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“This is the world through Glass Eye Wear.” The haunting voice was audible, though the wall blurred syllable’s edges. The phone receiver’s ringing in my ear took me away briefly from the cramped storage room while electronic music pounded on the door and demanded my attention. 

“Hello? Uncle Clyde,...yeah,...the art gallery. I’ll be home late...the noise? There’s a band, Glass Eye Wear. Listen...I can hardly hear you. Leave the door unlocked tonight, I forgot my house key. Press one of the buttons if you got that.” Like an approaching ship, a beep confirmed its distant presence in the fog. I yelled a good night into the phone, forgetting my Uncle wasn’t also wrapped in noise.

I lifted up a large painting and looked at it for a moment. One of mine, my submission to this exhibit. It provoked no expression. An egg yolk of dull apathy drooled inertly behind my sinus cavity. 

I carried the canvas through the door and into the high walled, single-room venue. Before me a tangle of battery-operated music junkies mixed abrasively with cultured art patrons. Black light and blue neon selectively lit dancers who thrashed around tight pockets of posh, engaged in champagne clutching and spectacle adjustment. 

The re-purposed bus station was now as much a music hall as it was an art gallery and both were frequently well-attended, often at the same time. Several doors all around the outer walls opened and closed with rapid-succession enters and exits. The building’s complexion, its aesthetic speaking to a more patient elbow of history, loaned its crumbling stone-kiosks and tarnished turnstiles to conjecture that all things in Old Town are appropriated, scavenged or stolen, rarely new and hardly preserved.

A tart peep from behind prickled my ear.

“Harvey, come to the outdoor show. I have no paper, I’ll write the date on, um, my shoe. Here, take my shoe!”

I took her shoe. She had written simply a ‘3’ on it. The curator of the gallery, Poppy: young, doe-eyed and ambitious, possibly on helium. From top to bottom she was helm-shaped pink locks, a pear-shaped face and a cone-shaped green dress adorned with a few colorful patches. Through her plastic-like hair peered one visible all-green eye, seeming to be drawn onto her yellowy-green skin. She snatched up an easel and followed me through the crowd holding the load above her head. Her high pitch flitted with insect buzz through the loudmouth bass that the band punished the attendance with. 

“It’s a wilderness theme. No animals though, just human animals. Cotton candy and a dunk tank. Paintings in trees and hanging off kites! Is a dunk tank a bad idea in the winter?”

I shrugged. 

“Pets,” she chimed, “I mean, they’re just animals that live with us, aren’t they.”

I shrugged harder. A variety of shoulders bumped, grazed and scraped by, mocking my torso into an understated, forced dance.

“I’ve been curating a while,” Poppy continued, “It counts that I just show up and start moving art work around, right? They don’t have to hire me, I work for free! Long story y’know...hushed tones. I work fast and hard and sometimes foam at the mouth.” She looked, for a moment, like she bit a lemon. “Hey, I’m a good time! Make sure not to tell my secret though. No one would get mad, would they? Yeah, a wilderness-themed show! It’s a painting resurgence! They rally-rally, marching down Main with a hook in their crook. Don’t forget, lots of fun! Hopefully no one drinking enough to die though, y’know?”

She seemed contented, or trapped, in a manic episode so I moved on. I lifted the canvas above my head and chiseled my way to the center of the dance floor. Paintings on easels were set at random throughout the room. I played connect-the-dots with my eyes, spending a few moments taking in moldy jam and jelly portraits, bacon grease sunsets, some in blood, some hoping to look like blood, color used ironically, tragically and without compassion. Around some, groups of visual enthusiasts observed with fingers probing chins, passively or actively allowing the painting to communicate with them. Around others, globbed sets of melted-together youth bounced and pulsed to the music, whipping the artwork violently within their ring of molten lust. I could bite a hunk of tension from the air as I spied the exchange of sharpened looks from either party at each other. The easels were scarecrows in a field of antagonistic wheat.

In the corner of the room, Glass Eye Wear was gesticulating viscera-rending electronic cacophony. They were three, all playing keyboards and synthesizers, wearing black flowing cloaks that resembled living shadows. Their exhibition took me away from the dance floor and into a realm of sensational confusion. In the center of their triptych, one stood upon stilts and seemed a slender giant. On either side of him the other two hung upside down by cables hidden beneath curtains that extended from their legs and up into the vaulted darkness above. Their marble faces bore round spectacles and boasted no emotion. Lifted from the darkness of the room, lit by the intensely focused whites and blues of strobe lights, the band resembled the toothy stalactite grin of an inner cave sanctum.  I was asking and answering questions with my eyes while marveling at their extensive electronic array fastened to their bodies with shiny steel rods. If they never played a note they would still have excited and terrified me. 

Within the laser-lit tumult, I broke through into an unoccupied bubble. Poppy appeared behind me and quickly claimed the space by stabbing an easel down into the floor. We were followed by aggressive, chin-pinching art lovers who critiqued and analyzed my work to shreds before it even touched down upon the easel. They spoke of shape, dearth of color and where lines extending to the edge of the canvas might lead and what stories were left untold there. They enjoyed the angst of my painting, the cut and stab of brushwork. They thought it offered them an invitation into their own reservoir of spite, or informed them there were others worse off. Before long they spoke of wall space and battling for square footage, stealing attention back to themselves. 

“There isn’t a bare wall in this city”, they dribbled, “What’s left? There are even bands standing on ceilings”, they would fume. “Lay your paintings on the floor and let them walk all over, set it out wet and they can bring it with them on their heels, advertising your artwork down the sidewalks.” 

Another entertainer emerged, rising up mysteriously and stomping a blunt swath into the dancers. Similarly dressed as the band and towering over the crowd wearing two sawhorses as shoes, the Sawhorse Man lumbered through the dance floor spraying everyone and everything with a large water gun. He was drawing more ire than applause. 

Within that moment I also remember a sudden effacement. It was a great, instant, mental displacement of time and place and I knew, watching water drops trace languid trails down my canvas, that my time as a painter had ended. I spoke out loud to no one at all. I was journaling in the air, letting my thoughts become as real as lyrics to the throbbing music.

“It would be unfair to blame the art,” I announced, “Painting to me was like drinking. You open yourself up to vulnerability and allow yourself to be honest while hoping those around you are drunk enough to be just as vulnerable.”

Poppy was saying something at the time. I didn’t catch any of it, and not because of the loud music; I was already out of that room, I was gone. We carried on with our mutual monologues, which was fine, because it felt good to let the words out of my head to cling like sweat to moving bodies. 

I formed my hands into shapes as I spoke. “The last six months passed like three, but at the same time one year passed like two. Painting was relaxing when it wasn’t enraging. It was enlightening, engaging and fulfilling but it made me look inward and stay inward...” 

“I know a framer.” Poppy bubbled, “Your paintings are interesting but a nice frame would complete them! She uses all sorts of exotic materials too, not at all normal, so completely and awkwardly different!”

I swatted at Poppy’s words as they traced rings around my head in patternless mosquito trails. 

“It’s so exciting! So many painters popping up from all over Old Town! Sprouting like weeds! As thick as a cloud of locusts!” 

A stormfront of seduction rolled by, a number of shapely parts flailing about wearing deliciously little to cover said parts and knocked me into haughty art critics. They repelled me with beady stares yet their rejection made me bellow louder. “I found out what it was like to be alone in a crowded room and loneliness slows time down. I unfortunately found out that left to my own devices I will shrink and shrivel into a paper ball.”

I was shaken back to awareness when I felt a ripple reach me. The crowd roiled and stirred up the sediment of shared contempt. A patron grabbed a painting from its easel and shared his love for dabbling art by fitting it around the head of a music junkie with a determined downward swing. Poppy ran off and tried out her squeaky voice to soothe the savagery. She brandished what may have been a broken bottle but perhaps this was my own memory’s design; I had begun enjoying the idea that she had a violent past hidden well under a petite costume.  

The cracking wood frame of the painting had sent a jolt into the ecosystem. The human coral reef seemed to inhale then exhale in synchronicity before settling back into a comfortably vibrating state of stimulation. Select images glowed with a gentle backlighting evoking a pattern I was oblivious to, one as harmless as a painting’s message I cared not to decode. I blankly noted these glowing articles: the Sawhorse Man’s water gun, a motor oil-on-canvas depiction of a street riot, a dancer’s dead eyes, while stepping away from my body, smirking at my own glassy eyes and lifeless features. As mist I took a mental tour of the venue, the excited blood and squishing guts, the anonymous integration of a body in contained darkness, compressed in tyrannical music. My astral self flew through brick walls and into my car’s trunk, filled with assorted sacks of paints and brushes. I wisped off to my basement, crowded with half-finished abominations, dried and cracking colors in cups and wondered what it was for, why hide pleas for attention quietly in paint, on canvas, indoors, undetected, unadvertised. The paintings flashed instantly as reeled film, spinning faster into a white blur but slowing into a scene of dancing circles, vibrating with ripples from their center while art-admiring triangles buzzed along their perimeters. 

The fantasy shook out from my eyes instantly as another ripple from the shuddering crowd struck me. A disturbance came from the Sawhorse Man. Both music lover and art lover alike were vocally expressing their opinion about his act. It wasn’t favorable. I felt like I was watching a human typewriter as dozens of fists shot up frenetically, all landing in the same spot. The two groups found common ground in burying blow after blow into the Sawhorse Man’s crotch. I picked out one remark.

“When you punch, I don’t punch and when you don’t punch, I punch. That way he’s always getting punched!”

His sawhorses had become two concrete shoes as he reacted in the only remaining way he had left; he screamed in terror, abject, as I remember, tinted with high-pitched surprise and steering into helplessness.

I listened to the mob’s cheers, their joyous, newly synergistic comradery exalted with jabs and improvised chants. They lined up in a chaotic, unticketed queue impatient for their turn.

The room bled pigment; siennas and umbers oozed from rippled skin drooling down over azures and cobalts that squished from folds in clothing. The Sawhorse Man’s terror viscously slowed into a living illustration; a brazen, brutal final submission to the exhibit.

The band played on and provided peppery sensations of abstract music. The rest of the paintings stood scattered around the room like outdated, irrelevant billboards. I spun on my heel, fully ingesting the panorama in a single, satisfied gulp and belch, smacking my lips with conclusiveness and heading for the door. My painting laid on the dance floor and that was where I left it. 
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[image: ]


Outside in January’s refrigerator, the door shut behind me sealing in the otherwise dangerous music. The building, Market Street Rendezvous, was wedged obtusely in the Meander district, nightly weathering dense roar; the walls needed to be brick for if not, against habitual wildness, they would stand no more.  

I let out a chilled sigh and took stock of the evening. My relationship to Old Town: completely alone while surrounded on all sides, floating in a fantasy world as bleak as real life. It seemed ironic to translate what I came across to be similar to what I would have seen if I pulled the wool away from my own eyes, but at least it was my world, subject to my whim and never more than I deserved.

The canvases that I had left in my car created a jagged cocoon and had given me just enough space to contort my body into a fashion somewhat resembling driving. Depositing them in the snowbank satisfied me as a quick solution. I headed out and away, driving a casual line through the neighborhood.
I wasn’t done working out some of the mental creases I had been ironing on the dance floor. There was a method I used when there was no one around to talk to, which was alot lately. I spoke to an ambiguous grey shape in a suit. The suit was something nice but not gawdy, confirming it could polish up when need be yet wear it loose and lazy. I sheepishly moved a pile of food wrappers to the back so he could sit comfortably in the passenger seat, but didn’t make even occasional eye contact.
“Thanks highs and lows, and Lows,” I hissed, not letting the Grey Shape get the first word, “Thanks artist’s reclusion, I’ve learned I’m closer to the dark than I’m comfortable with. I need some people around. Gotta get real chummy.”

I opened the window to angrily toss out one last canvas that was poking into my neck from the back seat.

“I see co-workers, I see my Uncle,... rest of the family is gone. No ghosts, unfortunately.” 

I was speaking quickly to the windshield and hesitated only when the reflection of my own eyes in the glass cast a doubting look.                   The Grey Shape was sampling sound bites from different radio stations.

“...Rapid Meat!...Meat before your very eyes. Quicker than you can imagine! Another fine product from MANAC...MANAC: Everywhere.” 

“It happened and I let it happen. I drifted away so gradually that it feels immediate now. Of course they’re no better. My phone doesn’t exactly ring off the desk. But that’s ok. I’m fine on my own. Well, I could be better, but I’ll survive, I think.”   

“...It’s the ‘Feel-Good-feel-good! Build a body better and feel like the rest, with a smile on their face, at a Self-Realization clinic today, not tomorrow!...”

Shape delicately fine-tuned the knob on the radio, finding something playing live, unmapped and frantic. My pulse broke its pattern to match that of wild bombastic drums. 

I cleared my throat, there was a lot to clear. “I’d like to do more than survive though.”

The sentence sat on the dashboard in front of me revealing its toothlessness, reminding me there was no plan beyond its period. Intentions abound but difficulty comes during ignition. Once again I found myself with a future as directionless as my past, both chasing each other in a steady, slow moving circle. 

Shape spoke. “Harvey Shoemaker, a worker and a craftsman. Shouting out for attention before running to hide.”

I mocked thinking about that statement by twisting my lower lip.

“Lot of odd stuff happened back there at that show.”

“Yep.”

“Any of it real?”

“Sure. Close to half.”

“Still marbling fantasy with your reality? This town isn’t strange enough to taste?”

“That’s not it. I just need...some measure of control. I want to feel like part of it, but...not.”

“That something you’re working on?”

“Nope. I’d say that’s the quality that is the most ‘me’.”

“You ok with that?”

“I’m gonna have to be.”

The speed at which he went back to ignoring me was jarring.

Some more advice from his unique knowledge base would have been welcome, I thought spitefully, and sarcastically. Instead, Shape probed at things in the glove compartment. My car joined in the conversation and started barking out furious demands for attention. 

“Hey, it gets us where we’re going right? And without an ounce of composure.” Shape offered politely in a voice that matched something both grey and a globular.

I nodded. “I’m surprised each and every time it starts.”

I applied the brakes and found them to be less than effective. We were pointing downwards on a hill and my full weight on the pedal slowed the car but didn’t stop it.

“Any objections to crashing?” I abandoned the controls and rushed out in front of the lumbering car. Despite the snow and worn shoes I was able to plant grip enough and pushed my hands into the bumper. And that was how we stayed, the car and I, the oblivious radio, Shape watching from the passenger seat. We were locked into a perfect balance of force, and plain enough for passersby to ignore or note in passing. 

“How long do you figure winter will last this year?” I couldn’t be sure Shape heard me. He was playing with the windshield wipers and lights and had turned the radio up. 

“...a lifestyle that is within our reach. We are being denied the future. Continue eating coins like we discussed, copper content in the body is crucial. Stop letting your houseplants live with you, experiment with hairstyles. Stop being a slave to the unreasonable standards of nostalgia. Science fiction will be your everyday: light-speed tongue verbiage, food from the faucet, super-efficient jumping up and down...”

I blinked Shape away from my eyes. I was done with him, letting him vanish back into imagination’s storage room. “Didn’t mind that one,” I wheezed, “dark and gloomy but with just enough panache.” Daydreams got me through the night and vice versa when applicable. 

Moments passed slower with arguing hands and both feet wanting to be the first to give up. Eventually, a set of trudging footsteps stopped and lanky limbs walked into view. He was slightly taller and slightly thinner than myself and definitely stood straighter, even when I wasn’t diagonal. He was clothed in old articles that likely could have told tales and had long earned sentimentality. He was topped in gracefully swooping light hair that could have been combed in any direction but was making its own decisions at that time.

“Car trouble?”

“Hill trouble.”

He stood there for a while, not gawking, not posturing, just standing.

“Denim Olander, friend-in-need. Do you have anything we can block up the wheels with?”

My jaw opened stiffly against my chest. “There’s plenty inside the trunk to use.” 

I heard him pop the trunk and rummage inside. “You’ve got nothing but paintings back here.” 

“Yeah, those.” I croaked. There was some more movement and from under the car and I saw canvases begin to spill out onto the snow-packed road. Lifting a pile with a generous bearhug, he jammed them under the back wheel. The car sluggishly slid forward on the snowy slope and Denim hopped with excitement, spinning paintings under wheels with quick wrist flicks.

“Painting isn’t my flavor but you’ve got some sweeps and strokes that seem to go places.”

“I’m retired,” foamed out.  

The hill and its carefree ways were becoming too enticing to bear for the car. I could feel my effort losing the battle. Denim exhausted the supply from the trunk and modest cracks from the wood gave me the audible roger that the paintings had things under control. I relaxed into a deflated balloon on the cold road, dreading the liquid pain that started filling the spaces left by receding muscles. Denim rushed over and rolled me onto the sidewalk.  I imagined a handshake between us, a head nod, a ‘thanks for that’, but the look he wore waived formalities.

“Harvey – from Silent and now the sidewalk. Later too, maybe forever.”

Up close his face was angular and long, his forehead hinting at the most minute impressions of worry lines. His eyes were devoid of anything but utter calm. “Y’know,” puffed out, “we’re not far from Pud’s. Best veal sandwiches I’ve eaten, without a trace of mercy.”

A cold, wet rug hid the surface of Meander’s Eat-Em-Up section, which was where the icy hill was draining us down into. I cracked my joints plumb and followed him to some of the best veal sandwiches he’d eaten. 

––––––––
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I didn’t invest much of my time in this part of town. I had little reason as Meander was a primetime center for pokes and pops and being neither a pusher nor a puller my time would be misappropriated. 

Pud’s looked plain for a street compact with costumed café mascots and local maniacs who had no trouble blending in. Its characterless brick exterior borrowed a saturation of color from the bordering neon signs and was advertised simply with a primitive sandwich drawn out on the glass door with strips of black tape. People streamed in and out like ants on a hill with a walk of conviction. 

Inside, many varieties stood and sat and among the flesh was an order desk though it took some wading to find it. Grocery carts hung from the ceiling by ropes and as we found the bar one was being lowered down by a sturdy-armed waiter. They were all full of shoes. Denim studied my cocked eyebrow.

“The shoes are  a promissory note that anyone who buys a sandwich finishes the whole thing. The alley out back has no dumpster, just trash cans, and rats.” He held up a claw shaped hand. “It’s actually almost completely rats out there, so the owner doesn’t want any food waste. Beyond that door, rats. I hope I’m conveying effectively the concentration of rats out there.”

I nodded. “All those shoes...were there that many unfinished sandwiches? I thought people liked this place.”

“There was a period of what many believed to be rat-heavy recipe experimentation. Those were different times.”

The décor would have offered some element of familiarity to anyone for it was made up of unmatched tables, dissimilar chairs, right down to ill-assorted bricks in the walls. It had one of everything, but rarely two. My hands rubbed the bar top with the expectant flex of claws readying themselves for a glass.

“They’re dry,” Denim explained, “Pud’s used to be a brawl pen, over drinks, tabs, girls. One such night things went Old West and there wasn’t an unbroken chair to sit on or an unbroken window to look through. The scrappers resisted when the paramedics came, determined to order sandwich after sandwich, and bled alot. Some made it; some passed in their own puddle.”

That hung in the air a moment.

“They started brewing their own cream soda in the basement though.”

“....”

“Harvey, you’re a tourist in your own town, aren’t you? You’ve got to cross the bridge a little more.”

I couldn’t, or at least didn’t want to, agree at the time because I wasn’t sure how I felt about the statement. Most of what I knew about Old Town was anecdotal, coming from the mouths of people who went out and lived a little and then dragged the story back sopping wet to leave a stain on the rug. I had been here and there, sure, but never in the primal sense. Mostly I worked, slept or dreamed in the basement of my Uncle’s house in Silent or drove around night-darkened, pre-dawn streets paying more attention to the traffic lights in my perverse head. 

I knew about the food here though. 

Pud’s was not a well-kept secret. At some point everyone found their way here. They came not because they needed that sandwich, but because they were sure they deserved it. The delight provided was that of putting back a missing hunk of flesh from your incomplete body, as if your life had suddenly bottlenecked into one singular purpose. The greatest tragedy was that before you had even taken your first bite, you had already started regretting that eventually the sandwich would be gone and the need for another one was even greater than the need for the one in your hands. A perfect and virtuous creation to be molested by savage, carnal appetite. The only conclusion you would inevitably arrive at was the act of joining this paradisal body with one’s own wretched and dirty molecules was perhaps the root of the darkest and most selfish sin. 

We spoke between bites, about art, life and the trouble sometimes caused by the mingling thereof. 

“So, what now, Harvey?”

“I’m not sure. Death didn’t come as quickly as I expected. I’ll have to figure something else out while I wait.”

He didn’t wait to swallow to respond. “Do you play any music?”

“A little,” I peeped, immediately wishing I hadn’t. I tried a pivot. “I have many pastimes, too many. I do a little bit of everything, but none neither confidently nor pride provoking.” Facial tics toured my face. I’d noodled on the guitar, just enough that I’d never let anyone know out of fear of public exhibition. Beyond that I had a notebook with three and a half songs and a variety of outrageous notions in my head.

“Great, you’re in the band.”

I formed not a syllable for in my head I pinched with the pressure of mounting immediacy. I always thought about what would be next after the inevitably burn out, but it never involved partners. I knew I needed people, but knowing I needed them usually was companion enough. Here was Denim, this...person. What could I say that would make him leave me be, let me stumble unprepared into the next grand mess. That was the common denominator - failing alone.

“We’ll need a band name.” I could tell Denim was already stringing words and letters together. They dribbled out of his open mouth and the bartender wiped them up with a patterned rag. 

I tested a way out. “I’m surprised you’re not already committed,” I said, “I seem to remember you playing in a-”

For the first time that night Denim twisted his face into a foul mask. He interrupted me with a paradoxical stern politeness that made me feel more at ease than affronted. 

“I’m taking care of that.”

I had known Denim to sing in a band that played seasonal fare but if he didn’t want to talk about it I had an ear for that. 

I struggled keeping eye contact. “I’m not sure I’m the right fit, Denim.”

His irises widened as if he wanted to take a picture of me in that exact moment. “I want you to help me build a feast from crumbs. Something new. Starting right here, upon this final bite.”

He jammed a conclusive hunk of sandwich into his jaws and looked at me without chewing. I stiffened right down to my ankles. Like a point at which two infinitely stretching lines finally meet I felt a convergence of purpose and desire. I finally looked at him and said the first thing that came to mind.

“Ok.”

His eyes were thought provoking. I responded to it by wearing a post-lobotomized expression. He swallowed coarsely and stood up rapidly.

“That’s good. Let’s do that.” 

“Only for one year though,” I blurted out, surprising myself. I’ll do it for one year.” He turned to see darting eyes and the fidgety fumbling of a face inexperienced with haggling. One year, one year should be just right, before anxiety accumulates into a landslide and commitment clenches down too tightly, roughly the same amount of time it always takes for me to tumble, to walk away, to abandon another pursuit. I knew there was a rational way to go about this proposal but those thoughts were shrouded in smoke as my mind’s kitchen burned and the cooks flailed about, trying to find the exit. 

“Ok, one year.” His smirk had a suggestion of hyena.

I swallowed down an anxious lump along with my crust but Denim’s face was the placid cool of a frighteningly deep lake. If we were in a movie the screen would fade to black and we’d eschew the need to continue conversation. Denim did the next best thing with a raise of his finger. He signaled the waiter and we collected our shoes.

Walking out of Pud’s that evening, wiping cream soda from my mouth, I felt a bounce in my step that told me my spine wasn’t slouching. There was excitement in something new, if only because there was nothing yet to dread. The snow made the dull crunch of a firm hotel mattress that only I found comfortable, livened with the spilled neon from the districts unabashed advertisements. There were lights all over, steaming hot reds evaporating glowing silver from zigzagging tubes. Denim shouted out something but every part of my head focused on two particular lights before me, bumping up and down as if it were a boat on choppy water. They were fast approaching, fastened to a car no longer fastened in place by jammed canvases. We dove from the path before my car crashed itself violently into the entrance door of the building. 

Lying in the snow we compared bugged-out eyeballs. Inside was a calamity and many panicked their way through the back door into the rat-filled alley. I knew the day of abandoning my terminal mechanical patient had been approaching. The license plate had rusted off long ago and I elected to drive only at night or when absolutely necessary. I hadn’t intended on leaving it inside a sandwich bar but the opportunity presented itself. We ran away from the scene and later on, after catching my breath and letting things sink in I remember wondering why we chose to flee the scene by running, of all directions, back up the steep icy hill.

I can’t say I missed that car much after that night, trading in dependence on a fickle vehicle for long, melancholy shuffles to work and shorter, liberated strides home. Pud’s was no worse off either. They not only re-opened, they never closed. To get inside now you have to crawl through the open trunk and come out through the hood; the engine hangs in one of the grocery carts. The only thing tying me to the car was one painting left in the trunk and thankfully, due to my lack of confidence in my art, I never signed them. They still don’t serve alcohol, still brew cream soda in the basement and still have the best veal sandwiches we’ve eaten. 

Old Town didn’t have many dark neighborhoods. Everyone seemed to be awake all the time, all through the night. Maybe it was during the day they slept, during duller hours when they existed somewhere behind their crusted eyes. Night was for being perfectly awake, perfectly alive, naked and bold. With this much life and light around I felt exposed with the guilt of vehicular mischief still squeezing at my nape but Denim melded into the scenery like a fixture, the kind of person that knew the taxi drivers by name. He seemed so perfectly at home that it was artificial, like the purity of a new skin graft. 

We walked through pushy music and dancing that spilled out of bars into ankle-deep snow. Supple bodies had not a care nor response for the spiteful effects of cold on sweat. Ahead of us on the street was a bustle; several dozen, occupied with either shouting or jeering, percolating underneath a high-wire strung between two five-story buildings. A climber was making his way, hand-over-hand, across the cable while another waited for his turn atop the roof to the left. Some of the participants on the street wore red bandanas, trying to knock him off throwing cans and snowballs. Others, who wore blue bandanas, were body-surfing mattresses above them, arms outstretched, trying to stay under the terrified climber, whose stalled progress was either the cause of, or caused by the amount of snowballs and cans he was weathering. We watched for a minute or so, listening to the caterwaul of the crowd, the shuffling of feet, the sound of can on skull and the scream of the Genuinely Horrified. 

That was Meander. It was compacted, squishing out juices when pressed, within which supporting self-sustenance. For neighbors there was need for nothing more, whether it was an illusion or masochism. Still, the district had a variety of social disagreements making up an overall daily tension. Tightness of quarters left nowhere for aggressions to go but through each other. Disastrous episodes of male peacocking or the implosion of one hot night resulted in cordoned passages and bricked over doors, and 2nd or 3rd storeys that could only be accessed by ladder, a solution of blocking off or moving below or above those you wanted to avoid. Overhead walkways joined otherwise unreachable roofs and the entire puzzle piece mess ringed the tensions nerve center – the MANAC factory. One of the few large employers in town, it was rammed stiffly into the center of Meander attracting some of the rare working populace like mollusks. It sat with a weight that sagged its surroundings stubbornly down and set workers off-kilter with a steadily descending gait. Production ran non-stop, spitting out used up laborers in wads and sucking in fresh. Large, colorful banners covered the walls, boasting Rapid Meat, Nerve Food and other MANAC products right up the smokestack, which leaked a steady seep, challenging noses with how so very unlike food it smelled.

Turning down a thin street, cars were filed together tightly on either side like two rows of perfect teeth. We found walking down the middle of the street less congested than the sidewalks, which bubbled with the living foam of drunks, demons, ghosts, creatures and the odd Night Flower, professional addicts who wandered in a perverted perception of their own design. 

In an instant, white-hot notes seared off our eyebrows. We stopped to find the source of the heat. Between two brick buildings stood a slender makeshift shelter, hogging the alleyway with a plywood construction. A stringy wire ran out from a hole in the wall and into an aging speaker. All about the sidewalk were puddles of melted face as blues guitar notes whirred around in a locust swarm and attacked seemingly random victims. Denim and I got out from between the cars and jogged to the blues sanctuary. A hung bed sheet protected the doorway and upon it read, in lipstick, ‘Everything 99 cents or less and up.’ 

Inside was a single-aisled confectionary, with walking room for perhaps one half of one human. Fronting the store was the source of the hot blues; a frumpy, homely tuft of a gremlin, well into age but not worn down enough for dreams. He clutched a worn, lusterless guitar pocked with cigarette burns, wood showing through skin-rubbed paint. I was surprised to find myself a little winded; the music drew me in with a stronger force than I had realized.

He read our expressions and rightfully put us in our place, “Whadid y’ expect?” He continued with a sandpaper voice. “S’only so much you c’ do with an alleyway. No rent though, just take out the garbage for m’ neighbors on account of my blocking the dumpster. That what you were ‘bout to ask? Course not. Y’ buying something? I ain’t got much but it’s all f’ sale. Course you ain’t.”

I tried my best to soften my expression to give him some of the satisfaction he had given to me. I spoke in a whisper.

“Your music. It’s... it’s what’s right.”

“My friend, it’s what’s left...” His smile was to me the melancholic rapture of scotch-smelling music allowed to breath a while. 

The blues clerk transformed before us. His face split down the center, the chrysalis body bag ripping opened from his forehead down and a pile of flesh slumped to the floor beneath his stool. Within the torso was a sunken-eyed, wispy haired version of the Bluesman, arms and legs folded tightly to his body and head tucked in utero. His black suit was now just his skin and the wrinkles showed deeply through. Withered limbs unpeeled away from sunken ribs but there was ferocity in the jaundiced eyes as his gelatin fingers clutched the archtop guitar up from shed skin as a warhammer about to be swung in bloodlust. 

“No one comes t’ talk ‘bout my music ‘nymore.” His voice had aged slightly, and was dribbled out between expelling fluids. “Swing, shout and stirred guts - they only care for three things!”  

His shaky hands dug into the strings, but from them came vitality. Notes boiled the air outside the store and we heard screams of pain and ecstasy. He looked up at us with a snake’s eyes and chafed out a few words.

“You boys?”

Denim was floating a few inches off the floor and held onto my shoulder to keep himself stationary. 

“Us? We’re musicians. We’re starting up a band.”

Following the cadence of his words the clerk began a slow build into a rolling solo that built and built and rose and rose until the floor gave way. Denim and I fell but caught ourselves, clutching at the jutting floorboards with every ounce of strength our fingers could muster. 

“A band....a band!” The clerk labored in shouting, words herniating out between tracheal cartilage. His army of notes stormed through his cable and exploded from the speaker into battle and he tugged his strings into a final bending crescendo. As the sound decayed away, we heard wreckage falling to the ground outside. Bodies that were wrenched into reaction, shaken into the air, came down in a crumple smashing through windshields. The clerk snatched the microphone that had been pointing into his meek amplifier and thrust it into his mouth.

“Store’s closing. All shut up t’night. Come get it, all free. J’st take it. We got us a Sale in the Aisle. All free, one night only. Ra’ now, come fetch!”

Denim and I watched the clerk. He was standing on his stool holding his guitar and wearing a very satisfied expression across his open leathery mouth. Some came in and started down the aisle, looking around. Everything in the store was garbage, just trinkets and found items, but now it was free. More bodies entered and brought with them flicking tongues and an air of want. The aisle full, the spring uncoiled when a frenzy of claws shot out in all directions. Denim and I were pressed behind the counter, we ducked down and watched what felt like a time lapse of the horror of undisciplined will power. 

The scene was thrashing, human figures marauding, clattering metal and snapping wood arranged itself into warring orchestras. 

Talons dragged rips across wooden shelves, shrieks tore at the dust. With little left to snatch at, they grabbed the Bluesman. The clerk thrust the guitar down to me, and I wrapped a tight arm around it. 

The crowd continued to grow with calamitous urgency. The shelves emptied, they were torn apart and swiftly moved out the doorway. I grabbed the clerk’s arm and held on but he shook his head gently.

“Naw. Naw son, you gotta make it. Hold onto my sexy Pepper, never-done-me-no-harm. Maybe I’ll come back one day, and the time will be right. Start your band, goddamnit! Start it! Play ‘til you’re all used up, damnit all!”

He was sucked out the door with a tornado of hands. His stool, the shoebox cash register and many sections of wall were ripped away. I hugged the guitar, pressing my forehead into its solid woody warmth, cowering under the counter in a ball. Hands probed the spaces above and around us and I clutched my new charge even tighter so that I felt the strings push into my palms. Flashes of crime scene photos blazed in ultraviolet color when I braved, for an instant, an opened eye. 

In an endless minute it was over. Coyote shouts cut through the steam of the night. We stepped out and examined the storefront, which had been reduced to a picked skeleton. Time and parasitic hands would eventually claim the rest and perhaps not even memories would let this place live on. 

I looked at the guitar. It looked at me. I hated to interrupt since it seemed so deep in thought but I cleared my throat and introduced myself. It flattered me that it seemed at all interested in what I had to say. I ran a finger across the strings. The sound shared with me unusual poetry that wasn’t completely undiscovered but the language was hard to interpret outside of dimly lit, leaky-roofed rooms-for-rent, usually guarded by burnt-out vacancy signs. Notes rang out from it bluntly and returned with a magnetic polarity, which explained its endless decay. It created its own reverb with an atmosphere that extended well beyond me and titillated those outside its influence with its beautiful voice of smoky leather. I played a few chords and hoarded the bliss to myself, promising I would never share those first few sounds with anyone, but conceded to share the sounds to come. 

I don’t recall the time when Denim and I crossed the Merrin Bridge into Silent that evening but one gets a feeling of the hour by the volume from the music hall nearby, well within earshot and the later the louder. The Jellyfish - long, skinny stilts held up a glowing, bell-shaped room and as such it was named. It clung to the side of a steep hill as a mushroom grows on a tree in the woods. Light perpetually glared out from its large, lit windows shining upon the Dahlia River flowing below. 

It had been there before I was born and informed my infant ears. It was my babysitter. The music that affronted silly notions like civility, sleep and calm would squish through the drafty windows of my room and shake me awake. I heard their tunes through filters of trees, houses and my blanket but my young heart could feel the throb and what parts of the melody were absorbed I would replace with my own creations. The music that bullishly woke me was the same lullaby that sent me off into dreams; it had become irate wandering the lonely streets of Silent and needing conciliation, simply to know we were out there listening.

Inside the house, Uncle Clyde was at the stove flipping a grilled cheese sandwich. Another one. There were five on the table and seated around the heaped plate were several men. Uncle had these grilled cheese parties always. He would invite unshaven gruffs and the wives that loved them to talk about important things that were important because everyone spoke loudly and often with their hands. In my life I don’t recall Uncle ever eating a grilled cheese sandwich himself. Despite this, at all times he was making one and yet there were always only five sandwiches on the plate. Either he had been cooking the same sandwich for years or their hunger was a perfectly harmonious demand to his supply; economic kitchen panacea to the tune of pan-sizzled butter.

Denim followed me down to the basement where I spent most of my time. Having someone down there made it feel smaller, damper and the clutter seemed even more randomly placed than before. I made eye contact with Freezer who said hello by churning away and blinking his red light at me with Morse code, which I still wasn’t fluent in.   

“Great jam space. Excellent!” Denim looked around and found value I had missed. The room felt like a blank stare. I noted paints and brushes that floated above the table waiting to fly out the door. Clutter cluttered and artifacts of half-realized projects pretended they weren’t garbage. There was comfort down here but it was compressed by the one-inch shortage of headroom. 

“Much better than the flooded basement I used to practice in, “Denim garbled. “The band demanded it, convinced it would toughen up their legs to endure longer bouts of standing and strutting,” I stared at a short, white chair where I had done some of my most ineffective sitting. “Knee high, freezing cold water to condition and punish. I stood on a crate most of the time and they kicked me out. I still hate swimming or wading in all of its forms.”

I laid the tobacco brown instrument on the bed. There was a flash of envy from Uncle’s guitar, leaning against a chair. I split a dart-eyed look between them to scare them into getting along but in that moment the only thing in common they shared was contempt.
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The following couple of weeks Denim and I spent a lot of time together. One particular evening he had invited me to see his band. He was quitting that night, he reported, upon picking me up. I could have walked to the hall but he insisted. 

Denim had choreographed his storm-out many times but cash-in-hand from steady gigs and a captive audience kept him going back. He had been playing in CRSTMS for six months. A Christmas-themed band that performed carols and old standards, Jingle Bells, all that.

It was February.

Thick-particled dust came out with deep sighs as he expressed his dissatisfaction. He had long ago paid his dues, he felt, but he just kept paying, more and more dues. 

The thing with this band, they played Christmas music all year, and people showed up. In fact, there was reserved seating and nightly scuffles about whose rear belonged where. Getting snowed on indoors was a novelty for those affluent enough to be in the seats directly under the snow machines in the rafters. Costumes, props, even a theatrical twist where Jack Frost the Snow Demon steals the essence of Christmas and the cheers from the audience help the band recover it. Denim always wondered if the crowd would cheer as loudly if instead of the snow demon cowering from the power of Christmas cheer, he just shot him with a fake gun and a bladder sprayed the front row with cow’s blood. 

On the drive, I stayed silent while he chewed through his leathery rant. Specifically maddening words were imparted with venomous spits and timed with quick jerks of the steering wheel.

At the hall I walked through a tinsel-draped tunnel while Denim went around to the band’s entrance. There was time after finding my seat to chew on what he had said, while the teeming patrons well ahead of my meager backrow held tickets above their heads and shoved at each other’s frames. Denim had a choice to make. If he left the band he’d be giving up a steady gig and steady pay. Would he pawn someone else’s well-established, pride-withering ego fantasy for the collective efforts of Denim, Harvey and company, as yet unnamed? The values of either were difficult to wager and impossible to compare, which left only speculation and the dangers of dreams.

Why was he quitting, after all? Creative differences, recurring nightmares? If he was quitting he waited too long to do so before tonight’s show. He wasn’t one to leave bandmates holding the bag. There was a spotlight to fill and it had to be filled with something.   

He had something to fill it with.

Denim had given Theodore some credit; he had a dream and he saw it through. He was the piano player and also the mastermind behind this Christmas purgatory. He took over an old firehall and stuffed in as much of the North Pole as he could. Perhaps visions of demonic sugarplums with threatening pitchforks made him do it, but when he opened his doors to public exhibitions it was a wonderland. Lights hung everywhere, cotton snow coated the floors and the stage was a giant sleigh that seemed set to glide off above the crowd and punch a hole through the ceiling. 

The drummer’s riser emerged from a bag of toys, and despite Denim’s place at the front of the sleigh Theo never dressed him up as Santa Claus. That distinction he reserved for himself. Denim wasn’t sure what he was, a sort of Esper of Truth that existed in a never-ending theatrical aside for the benefit of the audience. He often wondered if the character was aware of the onlookers, or was he supposed to convey the idea that there existed somewhere in the Arctic a truly crazed harbinger standing alone in the snow re-iterating over and over a heart-warming Christmas story. The story was less heart-warming given the fact that Denim had also imagined the Esper to be highly emaciated, frost-bitten and engorged with sores. Also, he faced East and harbored thoughts of the most severe evils. In his version, this was important.

Showtime. The crowd stirred as the hour approached. The glittery red and green curtain began to rise and the applause commenced to celebrate the readied band, dressed as half-finished toys. The usual show. Usual, except for the demonic voice Denim let gush forth.

“Jiiiingle BeeEEELLLL-aaahhhhhHHHHH!!...”

Behind him, knobs on amps crept up, drum skins vibrating with authoritative strikes. 

“...AHHHHhhhhHHHH!!!!....”

Whether or not the band was actually following Denim’s lead was inconsequential. His eyes lit with fire, the beat in his belly assaulted his intestines. His lower half exploded in an upside-down umbrella of gore.  

“...AAAOOOOWWWWHHOOooo!!...”

Fake snow began to look more like the clearing dust of a stampede receding from view. Denim’s opening salvo dissipated yet he found his backing band was actually plunking out the tired rehearsed rendition. Determined to strangle out some reaction he dangled a carrot.

“Jingle Bells, Jingle Bells, Jingle all the waaaAAAAHHYYYYY!!”

Denim’s guttural shrill bulged his eyes and pulsed veins. Fat globs of scalding sweat formed along his temple, simultaneously bursting and cauterizing his skin with torrid fits of white smoke smelling of pork.

Denim held the note long and night passed. Day came and went and again and night rose from the earth as a creeping fog. Around midnight he let the note fizzle down to ash with the doomed pink glow of nuclear winter.

There was a pause that went on just long enough to be unplanned. Denim may have intended to derail the show, but onto the stage swept a glittering masterpiece of wardrobe. Theodore was a silver Santa Claus, shining color from every angle of his glass suit. His hat hung to his shoulder and dangling at its tip was a ball of pure, white light, endless in gleam, sourceless in its majesty. 

The show had always opened with a medley and as such, Theodore switched gears and twinkled out the opening for Silent Night. Denim swiped an old man from the front row with sickled fingers and bit off his head, chewing as he waited for his cue. Theodore bristled his forehead and tried to impose dominance with sharp jabs to his piano but Denim belched out a dirty opening note that reeked of death. Words slithered out forming incantations, poisoning the first few rows and leaving dark spells stained into the floorboards. Theodore’s chords only ricocheted glass shards off Denim’s hunched back but he played on. Determined to use the virtue of his keys, he shined glorious javelins of light but they were lost in a well of undisturbed ink. 

“Siiiilent night...”

The veneer of traditional endearment flaked away, liberating the music’s bitter origin story and with but so subtle a gesture was revealed a shared treachery. A footstep forward from the violinist advertised a sweeping sentiment for Theo held by each of the band, and linked by shifting eyes and acknowledging head nods. The drummer took up Denim’s cause, adding a few bass drum strikes sending out blunt volleys into the crowd.  

Was this the show? Hidden behind accidentally horrifying makeup, had I discovered the true nature of this spectacle or, no, had I been naïve to think they were not all aware? That darkness will forever clash with light in this place and Theo will knowingly engage with whomever he paid. He would create something to despise to draw out great angst, for the purpose of great entertainment.

“Hooooly night...”

The lyric came not from Denim’s throat but from the hidden fears in the hearts of those in attendance and bled out from pores as steam from a fouled bog. He wrapped his hand of twisted bone around the edge of the stage and protruded a veiny neck. His jaw dropped and from between gnarled teeth came a gas from Hell that filled the room with the stench of sulfur and formaldehyde. Everyone’s greatest nightmares suddenly appeared before them, terrorizing the band and the audience. Some rows ahead of me leapt forward with great, charitable acts of murder-suicide. Others fought back against their own manifested horror and were granted wings and swords from the divinity of Theodore’s crystalline piano notes.  

“All is caaaaalm...”

They stood alone on stage, Theodore and Denim, as a great battle waged between the damned and the cursed. A chivalrous gaze met the swallowing darkness inside Denim’s eye sockets and Theodore knew at once he had lost his singer.

Leaving the dressing rooms in the back Denim tossed his duffle bag into his car and stood in the snow looking at the meager door, his adrenaline evaporated, his dark armor falling away in swaths. Theodore hadn’t bothered to dress up the back of the building much since only the performers would ever see it. Beside the door stood a plastic Santa Claus about chest height holding up one mitted paw in a perpetual hello. Or maybe he was motioning to cease and desist. Denim didn’t listen. He yanked a short string of lights from the doorframe and wrapped one end to his back bumper, the other going barbarically around the Santa’s neck in a crude knot. He scrambled into his car and laughed and laughed, laughing the laugh reserved for villains and cretins. Santa scraped and rattled against the icy-slick pavement, and Denim’s face smoothed back into a somber droop only when it occurred to him that Santa would always be dragging not far behind. 

Further details I would have to learn about later for he had forgotten he was my ride home.
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Denim pulled up as I was stepping into my house. His car, which would have been old at any age, skidded to a stop as I turned away from the door and he was instantly standing before me on the sidewalk. Santa Claus seemed to be objecting to the ride he was being taken on. Denim had a rind of humility about him and he coughed out syllables of failed sentences.

“Some stuff...happened.”

I shrugged and started walking. He joined me and then everything was ok. Better than that, it was going to be ok. Denim took to my side and we pointed ourselves down the sidewalk without knowing why. We had the same reason to head that way as a compass points north. 

I was swimming around in the ether of a song. It was muffled, yet new and engaging, like television racket to a child’s ears through the bedroom wall.

I was opening doors trying to find the room in my mind where the song was hiding when Denim grabbed my wrist and pulled, leading me with quickness. His individual fingers alternately throbbed with more strength as each one took turns coursing with excitement.

“We have to go somewhere. It’s important for the band.”

My nostrils flared with deep draws of anticipation. The band was real, I was getting used to the idea. Every time I heard the word my skin sizzled like blown-upon coals. There was freedom in sharing the burden, a band, a company of renegades marching in no fixed direction, but the same one.  

I kept stride with Denim as best I could but his pace was beyond my limitations and I fell. He kept his grip upon my wrist and despite my screams he dragged me for fifteen blocks. He kicked up snow into my face and dashed me against fences and streetsigns. We plowed through street after street and I tried to make a mental note of which one my legs had broken away in. 

Old Town was an amusement park in spirit. The neighborhoods had variety that was so specifically unique that one expected a large black line separating them. This had come over decades of incubation. The specific gravities of large bodies pulled, and like-minded folks gathered, creating little worlds within a system of frenetic vibration. We arrived at a tight cluster of tall, thin buildings set out like a domino pattern waiting to be toppled. Denim let go of my wrist and what was left of me fell into the snow.

This was Man’s Hat. It had the weathering of advanced years and the long used-up businesses had been re-invented numerous times while maintaining sleaze from years past for a new generation of voyeurs. In the most recent imagining, temptresses ran smut studios behind Laundromats, greasy windowed quarter-fed peekaboos teased behind bakeries, a meter allowed for time in a lights-out fondle party, and spent bodies slept in the corners and crevices that were left over. The district was coin-op everything and people lived a handful of coins at a time. Coins for lights, windows, doors to go in, doors to go out and passageways imprisoning those who found themselves coinless. Neighbors here jangled their pockets with the coins necessary for life in and out of slots.

We approached one of the puzzling features here - a concrete silo that rose into a dome just overhead. It had no discernible entry, but had many slots, and beneath each of these was a coin return. Sometimes, but rarely, a coin plugged into a slot would return two. 

“Consider the fortune that could lie somewhere beneath our feet, Harv. Who knows how deep that thing goes, and what bounty of coin it holds. It could be the grease for the neighborhoods wheels, maybe the whole town.”

I fished into a pocket and chanced a coin into one of the slots. I waited a moment but nothing came out. I turned with a shrug.

“I’ve made my contribution to continued fiscal stability.”

Soupy streetlight filled in foot tracks left by shuffling steps. We kicked snow down the sidewalk, while focused nightlife moved in quick scurries and disappeared into doors as quickly as they could feed door-lock meters. Denim watched with a judging smirk.

“No need to hide their sins when everyone’s an equal evil.”

In the literal and figurative sense, Man’s Hat subsisted on Punch, which was a drug that got an individual extra high, tout de suite. The catch though, it amplified whatever emotion that was foremost in one’s heart at the time, and a lot of happy people don’t realize their hidden anxiety until they try Punch. Why happy people would waste their time with drugs was a question I didn’t want to know the answer to, but a lot of Night Flower’s got the way they are with the promise of happiness in a coin-shaped disc that slid under the tongue. To me it seemed like the most suitable analogy; the illusion of happiness from something shaped like money. 

We continued to provoke the startled-animal retreat along our path until stopping between two dusky houses. There was a blue door with a rounded top that had been painted over and over again and chips on one of the corners revealed it had once been orange, and before that green. It was set within an ornately designed concrete arch, like something from an old cathedral. That was all there was. The entrance didn’t lead into a building, it was just a disjointed feature all on its own. Denim forced the door open heavily and revealed to me a concrete staircase leading down into the earth. 

“This is the Underground Rhythm Section. I’ve never been here in person because doing what I’ve been doing, I didn’t belong here. This is a night for re-invention though.”

The stairwell was lit with tiny fireflies of inset lighting, dotted in a line down the wall. It felt mysterious and unclaimed.

“This isn’t uncommon for Old Town,” Denim started, “an infrastructure project not entirely without merit, but without conclusion. It was to be an underground walking path and a number of plazas for business and pleasure but it gave way to fickle whims, poorly spent funds and the undertow of seedy characters that will choose to dwell beneath, given an available hole.”

The sterile passage opened up before me into an art deco chamber. Complex, vaulted ceilings arched down into textured walls, graceful as drawn curtains. It was architecturally grand yet humble in its state; being incomplete imparted humility. Upon every surface, short and tall, even beyond reasonable reach, was graffiti of such exquisite color that it was disarming. It was nestled, tucked, but also broadly splashed in spastic attacks. 

A terrific sight played out for what must have been just for me. A collection of drums, strings and percussive instruments were in the hands of musicians, and a smattering of people were placed all about, locked into the giant’s step beat. I had to swat away a swarm of notes to see in front of me. 

We approached and joined the circle. A rogue-face bassist on a better-as-lumber instrument played a promenade that jerked my neck into a twist. A drummer sat behind a spartan kit and teased out tiffs, paps and gohs from each drum that I wouldn’t have guessed were hiding in there. My muscles twitched by their own volition, swiveling into licorice, my feet wearing a divet in the concrete. 

A wiry, long-haired Imp was fiddling with some wires along the floor all around the makeshift band. He had some microphones that seemed intended for a PA system, or he may have stolen them from a museum. Either way, they weren’t working and he continued to splice together cables and skitter between legs and instruments moving as a mouse in a maze might.  

I caught the attention of the bass player by bobbing my head enough to work it loose. It fell off and bumped against his shoe, where I could hear his heavy notes even more clearly. They bombarded me with an aerial payload and I yelped in fear. He wound up and kicked my head hard and I was able to plant it firmly back onto my shoulders, but to this day I sometimes wake up very stiff-necked. 

He was handsome enough that I didn’t mind admitting it was better than my own face’s best attempt. His hair was a light brown, playfully tossed mess and his eyes shone out with a blue close enough to white to lie about it. His hands were strong and the strings beneath his fingers did as they were told. 

I peered over at Denim and he was already looking at me, nodding. The jerk, he always had a plan. I wondered if we had come here specifically to meet this bassist, and he wanted me to discover him on my own. 

The music snatched back my attention, persuading me to attempt impossibilities. My feet wanted to replace my head and my head didn’t mind trading so in an instant I was airborne, coming in for the perfect neck landing. The concrete floor was cold but soothing as a respite to feel around for broken bones.

The Imp, splicing his wires, somehow stumbled upon a miraculous discovery and crackly sound began to pump from PA speakers mounted on the walls. His eyes were wide as he shouted in achievement, crawling around on his hands and knees to each microphone, making small adjustments to their positions. His howling continued though the musicians were visibly annoyed by this distraction. 

Their playing rose in intensity. The amplification bounced thick notes from the walls of the echo-filled chamber and the jubilant howls of the Imp could hardly be heard. Volumes rose, fingers played harder and faster, and the Imp ducked to avoid the calamity. Attempting to splice another cable into the tangle, he was driven into the floor with a trampling of low-end hooves. He struggled against the oppressive sound and panic painted his face into a Halloween mask. His feet shuffled in two opposite directions and an uppercut from the bass sent him arching into the air. He remained aloft, juggled by abusive percussion and could barely catch his wind to scream out. 

His body writhed just above our heads and I peeked up at him from time to time when I wasn’t lost in the blood-red beauty of the music’s bestial groove. Its suggestions were demands. I bent anti-anatomically, mouthed an abridged dictionary and threw the change in my pocket at the circle’s center.

The band was rising to a climax, pummeling the Imp with musical jabs and hooks. He wretched out crudely and all at once his used-tissue of a body exploded with a rainfall of wet notes and meaty pieces. I wiped a hand down my face finally taking a breath, realizing I had been holding it as the band brought the song to a crescendo. No one clapped, but humbly nodded and smirked, sucking at patient cigarettes. I was dumbfounded, wanting to jump and shout but I stopped when I surveyed the puddles of Imp everywhere. 

The musicians were content and started to put away instruments. They were stashing them in a utility closet, which was locked and the key pocketed. Some stayed and talked, others left. The bass player stood ten paces from us staring at me with his hands on his hips, a cigarette hanging from his lips pointing to the floor. He knew something I didn’t or maybe he knew that I knew absolutely nothing at all. I looked at Denim, who inexplicably started laughing, holding his belly and throwing his head back. Turning back to the bassist, he was suddenly directly in front me. He was heavy of hand and light of foot. 

“Price








































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





