fell to the ground crying and the zombie fell with him, quivering as it lapped up gore from the ever widening hole in my new friend’s cranium.

I remained tightly clutched even as the life seeped out of the drunk. The corpse got sick of the head, took a few nibbles just below the rib and ripped a big piece of meat off the arm before moving on. The moonlight seeped through the branches of suburban trees and I wished I could be back in the Anderson house, where the darkness was only broken by the clown-faced nightlight that smiled the little girl to sleep each evening.

Then the drunk was up again, his grip on me much looser. He groaned and moved on, not noticing that his slick looking insides were slopping out of the hole that had been gnawed into his belly. Bits of blood-soaked liver and intestine glimmered under the streetlights as they fell to the sidewalk and trailed behind us.

After a few blocks of walking, we ended up in a park. I figured that the Anderson girl probably went there to play regularly. My picture of her smiling as she clumsily maneuvered across the monkey bars was interrupted when I noticed that there were a lot of people there, all with blood dripping from their mouths, stumbling as if they had just learned how to use their legs.

A car pulled up. It was an old one, nothing fancy, kind of a boat, but well maintained. A man stepped out of it and whistled. Dead necks creaked all at once as their partially decomposed heads twisted in the direction of the noise. My corpse chariot and I were first in line.

A squeal of pleasure twisted its way out of my dead man’s mouth as he sped towards the newcomer. He must have been too excited to register that the man who had hopped out of the car, clad in the blue collar uniform—jeans and a t-shirt—was pulling back the string of a bow and arrow.

It was only after Grady had exhausted his supply of arrows and realized that he had more killing to do that he scanned the pile of corpses in front of him and found me. He recognized my value and pried me out of the cold rigor mortis hands of the zombie. When he picked me up and swung me through the air, testing my weight, I knew that my life had really just begun.

At first, I cringed upon impact. After a few strikes, I realized that it didn’t do half the damage to me that the stupid fire hydrant had done. I was surprised at how easily I broke through bone and flesh. My body plunged gracefully into the midsection of corpses, ripping through the paper-thin intestines and getting smeared with the rank brown ooze that splattered out of them, mingling with warm blood.

Some of the older corpses were pretty dry. Smashing them was about as hard as sweeping through a pile of ashes. The new ones were more difficult. Their bodies were fresh and strong, seemingly filled with life. Regardless of age, Grady used me to wipe the rotten faces off the animated corpses. Globs of maggot-ridden cartilage that were once noses were whisked abruptly from their homes.

Blood splashed all over Grady’s face, but he took it in stride, wiping it clean only when the last animated body stopped twitching as it sat propped up against the big red slide. Again, the playground equipment made me think of the Anderson girl. I realized that what I had thought was comfort was actually boredom. It wasn’t what I wanted at all. This was what I wanted.

Then Grady dropped me and walked away. I wanted to scream, “Take me with you! Look at what we did together!”

He must have felt what I was feeling, because he turned around, smiled through a face that hadn’t been shaved in days, and picked me up. I was tossed into the trunk, left to sit amidst a variety of shovels, golf clubs, croquet mallets, machetes, whips, bits of rope and empty cases of beer. It felt like home to me.

As time passed, I became the favorite. Every time that trunk squeaked open, Grady would peruse his arsenal, fingering the Louisville slugger, toying with the axe, maybe lingering over a broom handle with barbed wire twisted around it. Nine times out of ten, I was pulled out of the trunk and the rest were left to sit. I could feel their resentment, but what could I do? If the boss felt that I was the most effective tool for the job, then so be it.

Eventually, that fire hydrant dent with its smear of red paint was joined by an array of other scars. The fangs of vampires can be knocked loose, I had found, but they put up quite a fight and left a lot of scratches behind. Bloodsuckers are practically indestructible, but without their teeth, they were about as dangerous as a box of gummy worms. Grady and I had destroyed the lives of quite a few of them, and I had the marks to show it.

I quickly found that zombies were the closest thing to a normal monster. There were never just vampires or werewolves. It was always eighty-year-old transvestite werewolves and drug-dealing vampire lounge singers.

The real trouble makers were those unclassifiable lurkers and demons that always turned out to have some weapon that we didn’t expect. In the corner of an old tool shed that stunk of dust and half used bags of fertilizer, Grady and I discovered a strange, slippery fungus that had taken control of some neighborhood dogs and gotten them to kill a few kids. My time with the Anderson girl had given me an affinity toward children. I cherished their innocence and often, their diabolical lack thereof. So, upon seeing the pile of mangled little bodies in the corner, peeking out from under a blue tarp, I was ready to mash this creature to nothing.

Grady raised me for the killing blow, and from the fungus’s twisted mouth shot a cord of green vine that was covered in sharp spikes. The cord twisted around my body, and the briars seemed to writhe into me. I was yanked from the boss’s hands and smashed around against the walls. The ordeal tore me up pretty good. Luckily, the shed-dweller only had the one weapon, so, while it was using it on me, Grady kicked the life out of the thing with his steel-toed boots.

I was wrapped up pretty tightly and, at first, I thought the frown that Grady shot at me was an indication that I was going to be left behind.

It wasn’t.

He sat down on the cold concrete base of the shed and slowly freed me from the tangle, ripping his hands to pieces as he did. Grady gritted his teeth and took the pain as if it was nothing, but I knew it wasn’t.

After that ordeal, I was put into semi retirement. Grady grabbed me and that goofy metal baseball bat, imprinted with signatures of baseball stars that nobody remembered anymore, and brought us into his apartment. As far as I knew, it was the first time any of us had been inside his home. It was small, but well kept. His living room had a punching bag, a weight bench with a scattering of dumbbells and barbells, a TV and a chair that didn’t look like it had been used very much.

Above the TV was a gun rack. There weren’t any guns on it. That’s where the baseball bat and I went, after a lot of the dried blood had been wiped from our bodies. At first, I worried that Grady wouldn’t be okay without me, but then I got comfortable.

Once in a while, Grady would take me down, swing me around a bit, then prop me on his shoulder as he sat in the chair with a can of beer watching old western movies on TV late at night. Most of his time at home was spent alone. I witnessed one awkward date. He had brought a girl home, a nice looking one, too, except that she had her red hair frizzed up all weird when it probably should have been straight. Grady dished her up some spaghetti. He had labored on the sauce all day, muttering about how much basil should be involved. She sat on the chair, looked at her meal for a moment, and said, “Can’t you just take me out for a burger?”

He nodded and they left together, but I never saw her again.

Occasionally, I would overhear him on the phone with various people. They were odd conversations, very business-like, but obviously personal. “How is grandma doing? Is dad happy with retirement? Does Thomas have a job yet?” He either asked a one-sentence question or provided a yes or no answer to one that was being asked on the other end.

I also noticed how beat up he was when he came home from his battles. He would practically hiss as he sewed up huge gashes in his forearm or bandaged scrapes on his face. The first thing he did was jump in the shower and put his blood-drenched clothes in the wash. I started to wonder if he was this battered after battles that I was involved in. It didn’t seem like he was, but I wasn’t paying close attention, too wrapped up in the thrill of our triumphs.

After a year on the wall, Grady burst into his apartment, out of breath but unscathed. “I need you, old friend,” he said, the first time he had ever spoken to me. He grabbed me from the rack and brushed the cobwebs off. Gripping me tightly, he perused my body, lingering over the scars of fangs, claws and fungus briars. First, a test swing. It brought a smile to his face. He charged out of the apartment and to his car.

Moments later, we pulled into the dark parking lot of an elementary school that I was sure was blocks away from the Anderson girl’s place. It was probably where she went. We’ll make it safe, I thought.

We made our way down the stairs to the basement. Pipes dripping overhead, we wandered through halls lit only by naked bulbs here and there. Dusty orange plastic chairs that had been out of use for years were piled besides broken desks and old green chalkboards. At the end of the line, we found what we had come for.

Its viscous blue body clung to the brick wall. Every ounce of it quaked and its one giant eyeball watered at our approach. Thick tentacles twitched and pointed in our direction. Its mouth widened. Between rows of fangs that were longer than me, I could see another solar system. A small sun, countless stars, a number of planets, some closer than others, all sat inside the creature’s black maw.

Grady grabbed one of the dusty little chairs and threw it into the black hole. It was whisked away into space. Saliva dripped from the beast’s teeth. It gurgled and coughed. Its breath was so cold. I could feel it in my dented oak.

Boils rose to the surface of its pale blue flesh. From them erupted spider-like critters that swarmed toward us, one huge blinking eye on each of their backs. They too had fangs, like miniature versions of the creature that birthed them. I braced myself for battle.

Grady smashed me against the little offspring, turning them to mush, one after the next. They kept coming. The way that he stepped on one, crushed the next against the wall with his elbow, then pounded one to nothing with me was magical, like some crazy dance. The giant beast that clung to the wall stared at us. Its pupil traveled back and forth around the red streaks in its eye. It burped putrid space air as the boss finished off the last of its brood.

Grady stood sideways, clutching me like a bat. He was gritting his teeth so hard that it practically echoed through the dark corridor before getting sucked into the void in the creature’s mouth. Every muscle in his body tightened and his grip on me turned his knuckles white.

As he charged the creature on the wall, he yelled. Tentacles swung at him, trying to prevent his attack, but he dodged them, ducking, jumping or using me to swat them away. He raised me over his head like a sword and plunged me into the soft white meat of the creature’s eye. White pus oozed onto my body as Grady twisted and spun me around, completely destroying the orb. The white goo dripped into the beast’s mouth and it gagged. As the universe within the monster seemed to fade away, Grady withdrew me. The dying throes of the beast’s tentacles caught him unaware from behind, causing him to drop me to the ground and tumble into the disappearing universe behind the long ivory fangs. I just sat there, listening to his scream getting sucked away into nothingness.

The blue tentacles followed Grady into the void and, with a wet slurping sound, the monster swallowed itself, leaving only a colorful spot on the brick wall of the school’s basement.

I remained there for a year, wishing that Grady had retired with me, wondering if I had been too far past my prime, thinking about how he should have just taken that axe from the trunk. It would have been better at slashing through the monster’s tentacles. It would have left them twitching and severed on the ground, rather than just pushing them aside to come back later.

A year of these thoughts passed before I came to grips with the fact that the whole thing was just an accident. We had still won. We had won every battle we had fought together. That was something. I had been taken from easing the rest of one little girl to saving God knows how many people from things that didn’t even have names.

Then a janitor found me and put me where I am now, surrounded by junk. Like everyone, he swung me around a few times, smiling, probably imagining himself as a warrior hero of some sort before tossing me out to the curb.

If he only knew.


FEED MY CORPSE TO SHARKS

It’s me and Karen and Natti in my car and Natti is dead. She died last night.

The three of us were drinking wine and armwrestling. We always armwrestled. It weirded people out when we did it in public. They couldn’t wrap their heads around it, the sight of us three girls, immaculately made up, ‘cause that’s how we roll, slamming each other’s fists into coffee tables at house parties, bar tables. We’d try to explain it: “We’re just holding hands. Very aggressively.” Our nails were always fucked. It was a badge of honor. We’d get them done and then see who could get hers the gankiest the fastest. It was usually Natti.

I don’t know where she got biceps like that. She hardly ever worked out. It didn’t seem fair that she had muscles. She was just generally bigger than Karen and I, like 160 to our 120 each, but she carried it well on uber high heels. Boys looked at her more than Karen or I, not that any of us paid much attention to boys when we were together. Too focused on armwrestling and drinking wine and whatever.

But last night we stayed in, hanging out at Karen’s place in downtown Boise, a shitty third floor apartment with a big window that was always wide open. That goddamn window. Natti kept going on about fucking dudes up the ass with dildos, and trying to explain how it wasn’t a power trip. She just liked seeing boys from that angle. “Because it’s an empowering angle,” we argued, but she wouldn’t have it.

Then she somehow transitioned like this: “You know what is truly powerful? Sharks!” As she often did when she reached a certain level of drunkenness, she pulled out a crumpled brochure for a business in San Francisco that took people out shark diving. Like usual, Karen and I agreed to go with her, but only in that vague, distant future, probably never gonna happen kind of way. Natti got all dreamy eyed and said, “When I die, I want you guys to feed my corpse to sharks.” We agreed that we would, but only in that vague, distant future, probably never gonna happen kind of way.

Then came the part that I don’t want to think about right now, the part about why Natti’s dead in the backseat of my car and we’re speeding toward San Francisco blasting her shitty third generation dubbed riot grrrl cassettes. And we’re still drinking wine. Well, Natti isn’t, but Karen and I sure the fuck are.

“I never told Natti this, but I really hate this music,” I say to Karen as she takes another swig of wine straight from the bottle.

Karen giggles. “Sarah Joy, are you opening up to me?”

“It’s insulting.”

“It’s supposed to be empowering,” Karen replies.

“I know that,” I snap. Then, so as not to let the sudden silence linger, I add, “I don’t need girls in bands to tell me that I have self worth, to remind me that boys are shitty and see me as a sex object. Like, duh. Why are girls telling this to girls? Shouldn’t boys be telling this to boys? Where are the boy bands yelling into the faces of other boys to stop calling me a bitch and quit staring at my fucking tits?”

“Easy to say when you’re thirty, but what about when you were fifteen?”

“I don’t even want to talk about this,” I say.

We are just outside of Reno. It’s getting dark and neither of us has slept since the night before last, so we agree to find a motel. Before we get any closer to the city, I pull over to the side of I-80.

“What are we stopping here for?” Karen asks.

I just look toward the backseat. Natti is sitting upright, seatbelted in place, her head hanging down. With her purple hoody pulled up to cover the massive wound on the back of her head from where she collided with the concrete, she doesn’t really look too dead. She looks like she’s resting. With her eyes open.

Without instruction, Karen gets out and goes into the backseat. She unbuckles Natti and lays her down, covering her with blankets.

When she climbs back into the passenger seat, she’s crying. I put my hand on her shoulder reluctantly. She and I have never hung out just the two of us. I’ve hung out with Natti without her, and she’s hung out with Natti without me, but the two of us have never gone out together without Natti. Not that we’re without Natti right now. But, yeah, we kind of are.

“I can’t believe she’s dead,” I say. It seems like the sort of thing people say in these situations. I think that’s what I hear when people die, even old people, even people who were not twenty-seven and in the prime of their lives. Is everyone really in such disbelief that death can happen? I don’t find it all that unbelievable. First you’re alive and then you’re dead because something kills you, something like . . .

Great, now I’m crying.

Karen scrunches close to me, closing the gap between us in the front seat. She gives me a sort of sideways hug, pressing the side of her head against mine, crushing my ear against hers in a way that is totally not comforting at all.

“It wasn’t your fault, Sarah Joy.”

I try to scream but get choked up on the snot that has dripped down my throat during my crying jag. I kind of cough out, “I know that.”

I grab a wine bottle from the floor by Karen’s feet and take a sip before pulling back onto the highway to a chorus of honks from all the cars I cut off.

We stop at the first motel we find, not saying a word to each other as we check in and get situated. I plop down on one of the beds while Karen goes to the bathroom. I think about what she said about it not being my fault. Was that just another thing that people said? Would she have said that if Natti had died of lung cancer? Should I have said, “It’s not your fault either,” and then we could have cried in each other’s arms? Or did she say that because she actually thinks it’s my fault?

I don’t know shit about Karen.

No, that isn’t it. I know about her. I know she’s got a sweet grip but weak wrists. I know she works as a bartender and is maybe a little jealous of my work-from-home web designer gig ‘cause she vaguely wants to get into that. I know she likes makeup like me. She’s even more obsessive about collecting weird limited edition stuff that she’ll never use because she’s got a look that she doesn’t like to break from—a simple cat eye look. We both have kind of simple looks. I’m all about red lips. Like, bright red lips. But I still buy other shades. I also know she likes breaking up with boys almost as much as she likes making out with boys, like me.

We’ve learned that we have these things in common, more through Natti than through direct conversation, but I don’t know what drives them in her. It’s like we speak two different languages, and Natti was always the translator, helping us understand each other. Without Natti, I have no fucking clue how this bitch’s brain works. Is she even going to the bathroom right now? For all I know, she could be in there phoning space aliens to beam her up to whatever “it’s not your fault” planet she came from.

She comes out of the bathroom and says, “I bet we’re not the first people to stay at this motel with a corpse.”

Part of me wants to tell her that it’s stupid to even think about other people and their corpses when we don’t know what the fuck we’re doing with our own corpse drama, but for the sake of diplomacy, I giggle and agree.

“This place does have a ‘corpses welcome’ sort of vibe, doesn’t it?” I say.

“Maybe it’s better this way,” Karen says.

I don’t get the statement. I look at my nails. Hardly chipped at all. “What?” I ask, trying not to sound like I’m arguing, even though I’m really arguing.

“What if the soul isn’t this ethereal thing that immediately detaches from the body upon death. What if it’s actually linked to the flesh?”

“I don’t know if I believe in souls.”

Karen takes a swig of wine and passes the bottle to me. “You’re thinking of the soul as some sort of quasi-supernatural entity, like a ball of light that floats out of you when you die. Maybe it’s more physical, and it can’t leave the body until the flesh fully decays and goes back into the earth. All the bodies trapped underground in fancy decay-proof coffins are still clinging to their souls.”

That seems logical, but also sad. I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to think about my grandparents’ souls sitting six feet under, unable to get to heaven or wherever souls go, so I say, “We’re just meat.”

“Fuck you,” Karen says.

We sit in silence. I stare at the print hanging above the bed. It depicts a dirt path winding through a garden filled with pastel flowers. A romantic notion flits through me and I imagine that those flowers are what souls look like, pink and round, but then I decide that’s kind of gross.

“So by feeding Natti to sharks, we’re setting her soul free?” I ask.

“That’s what I’m saying,” Karen says, still hardened.

“Okay.”

I climb under the blankets fully clothed in the T-shirt and pink pajama pants I’ve been wearing since I got to Karen’s last night and pretend to fall asleep.

I don’t sleep at all.

I’m out of bed at sunrise. Karen is actually legitimately sleeping, so I step out of the room, cross the parking lot and go into the motel office to grab a plate full of the stale bagels and bruised apples they refer to as a continental breakfast.

When I return to the room, Karen rolls out of bed and says, “If Natti’s not going to shower, I’m not going to shower.”

“I won’t either then. We will see who stinks the most.”

We discover that Natti has won this contest too. I don’t say anything, but I’m pretty sure some shit came out of her overnight. This smell is not going to leave my car for a long time. Natti will haunt me in this way for weeks.

Karen reminisces as we drive. She talks about armwrestling. She muses about various boys that stumbled away after bringing drinks to our table, only to have us push the drinks out of the way so we could slam each other’s fists against the tabletop, cracking nails. “Why is that so intimidating?”

I think about that for a second. “It’s less that it was intimidating and more that we were completely ignoring the boys.”

“You don’t think men are intimidated by strong women?” she asks.

“Are we strong women?” I reply.

“How did you meet Natti?” Karen asks.

“This is a good story! I was at a bar with this boy from work. First date. We were standing next to each other in silence. Our conversation had devolved into me asking him if he liked this or that, and vice versa. I would ask, ‘Do you like football?’ and he’d say, ‘No.’ Then he’d ask, ‘Do you like horror movies?’ and I’d say, ‘No.’ We just went through a checklist and found that we literally had nothing in common.

“We ended up kind of blocking the entrance to the restrooms. Most people were saying excuse me or squeezing between us, but then this monster blonde with tattooed arms and fifty-inch high heels stomped up to us. She looked at this dude and she looked at me. She smiled at me as if she had just totally read what was going on, and then she asked the dude, ‘Do you like to suck cock?’”

“Oh yeah, I’ve heard this story before,” Karen interrupts.

“Yeah,” I say, kind of wishing I could finish the story anyway.

I wonder if I should ask Karen how she met Natti, just so she can say it out loud, even though I know they met while working at the same restaurant, Natti waitressing and Karen bartending. Something about beef tacos.

Before I get the chance, Karen says, “We probably should stop for gas?”

I look at the gas gauge, near empty, and nod.

I pull into the next gas station. There’s a kid, a teenage boy, hugging one of the pumps. I go to a different pump, but the boy skips over to my car. Before I can get out, he’s already jammed the nozzle into my gas tank.

He jumps in front of my door to prevent me from getting out. “Full service, ma’am!”

“What does that mean?” I whisper to Karen.

“You’ve never been to a full-service station, Sarah Joy?” Karen asks.

“I guess not.”

She shrugs. “They just put the gas in for you. You can ask him to check your oil and wash your windshield too, if you want.”

I look at the kid. He’s not wearing any sort of uniform. Torn jeans. Worn out tie-dyed T-shirt. “Do you think he even works here?”

The kid presses his face against the backseat window. Then he’s in my window, gesturing for me to roll it down. I do, about halfway.

“Oh god, I think he’s feral,” Karen whispers, looking away.

“That’s a dead body!” the kid shouts, pointing into the backseat. “You’re transporting a dead body across state lines!”

I almost laugh at the way he makes it sound like an official thing.

Karen replies, “Be quiet! She’s just sleeping!”

The kid looks through the back window again. He shakes his head so hard I can almost feel it. “Nah. She’s dead.”

I twist around to see what the kid sees. Natti’s face is peeking out between her purple hoody and the blanket. Her eyes are open and dry looking. Her mouth is open too, and her tongue is floating in there, like it’s getting ready to levitate out. Maybe that’s where the soul is. I can’t argue with the kid. Natti definitely looks dead.

“Can I touch her?” the kid asks.

Before I can answer, the gas pump clicks off and the kid moves away. For a moment, I think the interaction is over, but then he slides his hand in my window, palms up, fingers wiggling. “It will be thirty-one dollars and twelve cents plus tip,” he says. Then he smiles, “Or it’s free if you let me touch that body.”

“No way,” I say.

“Just let the freak do it.” Karen reaches back to unlock the door.

“Fine, but make it quick,” I say.

I assume the kid is just going to open the door and give poor Natti a quick poke and that will be that. Then I look in the rearview mirror and see that he has crawled all the way in and is lying on top of her. His face is inches from hers. He grabs her thick lower lip between the thumbs and pointer fingers of each hand and pulls it down to get a good look at her lower teeth.

“I thought the gums were supposed to turn black and oozy?” he asks.

“Get the fuck out of the car now!” I shout.

Karen is cracking up.

The kid doesn’t move, just keeps poking around in Natti’s mouth.

I turn and swat the kid. I end up slapping his ass. He looks at me and smiles. As he pushes himself off Natti, he squeezes her boobs. I can’t tell if it’s intentional or not, but I keep swatting him until he’s out of the car. Then I hit the gas.

In the rearview mirror, I watch as the kid bolts away from the gas pumps, chased by someone working inside the station.

“That kid didn’t even work there,” I say.

Karen laughs. I don’t actually think it’s that funny. We are, in fact, transporting a dead body across state lines. We could probably go to jail.

“Even when she’s dead, Natti gets all the fucking attention!” Karen says.

Now I laugh. It’s true. Natti would have loved that.

I put in another one of Natti’s riot grrrl tapes. Maybe I need to stop thinking about things so hard and just have fun. If a girl can’t have fun while driving to California with her dead best friend while listening to nineties music, then a girl just can’t have fun at all. I vomit a little in my mouth and the regurgitated wine tastes as cheap coming up as it did going down.

I try to talk to Karen, but I’ve run out of things to say. I catch myself starting to ask her if there’s any specific food she’d like to eat while we’re in San Francisco, but I stop myself because I can’t imagine any answer that wouldn’t be super inane. I decide that uncomfortable silence beats forced conversation.

I let some screaming lady fill the void. She’s got a valley girl accent. I know most of these songs by heart. In my head, I hear Natti singing along. She is a terrible singer. She was a terrible singer. Whenever she sang, I felt like the joints in my body had been forced to bend the wrong way. I felt like someone had sprayed lemon juice on my tongue, and I think the face I made probably reflected that, which was why Natti always sang louder.

I start to sing under my breath. When the song comes to the chorus, I sing a little louder. I can feel Karen staring at me.

“You don’t even like this music,” she says.

I keep singing.

On the next song, Karen sings too. Her voice is high, and she tries too hard to nail every one of the singer’s affectations. Our voices don’t mesh, sandpaper layered over scouring pads. I forget the lyrics and just kind of hit the notes. Then I fall back and hum a little before shutting my mouth.

Karen’s pointer fingers become drumsticks and she pounds out a beat on the dashboard, except it’s not really the beat that’s happening in the song.

“How much longer do you think?” she asks.

I inadvertently press the gas pedal down. “An hour or so.”

“This is probably illegal,” Karen says.

“Yeah.”

The next hour of driving takes a million years.

But then we are at the docks and Karen covers Natti up so her body isn’t spotted while we go look for the shark boat, the one from the brochure, the one Natti picked out. As we walk along, I ask Karen if we should come up with a plan.

“For what?”

“For convincing the boat guy to do this?”

“I don’t think that’s something we can plan,” she replies, walking faster.

I don’t really see how it’s something we can not plan, but I don’t actually have a plan in mind, so I just follow her.

We find a sign that says “Swim With Sharks!” It has an arrow pointed toward a boat. The arrow is painted like a candy cane. I wonder if this is a Christmas tradition in San Francisco, swimming with sharks. Do people dress up as elves and dive in with handfuls of chum? I picture the elves being eaten alive and remember that it’s not so much swimming as it is being lowered into the water in a cage. At least, that’s how the brochure described it.

We make our way to a walkway that leads onto the boat. The walkway is also painted with candy cane trimmings.

“Hello!” Karen yells.

A middle-aged man crawls out from the bowels of the boat. He’s got a big head that he’s obviously shaved bare because he is mostly balding.

“You girls got reservations?” he asks.

“No,” I say.

“The boat only runs at certain times,” he says, as if the boat itself is the mastermind behind the schedule and it wouldn’t possibly agree to a deviation.

“We can pay.” As I say this, I realize we probably can’t actually pay that much at all. I don’t even know what the regular price is.

“Girlie, the boat only goes out with a dozen or more shark swimmers.”

The man starts to climb back into his boat hole.

“We can do things for you,” Karen says.

I freeze.

So does the man. “What kind of . . . things?”

My question exactly.

Karen looks at me, as if it’s my turn to explain. I know what things she’s talking about. She’s talking about the things Natti would do if she were in this situation, except Natti would never actually do those things. Natti talked like a perv, but she was a lot more innocent than she pretended to be. Sure, she drilled some dudes in the b-holes with dildos, but that usually happened when she was deep in a relationship. She didn’t just offer sex to sailors at random. Was this guy a sailor?

I say, “Like chores and stuff.”

Karen elbows me hard. “And other things!” she shouts.

“Why don’t you just book a reservation online and come back tomorrow morning,” the man says. “Save yourself from these ‘things’ you speak of.”

This man is not the type of man who will trade sex for shark swimming excursions, so it dawns on me that he is probably not the type of man who will dump a dead body in the ocean. I wonder if there are other boats. I don’t want to have sex with a sailor. I don’t want Karen to have sex with a sailor. But I think we need to find a sailor who wants to have sex with us if we are going to get anywhere, so I start to walk away.

Karen pulls me back.

“Dude,” she says to the man, “this is very complicated, so can you just listen?”

The man grunts, crawls fully out of his boat hole and leans against the edge of the boat, arms crossed, his invitation for Karen to continue.

“We have this friend,” Karen says.

“Natalia,” I say her name. “Natti.”

“Did you know that your soul is basically glued to your flesh? It is stuck there. It may be invisible, but it’s in there with your blood and your tendons. If you put all of it in a box underground and seal it up tight, it isn’t going anywhere.”

The man looks puzzled, so I interrupt and add, “Our friend needs to go. Her soul needs to go where it’s supposed to go.”

“Your friend?” the man asks.

“Natti. She doesn’t want to be buried. She wants to be fed to sharks,” I say.

He waves his hand at us as if swatting away a fly, as if swatting away a wad of bullshit that has been thrown at his face. His scowl makes it seem as though the wad of shit actually hit him and he is forcing himself to chew on it.

Karen jumps into the boat and gets between the man and his boat hole. I stomp up the plank after her and grab the man by his arm. I try to think of something that Natti would say. Natti would charm this man. She would charm this man with perversion, and he would blush, and she would throw him off the boat with her big, strong, tattooed arms and drive out into the ocean without him.

I consider throwing the man off the boat because I can’t think of any words that Natti would say, and that makes me sad, like how could I not have memorized them? But the man is a foot taller than me and weighs as much as Karen and I combined, so sending him overboard is probably not an option.

“She’s already dead,” I repeat. “She just wants to be fed to sharks.”

He looks at me now like he’s going to throw me overboard. I squeeze tightly on to his arm. If I’m going in, I’m taking him with me. Karen grabs his other arm and starts to push toward the side of the boat. She actually wants to push him in. What is she thinking? We don’t even know how to drive a boat! This is crazy!

I push against her at first, and then I pull. The man resists, planting his feet hard on the deck of the boat. I pull harder. I will do this for Natti.

The man shakes free with little effort and laughs.

“Where is your friend?” he asks.

“In the car,” Karen says. She’s crying. I’m crying.

The man shakes his head, accenting the fact that he is going against his better judgment. “In the grand scheme, I guess it don’t make any difference if she’s put to rest in the dirt or at sea. Given the choice, I’d prefer at sea myself. Maybe not in the mouths of sharks, but . . . Let’s go get her.”

Karen leads the man back to my car. I notice how many people are coming and going. I get paranoid that someone is going to see us moving Natti’s body. But the man doesn’t seem worried, so I don’t say anything.

I open the back door of the car and the man says, “She’s a whopper,” but not in a negative way, more like in a way that someone says when they catch a big fish. I don’t even think he’s talking about her physically. I think he’s talking about her personality. Natti is a whopper. Was a whopper. But he didn’t know her, so I kind of mutter, “Fuck off,” under my breath, but he doesn’t hear me.

The man grabs Natti under her arms. Karen and I each carry one of Natti’s feet. She smells bad. Even with the blanket covering her, she’s unmistakably a human body. People walk by without even looking twice. Do they honestly think we’re bringing supplies or something to the boat? Do people just not see things?

We walk down the dock and across the plank to the boat, placing Natti’s blanket-covered body on the deck. The man scurries away, dragging the plank into the boat and untying the ropes that anchor the boat to the dock.

I pull the blanket down so Natti can see the sky above.

The man turns the boat on and we push out into the ocean.

“I think I smell the sharks already,” Karen says.

“That’s sea lion shit,” the man shouts from his post at the steering wheel.

I whisper, “I don’t think it is. I think it’s sharks.”

“How far out do we need to go?” Karen asks.

“Pretty far, all things considered,” the man says.

Karen and I both nod.

The two of us move to opposite sides of the deck and stare at the waves. I’ve never seen the ocean before. It’s pretty vast. I’m supposed to think it’s pretty vast. I’m supposed to get chills looking at the water going on and on. Really though, I don’t think I care right now. Natti would be bummed.

No, Natti wouldn’t give a shit. She’d say something that shrank it all down and everyone would laugh. Then she’d blow it back up again and everyone would smile. Then she’d say something about cocks.

Fuck.

San Francisco gets farther away. The sun dips its fiery toes into the water.

“Will we be there soon?” I ask.

The man grunts in a way that I take to mean yes.

I look at Natti’s body. Her blonde hair is all messed up. Her eyes are wide. She looks like she just got super high and had sex. Except for the blood.

“It was so weird,” Karen says. She’s crying.

We’re in the middle of the ocean. Not really though. But we’re far enough. “I think now is when we should say the eulogy.”

“Natti’s mom is going to kill us when she finds out about this, Sarah Joy.”

I wonder if we’re doing the right thing. Then I look at Natti, with her fucked and fucked up face, and I imagine it in a coffin, just trapped, trying to get out to wherever the fuck her soul is going to go. I can’t stand it.

“She’s going to blame us for everything,” I say.

Karen nods.

“Are we to blame?” I ask.

Karen looks at me. She quickly looks away and says, “Not . . . we.”

“Wait, do you think I’m to blame?”

“You’re the one that chased her.”

I scream, “I didn’t chase her!”

“She was drunk. We were all drunk. It was an accident,” Karen says.

“It was an accident,” I say.

The boat motor stops and there’s too much silence. The man fills it by stomping his feet around the deck, finally standing over Natti.

“She’s young,” he says.

“Twenty-seven,” I say.

“Young,” he repeats. “Did she have children?”

Karen and I both laugh.

“Oh my god,” Karen shrieks through her laughter. “I can picture it. Natti chasing a bunch of rugrats as they run through the house.”

I do my best Natti impression: “Stay out of my dildo drawer, you brats!”

The man looks at us like we’re on something. I wish we were. I wish we hadn’t left the wine in the car. Isn’t that a part of boating? Don’t we have to smash a wine bottle on the deck or something?

The man has something better than wine: a big bucket full of bloody meat. For a second, he looks like he’s going to hand it to me or Karen. Then he thinks better of it and hurls it into the water himself. It plops into the ocean and spreads out like a wine stain on a white blouse, except redder. A lot redder.

“What kind of sharks are here? Hammerheads?” I ask.

“Nah. No hammerheads,” he says. “These waters here, you’ve got your calypso sharks, your zydeco sharks, your rastatone sharks. These waters here, you’ve got the sharks that really like to dance.”

“Natti would have known all about those sharks,” I say.

“No, she wouldn’t have,” Karen says, pointing a scowl at the man. “Those aren’t real sharks. He’s fucking with us.”

Shark heads break out of the water, gobbling up chum as if it was trying to flee. Great whites with impenetrably black eyes. They look mad. There are a lot of teeth. I count nine sharks. Probably nine hundred teeth.

“Why do people want to swim with sharks?” I ask.

“Ask your friend here.” The man pokes Natti with the tip of his boot.

“We should throw her in now,” Karen says.

“I don’t like that,” I say. “I don’t like ‘throw her in.’”

“What should we say instead?” Karen asks.

“Let’s just let her swim.”

The man crouches down to pick Natti up, but Karen and I shoo him away. We don’t need his help now. Each of us grabs her under one of her arms and we drag her to the side of the boat. We kind of pull her up so she’s sitting with her back against the side. Then we count to three and hoist her over.

I panic and try to hold her back, not ready to let her go, but her weight and the momentum are too great. She tumbles over the side of the boat and splashes down into the bloody water. She sinks underneath for a second and then bobs up to the surface. Her eyes stay open the whole time. A thin layer of ocean water pools over them. Her mouth is still wide open. She is sticking her tongue out at us.

The sharks circle around her. They nose through the bloody water. They snatch up the last bits of chum. Natti’s body floats amidst them, bobbing up and down on the waves. The setting sun reflects off the water in one bright, straight line—a path away from the boat. The waves carry Natti along that path.

The sharks stay with her, but they don’t touch her. She just floats with them. Their fins cut through the water around her, circling her, protecting her.

Natti moves farther and farther away with the waves.

Her arms spread wide, ready to hold everything, ready to hold all of it.


THE SONGWRITER’S FINGERS

I remember when the songwriter came into that little hospital, three fingers short on one hand and three extra in the palm of the other, not a tear in his eyes.

“In Japan, they can put ‘em back on, good as new, I hear” he said hopefully.

“This is Waco,” the doctor replied. “I can sew you up, but I can’t fix you up.”

I asked the songwriter if I could have his severed fingers.

He looked at me—a young nurse, the only black girl working at the hospital at the time—trying to put me together like a puzzle. “What are you gonna do with ‘em?”

“I’m going to put them in a jar and keep them forever.”

He said I could and I did. I kept them. I kept them close.

Years later, when my brother got shot out in Dallas messing around with some bad sorts, I held that jar and thought about loss. I thought about the songwriter, dripping blood on the hospital floor and just letting his lost fingers go without a word of argument, as if he knew it would be okay. It reminded me that I would be okay, and that my brother would be okay too, in a better place without having to worry about getting money and getting other stuff he didn’t need to get. Now he would get all the love imaginable, and that made all the love a sister could give seem small in comparison.

I eventually gave that love to a man named Dean, who took it and didn’t even care about those green fingers I kept in the cupboard with the peanut butter and jelly jars. He just laughed and called them the old hors d’oeuvres, which he pronounced so meticulously it almost sounded wrong. We made babies and not a one of them got a grip on this world. I loved them while they were here and so did he, but when they went I let them go as easy as that, without a tear, like that songwriter and his fingers, to a better place.

It was harder when Dean got cancer. I had set myself to loving him so furiously that I breathed better every time he walked through the door of our little apartment. Ten years of that door opening and closing didn’t seem nearly enough. When we walked out that door the last time to go to the hospital, I just knew he wouldn’t be coming back, so I didn’t close the door on my way out. I didn’t want to hear the sound of it shutting, the things it said.

When I returned to that apartment alone, holding back tears for the sight of those old fingers, the place had been robbed and destroyed. I found those green fingers amidst shards of glass on the scratched linoleum and I picked them up and squeezed them so tight all the meat came off and left me clutching three bones. I asked the songwriter, “How can I just let my man go?”

I looked at those finger bones and they seemed so strong, and I knew that I didn’t have a choice. Nobody had a choice in what they got to hold on to, but only in how tightly they held on to what they were given, and I had held on to my Dean so beautifully tight. I remembered that songwriter’s face when I took his fingers, and how he didn’t even look at them, but at his hand, and the fingers he still had.


RISE OF THE BERZERKOIDS

Fucking Berzerkoids!” Diane screamed as she stepped on one of the hundreds of little plastic figures that littered the living room floor. She thought of the incessant TV commercials in which a maniacal pro wrestler bellowed the toy’s slogan. “’Berzerkoids are here,’ all right,” she grumbled. “They’re fucking everywhere, and I’m goddamn sick of it.”

She picked up a bright blue Berzerkoid and panicked. Other parents had warned her that these things were gross. She hadn’t thought they were that bad. Boogers and poop. The things that appealed to young boys. But this one went beyond boogers and poop. This creature had a vagina-like gash down its chest. A dozen eyeballs erupted from the gash. And, dear god, was that a clitoris?

“Tommy! Timmy! Tummy!” she yelled at her three sons.

The entire house shook as they stampeded into the living room.

“Yesss, mother?” they said in unison.

“No more Berzerkoids. They’re all going into the garbage!”

Her boys fell to their knees. They wrenched their hair as if to pull it out. Tears wet their cheeks as they begged. “No! We’ll clean them up. We promise!”

“You should have thought of that before,” Diane said.

Tommy—ten years old and the eldest of the boys—stood up, backhanded the tears from his eyes and growled, “All the kids are playing with Berzerkoids!”

“Well, you’re not,” Diane said.

He grabbed the coat rack, dumped all the coats off it and began swinging it at the living room walls. “I’ll kill myself!”

At times like these, she secretly regretted leaving her husband. The alcoholic prick abused her and the boys, but right now the boys could use some abuse.

She ran to the kitchen closet and found a garbage bag. Back in the living room, she got on hands and knees and started throwing Berzerkoids away. Tummy continued to bawl. Timmy surreptitiously tried to hide as many toys as possible under the couch and in his pockets. Tommy kept on knocking holes in the walls with the coat rack. Plaster dust filled the room.

Diane would not be deterred. She had the bag filled in minutes, even clearing out under the couch and prying the pocketed toys from Timmy’s hands as he squealed, “Not the Squirmer!” She was going to have a Berzerkoid-free home.

The bag bulged as she carried it out the front door. Tiny blue and pink and yellow hands poked through the cheap black bag. Not just hands, but penises too! Jesus Christ, why did these toys have so many genitals?

The Berzerkoids were trying to escape. She hurried down the driveway and made it to the garbage can just as the bag exploded. A rainbow of plastic delinquency fell in with the rest of the trash, where it belonged. She slammed the lid shut.

And that was that.

Except it was not.

In the darkness, Berzerkoids found blood. Diane’s blood.

It seeped out of discarded cylinders of once-white rayon. The initial drops gave the Berzerkoids enough energy to move, enough energy to press their mouths to the tampon, leeching out the menses meal of one angry mother’s egg well. This crimson discharge, this life-giving material that had been thrown away, was put to use by the toys. They slurped up every last drop, eventually even consuming the sucked-on tampon itself so as not to waste anything.

The newly animated Berzerkoids writhed amidst the trash, touching each other, touching themselves, glorying in their new existence. As they gorged on life, one climbed to the top of the heap—a purple, simian-bodied Berzerkoid with a face like exploded acne. This was Glorg, and he had a mission.

“Berzerkoids are here!” he shouted, beating his hands on his ape chest.

“Berzerkoids are here!” his brethren chanted.

Glorg led the Berzerkoids out of the garbage can. Not only could they move now, but they had great speed and strength, making it easy to flip the lid aside and leap out of their prison. They marched up the driveway to the home. Numbering in the hundreds, they piled on top of each other, forming a tidal wave of multicolored plastic that struck the front door with enough force to knock it off its hinges.

The family awaited in the living room.

Diane screeched until her face turned red. Tommy, Timmy and Tummy reached out with booger-encrusted hands for the toys they thought they had lost.

“Berzerkoids are here!” the boys screamed in celebration as their mother tried to pull them back from the rampaging horde of toys-no-more.

Glorg led the charge. Despite being barely two inches tall, far smaller than these humans, he did not fear them. With powerful hind legs, he sprang at the mother. He punched his purple fists into her nostrils and latched on to her septum. Pressing his feet against her upper lip for leverage, he tore the insides of her nose out. Blood rained down upon him as he scurried up into her fleshy face cavern. He ripped with his oversized hands and bit with his misshapen teeth. He would make her look like him. He would make her pay for imprisoning him.

The rest of the Berzerkoids easily overpowered the children. They ripped off swatches of hairless, youthful skin and draped them from their shoulders like capes. They pulled out eyeballs and held them overhead like trophies.

Within minutes, what had once been four distinct human beings was now a single pool of meat and bones and blood that the Berzerkoids waded through triumphantly. And when the army of tiny plastic marauders finished, they went door to door, doing it again and again. Their numbers grew along the way, as each household held more Berzerkoids lying in wait for a touch of blood to animate them.

***

When the Berzerkoids numbered in the millions, humans realized they didn’t have a chance. Yes, they resisted at first. They boarded themselves up in farmhouses, malls and military bunkers. But their ability to avoid the rending plastic fingers of the Berzerkoids mattered naught thanks to their penchant for self-destruction. It took little more than persistent scratching at windows and an occasional surprise attack from a toilet bowl to ratchet up the tension and cause the humans to turn on each other. Then the Berzerkoids could walk right in, guzzle up the blood and get their fingers sticky with brain matter.

Eventually, the survivors gave themselves over to Berzerkoid rule.

Grand Magus Glorg oversaw a campaign of relocating the remaining humans into fenced-in flesh zones. They were fed well and allowed to breed in small numbers, so as not to go extinct. They were preserved purely as novelties. Berzerkoids only needed the blood for the initial animation process. Once brought to life, Berzerkoids were alive and alive they would remain. They would not dry out.

While the humans were kept out of sight, the Berzerkoids repurposed the human infrastructure to meet their needs. In cities, twenty-unit apartment complexes were divided and divided some more until they became thriving metropolises unto themselves, housing thousands and even millions of Berzerkoids. The Berzerkoids fell into the expected routine: howling until their heads exploded, smashing each other’s faces and, of course, ejaculating multicolored ooze from various spewholes and then swimming in the pools of their own ejaculate.

Over time, a fad arose among Berzerkoids. Just as humans had once collected them, they now collected humans. They did not want just any humans though. They wanted the weirdest looking humans.

Glorg’s protégé, Zagass, became the guru of this strange movement. He would go from one flesh zone to the next, handpicking the humans he liked the most. “I want that one with the floppy ears full of earwax, and that one with the hairy tumors, and that one with milky breasts and no legs.” He would round them up, package them in groups of four and sell them to the highest bidders.

This created a strange dynamic, with two-inch-tall Berzerkoids collecting full-size humans. However, any single Berzerkoid had the strength not only to lift a human, but to tear the human in half, so humans had little choice but to go along with this new Berzerkoid obsession.

***

One night, sitting in Glorg’s throne room, Zagass pondered his business. “Mentor, this business model is not sustainable. I spend so much time and money collecting these specimens that I barely cover my costs if I sell them.”

“If? But surely the demand is still high?” Glorg asked.

“It’s not the demand that is worrisome. It’s that collectors are looking for more and more exotic specimens. There was a time when a human with a few tastefully placed facial scars would suffice. Now, Berzerkoids want more. I cannot simply turn humans into amputees or otherwise tastefully mutilate them. Collectors want natural weirdness. I’ve tried forcing the weirdest humans to breed, but the mating cycle is so long and ugly parents often produce tolerable brood.”

“I have been in talks with some overseas Berzerkoids,” Glorg said. “They have created an interesting process to replicate humans.”

“Replicate humans?” Zagass asked.

“Yes! And at substantially lower cost than your breeding method.”

“This sounds promising. Can they make them weird?”

“Of course they can make them weird!” Glorg tented his hands.

***

Deals were brokered. Hands were shaken. Money was exchanged.

Months later, Zagass traveled to a factory in a distant land to oversee the production of the first wave of artificial humans or, as he branded them, Humanoids.

Hackface, the Berzerkoid who ran the factory, bowed to Zagass and gave him a tour. The factory was a steaming metallic blur of machines that rattled and clanged. At its center was a giant vat filled with bubbling, flesh-colored muck.

“This is our patented artificial human flesh. As you know, humans are made of a tangle of hard bones, wiry veins and muscle-meat, all covered in a layer of hairy skin. At first, we tried to replicate that makeup exactly. Our scientists soon realized that was dumb and concocted this more cost-effective formula, which includes just enough actual human flesh to make it legit.”

“It looks to be the right color!” Zagass observed.

“It is the color of the pink humans. There are several color variations that we will experiment with during later runs. Obviously, their coloring is inferior to ours, but they have a mushiness of skin that is pleasing to the touch and to the bite.”

Hackface led Zagass to a series of four molds. Each was approximately seventy Berzerkoids high, the size of an average human.

“The sizing is perfect!” Zagass said.

“Our artificial human flesh is lightweight. Even though our products will be human size, they will weigh seventy-five percent less than a normal, liquid-filled human. This will make shipping much cheaper.”

“You have thought of everything. Are they going to be sufficiently weird?”

“If you push that big red button next to you, you can find out.”

Zagass mashed the button. The molds slammed shut. Machinery roared. Pink liquid chugged through clear tubes into the molds. Then it stopped.

A buzzer went off.

Zagass pressed his hands together like a prayer. “Are they ready?”

Hackface announced proudly, “And now, I would like to introduce you to the first four in the series that is going to take the Berzerkoid world by storm. Meet the inaugural run of . . . Humanoids!”

The molds automatically flipped open like doors. Standing inside each of them was a human-like model. Zagass gazed at them in awe.

“First, we have the Nasalizer.” Hackface pointed at the first mold. The Humanoid inside looked relatively normal, except for his nose. At the end of his nose, another nose grew, and at the end of that nose, another nose grew. A chain of noses ran from the center of his face, down his neck, across his chest, around his back, down his leg, back up his leg and into his anus.

“Marvelous!” Zagass applauded.

Next, Hackface introduced Gore Brain, who had an exposed brain with arms of its own. Each of the brain-arms gripped a hatchet. Then there was Handsy Pete, a man with a dozen penises pointing out of his chest and enough hands to wrap around each of them. Last up was Breast Tub, which was the least human of the Humanoids: simply a big pile of breasts in a bathtub.

“Absolutely beautiful!” Zagass exclaimed.

“Then let the mass production begin!” Hackface screeched.

Automated mechanisms shook the newly minted Humanoids out of the molds and onto a conveyor belt. They were carried to a packaging station, where the entire set of four was sealed in cellophane against a colorful backing card with the Humanoids logo. And the process repeated. And repeated. And repeated.

***

Within weeks of hitting the market, Humanoids were all the rage. Some collectors held tight to their original humans, but real humans were so fussy. They required feeding and other such bullshit. Eventually, all were left to die and replaced with the inanimate and much easier to handle Humanoids.

When every Berzerkoid in the world had the first four Humanoids, the factory pumped out new editions, until soon there were thousands of models.

Behind closed doors, Grand Magus Glorg had become obsessed with collecting Humanoids. He had tried collecting actual humans, but he didn’t like their excretions and their crying gave him a headache.

Now though, his mansion was filled with Humanoids. He bought two of each set. He always kept one in the package and opened one so he could play with them.

He loved to play with his Humanoids. Laying them down on the floor, he would poke at them, the way he had once been poked. He would run over the length of their bodies again and again. He would bite them, but not hard enough to tear them. This was very soothing. He liked the way the artificial human flesh felt between his teeth. Better than actual human flesh.

One day, he was bouncing up and down on his favorite Humanoid, the Nasalizer, following the trail of noses over the Humanoid’s body, when he hopped a little too high and gouged his head open on the light fixture. Bright blue Berzerkoid life goo poured out of him. He tried to stave the flow, but it wouldn’t stop. It just gushed onto the Nasalizer, right into the Humanoid’s mouth.

To Glorg’s surprise, the Humanoid’s mouth moved. That seemed odd. He had never seen any of these manufactured faux humans move. They were supposed to be completely inanimate. Hell, that was a big part of their charm.

He stepped onto the Nasalizer’s chin, looking into the Humanoid’s open mouth as his tongue lapped up the blue goo.

When the Humanoid’s eyes lit up with life, Glorg became encased in a shell of fear so solid he couldn’t move. Gone was the mighty simian Berzerkoid who had led his followers to world domination. He had grown soft, and his instincts for battle had left him, had likely left all Berzerkoids. Ever so slightly, the Nasalizer lifted his chin. Knocked off balance, Glorg tumbled into the Humanoid’s gaping mouth.

The leader of the Berzerkoids tried to grab something to pull himself free. He could not let this happen. He could not die. He could not let his blood fuel this abomination so it could bring down everything he had built. But it was no use. The Humanoid gobbled up the tiny Berzerkoid, drew strength from the meal and stood.

Blue Berzerkoid blood dripping from his mouth, the Nasalizer shook his fists in the air and declared, “Humanoids are here!”
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