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“A writer’s job is to live in feeling. It is to agitate every moment to the precipice of itself, tearing away all the fear until truth lies there, ill but honest, the dream untold to be told.”

―  Christopher Rourke, Perfection, 1985
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TWO YOUNG POLICE OFFICERS were in a patrol car cruising the quiet streets of Pacquiao. Population ninety-thousand, the sedate satellite town – situated in a valley between two ridges – lay twenty miles east of Alamo City, the largest city on the West Coast. Long considered a relaxed suburban alternative to Alamo's citied robustness, Pacquiao had fallen into a funk, brought about mainly by the pervasive influence of the narcotic, Swak. Despite the sadness and pain the drug had brought to this once-pristine place, a sense of optimism remained; either that or denial had dug itself so deep that hope was the only solace anyone had left.

The officers' vehicle radio that hour was tuned to 97.8 FM. The female DJ reading the weather report proclaimed, "Residents of Pacquiao, the beautiful spring weather of late is expected to continue through the week: highs in the late 80s, with designer-climate humidity underlined by a fresh breeze." Black Hole Sun, by the '90s rock outfit Soundgarden, announced the end of the weather report. The aptness of the song's lyrics was utterly lost on the young officers then, their fingers itching at their holsters as they looked around for anything that smelled remotely of misdemeanor. 

The patrol car drove past a diner. A local favorite, Popeye's had long been a Pacquiao mainstay, its whitewashed walls and red clay-tiled roof home to some of the best cheeseburgers and double-thick strawberry milkshakes this side of Greater Alamo. The lunchtime mill had come and gone, save for Justin Jones and Vito Palmetto, who cut an eclectic pair sitting over by a corner table.

"Remember the '90s?" Justin's words were wrapped in sepia-tinted nostalgia.

"Do I ever!" Justin’s heavy-set, sunken-eyed former classmate replied. "Best time of my life."

"You remember Tyrel?"

"Tyrel?" Vito frowned. "Oh, yeah, sure. What happened to him?"

"Last I heard, he'd been selling dodgy Chinese cell phones while trying to raise three kids from three different women."

"C'mon!" the slobbish man laughed. "You're yanking my firebird!"

"No!" Justin raised his eyebrows. "I'm not kidding! Never thought the guy'd leave Schermer. Always figured him pretty square: ties, SUVs, mortgages."

Vito tried to respond, but instead broke out into a sweat. 

"You OK?" Justin frowned.

"Fine," his ex-classmate's answer appeared to mock reality. "So, I heard you were some kind of journalist."

Justin looked around before offering a low-key 'Yeah.'

"What kinda journalism?" 

"In a word... biographical."

A loud belch escaped from Vito's recesses. 

"Lunch treating you well there?" Justin averted his eyes.

Vito shook his head. "Sometimes I get a little... you know."

Oh yes – Justin knew full well.

"So... biographies..." Vito wiped his forehead. "Sounds interesting."

"It is. My forte is left-of-the-middle celebrities: wash-ups, weirdoes... anything that makes for an interesting human piece."

"Sounds lit," the big man started blinking rapidly. 

A waitress came over to ask if the men needed anything. Justin shook his head, and Vito started drooling. 

"I think we're OK," the journalist said, at which the waitress left. "Hey, Vito, maybe we should do this now."

His former classmate started shaking as if caught in the grip of an electric current. 

"OK, meet me out in the parking lot,” Justin stood up and gestured toward the diner’s entrance. “I'll get the check."

Vito resembled a sad, sorry mess by the time Justin arrived. The journalist took his ex-classmate by the arm and led him to his banged-up, old Ford Experia. Upon noticing the spaced-out look on the heavy man's face, Justin said, "Palmetto, we DON'T want to draw attention to ourselves, OK?"

"Sorry, Justin."

"Jeez, you're into it BAD!"

Vito tried to respond, but instead mumbled as if his tongue were coated in glue. When the men reached the Experia, the journalist unlocked it.

"Now..." Justin said when they were inside, "if you get busted, we DON’T KNOW EACH OTHER."

Vito's eyes popped wide open, and his tongue started lashing around wildly.

"Damn, Vito!" the journalist slapped his old classmate's cheek. "Get a grip!" 

Vito calmed down, and Justin pulled a package out from under his seat. 

"That'll be a hundred."

The slobbish man took forever to fumble a $100 note out of his trouser pocket. Justin straightened and checked the crumpled article before making the exchange.

"You're a lifesaver, Justin," Vito's eyes had gone fully tribal. "Thanks so much."

"Whatever, man," the journalist shook his head. "Now, get the hell outta here before you get us both in trouble!"

The heavy man stumbled out of Justin’s car and scamper-waddled over to a nearby dumpster.

"God help us all," the journalist shook his head in disgust before driving away.
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THE ROAD TO RUFUS SALAMAR’S HOUSE was tree-lined and incident-free. Justin was glad for this, as he’d never felt entirely comfortable around the ex-paratrooper. Born to a Dominican father and American mother, Rufus was built like a tank and fastidious to the point of mental disorder. 

He was also the man from whom the journalist got his Swak.

Justin parked his car across the street from Rufus’s house. He grunted, annoyed that the same old electrical problem prevented him from locking the Experia again. The journalist left it unlocked; if it were stolen (entirely possible around these parts), at least he wouldn’t have to pay the taxes due on it. 

Rufus’s place was no different from any other on the street. Surrounded by a rudimentary waist-high face brick wall, it was a two-bedroomed, wood-paneled postcard of generic suburbia. Justin opened an iron gate and followed the paved walkway cutting through the ex-paratrooper’s completely ordinary yard. He knocked on Rufus’s front door three times before he heard a muffled ‘Who’s there?’

“Rufus?” the journalist felt a touch nervous. 

A big block of a man dressed in a tight white vest and black boxing shorts opened the door a few seconds later. It was obvious that he’d been working out.

“Rufus,” Justin spoke quietly, “sorry I didn’t call first.”

Rufus folded his arms and leaned his imposing frame back against the doorjamb. 

“Could I... possibly?”

Rufus stepped aside and, with a nonchalant nod, gestured for the journalist to enter. 

Justin went straight to Rufus’s living room. It was a wholly unremarkable space, but that could have been how he registered it; it’d been years since the journalist felt anything. 

Besides, Justin had done this enough times to know the procedure. 

The journalist sat on Rufus’s double-seater green sofa and waited for his Swak dealer, who’d gone to a part of the house Justin had never seen before. The hulking mass returned a minute later with three bags of different sizes, all of which he placed on the smudgy glass coffee table set between them. 

“How much?” the ex-paratrooper’s deep baritone commanded respect.

The journalist handled each bag to guesstimate its weight and pointed to the medium-sized one. 

“Good choice,” Rufus laughed smugly. “Wouldn’t want to step outside your comfort zone too quick, eh?”

Justin nodded and asked, “Same price?”

“Yup,” the Swak dealer smirked. 

The journalist stood up, checked his pockets, and took out a fistful of crumpled notes from which he counted off the correct amount. 

“Pleasure doing business, compadre,” Rufus took his cut and motioned for Justin to take his purchase. “You wanna test some out here?” 

“Uh... no. I think I’m fine.”

Rufus shrugged and said, “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get back–”

“Sorry, Rufus...” something registered in the journalist’s mind. “Another thing: a while back you mentioned there was a guy... a guy I could write a story about.”

Justin’s dealer frowned. “A guy you could write a story about?” 

“You mentioned it, some time or another.”

“A guy you could...” Rufus’s perplexed expression gave way to understanding. “Ah, you know, I could’ve been talking about Sextus.”

“Sextus?” 

“Sextus MacArthur. He was the frontman of a band that got play in the nineties. Called themselves The Frogmen.”

Sextus MacArthur? The Frogmen?  

“DAMN!” Justin’s memory lit up. “Yeah! They had that hit single for a while. Can’t remember its name, though.”

“Salt.”

“What?” 

“Salt. The song’s name – it’s Salt.”

“YES!” the journalist exclaimed. “Salt! Aliens on a salt mountain, right?”

Rufus nodded.

“Whatever happened to those guys?” 

“Hell if I know,” the dealer shrugged.

“Rufus, you know the guy!”

“We don’t dig up the past when together!” the ex-paratrooper said. “If you’re so keen to find out, go over and introduce yourself.”

“I will,” Justin smiled. “But first you’ve got to tell me where he lives.”

“OK, wait a minute,” Rufus disappeared back into the house before returning with a piece of paper, which he handed to the journalist. 

“Sextus’s address. There’s also a password to get in.”

“Password?” 

Rufus raised a non-committal hand. “Hey, I’m not judging anyone, OK? Sextus has his own thing going on.”

“How do I get the password?”

“I’ll give it to you,” the dealer’s pitch dropped an octave. “But know if you make bad of my name...”

Justin waved a hand to eliminate Rufus’s fears. 

“OK,” the ex-paratrooper nodded, “just keep that in mind. The password is... DELILAH.”

“Delilah,” the journalist repeated. 

“Yeah, Delilah. Sextus is a good man. If you respect him, he’ll give you what you want. Just don’t step on any toes.”

“Got it,” Justin felt that he’d scored a small yet significant victory. “Thanks, Rufus.”

“Fine,” the Swak dealer cleared his throat before moving to his front door. “I need to finish my workout now.”
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SEXTUS MACARTHUR... SEXTUS MACARTHUR...

The journalist parked his car on the opposite side of the street from Sextus’s place. The house appeared wholly unbefitting of a '90s rock star: small and shabby-looking, it seemed to have been painted in different shades of blue, had a swarm of toy dolls littered about its yard, and had a spray-painted arrow board nailed to a tree beside the porch. 

Justin wasn’t surprised: having met a host of characters like Sextus before, he knew that financial fall-out was all part of the game.

The journalist opened his recently purchased bag of Swak. While many preferred to take the drug in pill form, he used – and sold – only powder. He readied the right amount and got jacked. A few years ago, he’d never have done it out in the open. 

Addiction, however, quickly rearranges one’s sensibilities.

Once that familiar ‘electric’ feeling started coursing through him, Justin got out of his car and crossed the street, opened Sextus’s creaky iron gate, and motioned toward the front door. 

Sounds of an argument rose from nowhere, and the journalist stopped in his tracks. Not knowing if these were real or imagined, Justin shrugged and continued toward the front door. He rang the house buzzer twice and heard footsteps approach. 

A supremely attractive forty-something woman dressed in tight blue jeans and a white halter-top opened the door. Despite her long blonde hair, sparkling blue eyes, and fit body, what struck the journalist most was the sadness in her eyes. It was as if the woman had inherited it, rather than it stemming from her personal being. Justin could also see that she was wasted: a real bonehead, just like him. Despite this, the woman possessed a keen sense of style.

“What do you want?” she sounded more robotic than human.

“Is Sextus around?” 

The woman smiled, shook her head, and shut the door. A moment later, Justin remembered the password Rufus had given him.

“Delilah...” the journalist said out loud. “Delilah.”

The woman opened up and eyed Justin as if she could see through him.

“Say that again, please?” 

“De... li... lah.” 

The woman nodded slowly, took a deep breath, and shut the door again.

Not knowing why he got shut out, Justin sat under one of two Brazilian Pepper trees in the yard. While catching his breath, the sounds of an argument rose again, this time more distinctly than before. After what sounded like a chair being smashed against a wall, the front door opened. A tall man with luscious black locks stepped outside and looked around. Upon noticing the journalist, he walked over.

“Delilah,” the man’s tone made it impossible to discern his intentions.

“Yeah... Delilah.”

“How do you know Delilah?”

“A friend.”

“A friend...” the man mulled this over. “OK, you seem decent enough. You're not a cop, right?”

Justin shook his head.

“Sweet,” the man’s expression mellowed to a smile. “Follow me.”

The journalist followed the man into the house. The air inside was thick with the pronounced smell of stewing ground beef.

“The living room’s on the left,” the man gestured. “Take a seat.”

Justin went in and noticed that, despite its dated furnishings, the space felt cozy and comfortable. After sitting on a red single-seater, the woman he’d met earlier appeared in the doorway. Looking peeved, she asked, “What’s your business with Sextus?”

“I want to have a word with him,” Justin rubbed his left temple. 

“Want to have a word with him?” the aging beauty queen smirked. “Are you law enforcement?”

“I’m a journalist.”

“Whoa, that’s not much better!” the woman appeared repulsed. “Anyway, Sextus isn’t here. Whatever you want to say to him, you can say to me first.”

“But...” Justin thought he saw something out of the corner of his eye. “I met him just a minute ago.”

Miss July 1994 took a cigarette out of a silver case, lit it, and blew an elegant smoke ring into the air.

“No, sweetie!” she laughed. “If you think that’s Sextus, at least I can breathe a little easier. Now, leave a message for him with me, and I’ll make sure he gets it.”

“To tell you the truth...” the journalist’s voice didn’t sound like his own, “I’d prefer to speak to him face-to-face.”

“Is that so?” the woman’s tone seemed to mock Justin’s intentions. “Well, I’m sure you’ll get on like rocks in a landslide, but that’s not gonna happen today. Now, tell me your business so that I can–”

The woman’s flow got suddenly and thoroughly upended. 

“CHRIS!” she started flapping her arms like a meth-addled chimpanzee. “HE’S HERE! GET OUT!”

Justin turned to look through the lacy curtain out onto the street. A tall, powerfully built man dressed in black leather walked through the iron gate into the yard. His long black hair sat majestically on his broad shoulders, and the way he moved suggested an earthly demigod. He shook his head at the sea of dolls and stopped to pull keys out of his jacket pocket. 

Meanwhile, Miss July 1994 spared no effort in shunting Chris out of the back door. 

The key turned in the lock, and the leather-clad Adonis entered the home. He was soon eyeing Justin suspiciously from the living room doorway.

“And you are?” his voice was as powerful as his frame.

“The name’s Justin... Justin Jones.”

“You here for Salta?”

“I... Salta?”

“Guess not!” the man laughed. “So, why are you in my living room?”

The journalist suddenly realized who he was talking to. 

“Mr. MacArthur,” he stood up to shake hands.

“Mr. MacArthur!” the man stepped backwards. “You FBI or something, kid!?”

“I apologize,” the Swak in Justin’s system wasn’t making things easy. “I was... just being polite.”

“My bad,” the big man acknowledged. “I’m not used to good manners anymore. So, where’s the snake?”

The narcotics in the journalist’s blood were fueling his paranoia, which in turn catalyzed a panic attack that quickly overwhelmed him.

“Snake! Snake!” Justin grunted before falling to the floor.

Employing all his strength to restrain the convulsing bonehead, the leather-clad Adonis said, “Crisis kid! What the hell!”

All Justin did in response was blink uncontrollably and mutter something under his breath.

“Ah, man!”

“Sextus!” Miss July 1994 came to stand in the doorway. “I see you’ve met our young friend.”

“Oh, Salta... did you have a good morning?”

“No different than any other, sweet cheeks.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” the big man quipped. “Anyway, what’s this kid doing crashing out in my living room?”

“He knows Delilah.”

“He knows Delilah, huh? Hey, kid...” Sextus slapped Justin’s cheek, “SNAP OUT OF IT! Salta... get him a drink, will ya?” 

As she went off, the leather-clad Adonis added, “Another bonehead... what’s happening to the world?”

Sextus was kneeling beside Justin when Salta returned. She handed him the glass, and he poured its contents down the journalist’s throat. It took nearly five minutes for Justin to come around.

“Goddamn, kid!” Sextus’s handsome face was the first thing the journalist saw. “Watch your doses! That stuff’ll do you in quicker than you know.”

“I’m... sorry,” Justin’s head felt like a lead balloon.

“Don’t be. Say, let’s step out on the porch, get some fresh air.”

The journalist nodded, and the leather-clad Adonis helped him up. With Justin’s arm wrapped around his waist, Sextus led him outside. 

“So, you know Delilah,” Sextus mentioned once they’d taken a seat.

“I’m sorry...” the journalist sighed heavily. “Where am I?” 

“You’re on my porch, kid. Now, let’s start over: What’s your name?”

“I’m Justin.”

“Justin Jones, right? Well, I’m Sextus MacArthur. Now, as I said, you’re on my porch, and I want to know why.”

“Sextus MacArthur?” the journalist’s lips felt numb. “Good to meet you, sir.”

“Hey!” the big man snapped. “Let’s get something straight: my name’s Sextus: S E X T U S. Not Mr. MacArthur, not Sir, none of that crap. Just Sextus.”

“OK, Sextus,” Justin nodded. 

“Now, why are you here?”

The journalist shook his head before asking, “Can I get another glass of water?”

Sextus went and got him one, which Justin drank in one go before saying, “I got a friend who said... said you might be able... to give me a story.”

“A friend?” the leather-clad Adonis frowned. “A story? Whoa, kid, slow down! Let’s start with how you know Delilah.” 

“The same friend I was speaking about.”

“Does this friend have a name?”

“Uh... Rufus.”

“Rufus Salamar?”

Justin nodded. 

Sextus rolled his eyes and shook his head. “I should’ve figured! Now that jerk’s pimping out my name, huh?”

“No!” the journalist felt another panic-ridden wave coming on. “It’s not like that!”

“Oh, c’mon, kid!” the big man slapped Justin’s back. “Where’s your sense of humor?”

Justin grimaced.

“That’s the problem with youth today,” Sextus added as if talking to himself. “No sense of irony. But anyway, what kinda story are you after?”

“I’m a freelance journalist,” Justin said. “I do write-ups on old-time celebs: where they’re now, what they’re doing. There’s a big market for it nowadays.”

“Only ‘cause the world’s so saturated in generic crap!”

“Maybe...” the journalist felt awful. “Anyway, I came here to meet you, see if I could do a story. You’ll naturally get a portion of–”

“Whoa!” Sextus waved his hands. “Hold there a minute, kid! Money’s not the game I play by. Tell ya what... there’s a park not far from here. Let’s stroll over there and chat, OK?”
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AT SEXTUS’S PROMPT, the men stood up and walked through his yard out onto the sidewalk. 

“If we're gonna do anything together,” the leather-clad Adonis said, “we first gotta know each other better.”

Feeling suitably tender, Justin nodded and fell in step beside Sextus. 

The afternoon neighborhood scene was dreamy: a quiet street framed by jacaranda trees, the only intrusion being a distant dog barking. When halfway down the block, the men reached a dilapidated double-story wooden home. An old Dizzy Gillespie doppelganger was sitting out on the porch reading a newspaper. When he saw Sextus, the old-timer hollered, “Mac! How you doing, stud?”

“Mr. Harris!” the big man walked up to him. “You look like a million bucks!”

“Ah, save that cracker-ass talk for someone else, fool!” the old man cackled.

Sextus gestured to his side. “Mr. Harris, this is Justin.”

Mr. Harris looked the journalist over. “Aye, he ain’t in any kinda trouble, Mac?” 

“Nah, Mr. Harris, he’s fine.”

“Alright then,” the old-timer nodded. “You just watch ya back – ya never know who’s out to get ya!”

“You’re right!” the leather-clad Adonis agreed. “Anyway, Mr. Harris, we gotta get moving. Let me know if you need anything, alright?” 

“I will, Mac. Ya take care now.”

A half-dozen blocks later, the men arrived at a small, unkempt park characterized by the sight of pale-skinned boneheads slumped against trees. Little children ran around teasing these junkies, their choruses of ‘boneheads... boneheads...’ indicative of how pervasive Swak had become. Feeling clear-headed (but not entirely clean), Justin silently lamented his own toxic relationship with the stuff. 

“So, Justin,” Sextus spoke first, “you want to do a story about me. What do you already know?”

“Shouldn’t we take a seat or something?”

“I’m fine walking. You?”

“Yeah, sure... whatever.”

“OK!” the big man laughed. “So, what do you know?”

“You and your band were popular back in the nineties.”

“For a time,” the big man kicked a stone off the path they were walking along into some bushes. 

“And then you disappeared.”

The leather-clad Adonis didn’t respond.

“That’s where I come in,” Justin continued. “To fill in the gaps. I’ll stitch together all that happened after you shifted out of the limelight.”

“Kid,” Sextus smirked, “I don’t know if that’s gonna make for interesting reading.”

“What... do you mean?” 

“OK, let’s take a seat,” the big man pointed to a spray-painted bench set beneath two trees, and the men sat down. “It goes like this: I always wanted a simple life. What happened with The Frogmen was a once-off. All that fanfare...  the celebrity madness... it was utter BS. So, I shut down that farce; there were no other interceding factors.”

“Fine...” Justin considered things. “But that’s not necessarily a bad thing: I mean, as I remember it, your success was built on your charisma as well as solid songwriting.”

Sextus nodded, half-heartedly.

“People eat that stuff up,” the journalist continued. “At least you made a clean break. With so many others, it was drugs, booze, or dementia that sank them. With you... at least you broke out clean.”

The big man harrumphed. “I’ve always been rigid with my path, kid. The Frogmen, Salt... that was great for a while, but it doesn’t define me the way most people think it does.”

“That’s your angle,” Justin nodded. “I’ll write you a platform to narrate history through your eyes. This way, you can reflect on what happened after The Frogmen disbanded.”

“OK, kid,” the leather-clad Adonis nodded. “Sounds like a plan. And like I said, I don’t need money. All I want is for you to get my side of the story out honestly. If you can do that, I’ll call it a success.”

Sextus’s eyes narrowed, and he brought a hand to his chest. An invasion of otherworldliness happened before things returned to normal.

“Sorry about that,” the big man shook his head. “Now Justin... uh, the thing is... I’m not all that different from you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean...” the large man leaned in to whisper, “I got the same needs as you, as all these floozies.”

Swak. 

“You wouldn’t happen to have any on you, would ya?”
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JUSTIN RETRIEVED HIS SWAK STASH from his car before going back into Sextus’s home, where Salta was lounging on one of the sofas.

“Where’d you handsomes go?”

“Justin Jones, this is Salta Summers,” Sextus said. “She’s unconventional, but deep down she’s... special.”

“Aw, sugar,” Salta offered a false, yet strangely endearing smile. “That’s why you’re my beau! Now seriously, where’d you go?” 

The big man whispered in Justin’s ear, “Did I mention that she’s totally paranoid, too?”

“Sextus!” Miss July 1994 scowled before turning to face the journalist. “Sweetcheeks, what’s that despicable man saying ‘bout me?”

“Only good things, ma’am.”

“Ma’am!” Salta cackled. “You fall out of the Renaissance or something, sugar?”

“Excuse her,” the big man shook his head. “Salta’s long since forgotten the value of good manners.”

“Be careful what you say now, Sextus!”

The leather-clad Adonis sighed before asking Justin, “You get yours from Rufus?”

The journalist nodded. 

“He’s a complex man,” Sextus added. “I like him, though – very... principled.”

“Not to mention horny as hell,” Salta quickly flushed red. “I’m sorry, did I say that out loud?”

“OK, whatever,” the big man shook his head.  “Let’s get some stars flipping!”

A half-hour later, the trio was blissed out on the sofas. The sun had begun its descent, and the living room was bathed in gold.

“Rufus sure has good stuff,” Salta marveled.

“Most of the time,” Sextus added. “Say, that was quite the freak-out you had earlier, kid.”

“I don’t normally buzz out like that,” Justin replied. “Guess I’ve got a lot on my mind.” 

“Yeah...” Salta lit a cigarette. “Swak will take you to the cleaners if you’re mentally muddled.”

“How do you know that he’s ‘mentally muddled’?” the leather-clad Adonis glared at his girl.

“I don’t mean him in particular,” Salta’s tone met Sextus’s. “I’m just calling things as they are. Swak takes whatever you’re feeling and multiplies it, tenfold. If you’re mentally frayed, it’s gonna de-thread your cells.”

“I’m fine... mentally,” the journalist told the pair. “I’m just... I don’t know... sensitive today.”

“You managing your doses?” Sextus asked. 

“I’m no chemist, but I know what gets me feeling good.”

“Well, apart from what happened earlier, you seem comfortable,” the big man added.

Justin considered this. “You know they say that Swak hits you where it hurts the most, right? Well, I don’t want to eat human flesh, murder kids, or start a cult. Instead, it gets me at my very essence. See, I used to feel – found myself surrounded by beauty, by wonder – but Swak has eroded this landscape away to the point that I don’t know if it’ll ever return. Heck, I wonder if it even existed in the first place.”

“That’s... heavy,” Salta frowned while inspecting her nails. 

“No doubt,” Sextus agreed. “God knows Swak ain’t doing any of us favors, but damn, it’s hard to kill.”

The room fell silent, save for birdsong coming through an open window.

“Say, where are you from again?” Sextus asked Justin.

“A town called Schermer, up in Kapnikon County.”

“Schermer?” the leather-clad Adonis frowned. “Never heard of it.”

“There’s not much to it,” the journalist said. “Its only claim to fame is that old Russell John Thomas offed himself there one summer morning.”

“I remember that!” Salta nodded. “Heard he was backjammin' his agent there while his wife was giving birth in Alamo.”

“Kapnikon County,” Sextus said as if drilling a proper noun in a foreign language. “Jeez, kid, wouldn’t have guessed you for a bumpkin.”

The journalist laughed. “We’re not all bumpkins up there.” 

“And your missus?” Salta asked.

“No missus.”

“Crisis, kid!” the big man shook his head. “How can a handsome young guy like you be without a woman?” 

“I’m not all that young, actually.”

“Shit, kid!” Sextus threw his hands up. “Ya can’t be older than what... twenty-four, twenty-five?”

“I’m thirty-three.”

“Thirty-three!” Salta cackled. “Sell me a box of whatever you’re having for breakfast, sugar! You’re the youngest-looking thirty-three-year-old I ever saw!”

Justin shrugged. 

“Hey Justin,” the leather-clad Adonis smiled, “I like you – you’ve got an honesty that’s rare in this world. I don’t usually take to folk so quickly, but with you... it just seems so natural. I’m real happy that we met.”

“Me too,” pride welled up in the journalist’s chest. “Me too.”

At this, a phone rang. It took everyone a couple of seconds to register. Salta got up and went to the entrance hall to answer, after which she disappeared to another part of the house. 

“Firecracker,” Sextus commented, to which Justin didn’t respond. “Hey, they got bears up in Kapnikon County?” 

“Used to. Not so sure anymore.”

“Ever since I was small, I wanted to go live amongst bears. Got a dream, actually... never told it to Salta. I wanna go to Eurasia, live amongst Dancing Bears.”

“Dancing Bears?” Justin frowned.

“Kid, you born under a rock or something!?” the big man’s face contorted as if he’d swallowed a lemon. “Gypsies use them in nomadic circuses, dragging them from village to village to dance for onlookers.”

The journalist shook his head.

“You really don’t know about Dancing Bears!?”

“Sorry, Sextus... I just don’t.”

“I’m sorry,” Sextus sighed. “I shouldn’t get personal and all. I just get riled up sometimes. It’s like nobody knows anything anymore: too into the electronics, dope, shit TV. When I was young, I read the library encyclopedia set from A to Z. Not once, but three times! Now, I’m forgetting everything because nobody wants to talk anymore! Maybe that’s why I started using Swak: if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.”

“Sorry that I’m such a bore,” Justin laughed. “Encyclopedias were like fossils to my generation.”

“Kid...” the big man laughed too, “the whole world’s gone to slosh. Forgive me... I’m a ball of stinkin’ cosmic dust myself. Say, you really have no one to get home to?”

Salta reappeared in the doorway.

“Hey Sextus,” she’d changed into a black leather skirt and powder blue tube-top combo. “Could you spare me a couple hundred?”

“Why?”

“Things to do, people to see.”

With clear disdain, Sextus took his wallet out of his jacket pocket and threw it across the room. Salta picked it up, took what cash she needed, and threw it back. 

“Au revoir,” she winked before parading out of the room. 

Like a blade slicing through the silence that shadowed Salta’s departure, Sextus told the journalist, “J, don’t end up with a lazy girl. You get stuck with a lazy one, start writing your obituary!”
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DESPITE JUSTIN’S DARK BEDROOM smelling like cat piss, the journalist lay still on his bed, wrapped up in a mental montage of what had happened earlier in the day. What had begun with a Swak deal to an old high school classmate ended up taking on a life of its own, culminating in him getting high with a former rock star. 

While Justin pondered these details, he started coming down. The need to ramp up his psychological vitals soon grew pronounced, yet he knew that further late-night indulgence would leave him wrecked come the morning. 

Unable to sleep, the journalist got up and switched on his laptop: he wanted to do some research on Sextus. He wasn’t surprised to see that the former rock star had his own BOOMPEDIA page, which was lavishly detailed. It began by noting how Sextus had been a star athlete and a top academic in high school. After graduation, he’d enrolled at a top university, where he’d continued to excel at everything he did. Sextus graduated with honors and soon landed a job at a marketing firm, only for boredom and stagnation to set in. Then, following a night out drinking, he and his high school pal, Noel Simons, decided to form a rock band called The Frogmen. He and Noel enlisted the talents of mutual friends Mickey Lills on drums and Garth Michaels on bass. With their personnel roster filled, the twenty-somethings started jamming out nightly in a forest bungalow belonging to Noel’s parents. 

The band grew quickly, primarily off Sextus’s natural charm and sex appeal, but also due to their tightly driven tunes. 

The Frogmen’s career took off when a music exec attended a gig they were playing at one night. Taken mostly with the sight of Sextus, the exec immediately knew that he’d struck gold. When the gig was over, he approached the band to let them know he was interested in signing them. Sextus initially objected, but out of consideration for his bandmates, he agreed to consider the exec’s proposal. 

Three months later, the band was on a soundstage, filming their first music video, Salt. 

Not long after this, The Frogmen’s images and sounds were being beamed into homes across the country. Offers of interviews, talk shows, movie scripts – it all happened so quickly. The band (minus Sextus) reveled in the attention and made prodigious use of the benefits that accompany a rock star lifestyle.

The band’s first album – Aquamatic – did well, despite it garnering mixed reviews. Some critics touted it as a ‘momentous step in the evolution of performance,’ while others laughed it off as ‘horsey claptrap.’ One reviewer went as far as to say that “Listening to this album will have you jump off a bridge, smiling.” 

The negative comments surprised the hardworking band and caused an emotional backlash. 

Sextus moved quickly to dispel this state of affairs, saying that he had no time for issues that were causing friends to turn on each other. He quit the band, and the others – knowing that they were lost without him – put away their instruments. Their record company begged them to reconsider, but Sextus would hear none of it. 

Thus, shortly after it began, The Frogmen was relegated to the margins of ’90s rock folklore, their hit single Salt their only meaningful contribution to the decade’s musical diorama. 

The journalist found and downloaded Aquamatic. He listened to it from start to finish, only to hit play a second time before falling asleep halfway through. When he woke up, it was nearly 1 pm. 

Justin got up, showered, put on some clothes, and got toasted on Swak.

High and ready to face the day, Justin rustled up some warmed beans and leftover sausage. It tasted downright awful, but with nothing else kicking about, he had little to complain about. 

Feeling a tad idle, the journalist decided to go for a walk.

Justin’s neighborhood was a beautiful, if unremarkable, locale. With Sextus and Rufus’s homes both a ten-minute walk away, the neighborhood was set out in a jacaranda tree-lined grid pattern, the majority of its houses and sidewalks cracking and in dire need of some TLC. 

Not five years back, it must have been joyous to live here, but after Swak (and its pimps and users) arrived, things quickly turned sour. Yet, despite this reality – made visceral by occasional boneheads writhing in nearby gutters – the neighborhood reminded Justin of his childhood in Schermer.

Both places seemed to share an abused, yet intact, innocence. 

After strolling in no set direction for an hour, Justin went to Popeye’s. He wasn’t hungry or thirsty – he simply wanted to be sedentary among other human beings. The journalist could obviously go to a library, park, or even a supermarket and get his human-shaped fill, but he always found the diner’s more languid charms better suited his tastes.

Justin took his preferred corner seat. Popeye’s was the first place he’d come to upon arriving in Pacquiao nearly two years back. A veritable set of lifetimes – both good and bad – had passed since.

At this particular moment, however, things seemed entirely good, as the vision of a spectacularly beautiful waitress entered the journalist’s visual frame. 

A mixed-race goddess of slender build and with hair done up in a bun, she possessed an almost regal elegance. Upon reaching the journalist’s table, she leaned in to ask, “What’ll it be today, sir?”

Justin could scarcely believe that she wasn’t a Swak-tinged hallucination. 

“A cup of black coffee,” he replied.

As the waitress wrote this down, he looked at her lapel.

“Thank you, Mary-Anne,” the journalist’s words sounded like echoes drowning in a tunnel.

Mary-Anne smiled before returning to the counter. As she lifted the coffee pot off the roaster and poured Justin’s java, the diner’s entrance door chimes rang off. The sound of saggy chains and keys followed, their source a large biker-type whose face spelled pissed-offness. The hulking mass waddled up to the counter, sat down, and stared at Mary-Anne. When she looked up, her face turned ashen. 

“Sweetheart,” the man’s voice was gravelly, pathetic, “we need to talk.”

Wearing a look of fear and annoyance, the beautiful server took a deep breath. 

“Mark, please, don’t make a scene. I can’t afford to lose this job!”

“I’m sorry, baby,” the biker shook his head and sniveled. “Just say that you forgive me.”

Having been informed of possible trouble, the daytime manager exited the kitchen and threw Mary-Anne a ‘Get him out of here!’ look from the diner’s entrance door.

“Please, Mark!” the waitress shook her head. “I can’t lose this job! If you leave now, I promise to catch up with you later.”

Mark sighed, got to his feet, and slammed both fists on the countertop. All patrons turned to catch sight of the unfolding drama.

“I came all the way ‘ere,” Mark bellowed, “and you just want me to go! NO, NO, NO!”

Sweating bullets, the daytime manager approached the fracas.

“Excuse me, sir...” he stopped a good two feet away. “You’re scaring the customers. If you’d be as kind to–”

“I AIN’T KIND!” Mark shouted, which caused Mary-Anne to jump between the men.

“Mark...” she put a hand to the biker’s chest. “Please, leave! I promise I’ll speak to you later. I’m done at eight. Now, please go!”

The biker backed up, wiped his nose, and growled. 

“I’ll be outside,” he said menacingly. “Don’t keep me waiting!”
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IT WAS LATE AT NIGHT, and Justin lay on his beige three-seater, listening to an old ‘90s music mix. High on Swak and floating in a blissful cocoon, the journalist’s mind reached out to all corners of the Universe, yet his thoughts repeatedly returned to Mary-Anne. He simply couldn’t comprehend how she could be involved with a beast like Mark.  

Amid a smorgasbord of contemplations, Justin fell asleep. 

The journalist woke up later to pervasive darkness. It took him a good few minutes to recognize his surroundings. Upon registering reality, Justin got up and poured a glass of water, which he downed, followed by another. 

The journalist's mind felt groggy after another day of Swak, so he showered and changed into fresh clothes. Unable to fall back asleep, he switched on his laptop and went online. 

Strange hours yielded strange results, and while wading through a swamp of viral madness, an explosion went off. Shaken by its sound and force, Justin went out onto the street. Clusters of people were milling about, the majority being tired husbands sent out by their wives to check on what had happened. The journalist approached a grumpy-looking trio for information.

"Hell if I know!" Frank the architect answered first.

"It was a good couple of blocks away," an unknown man said. 

"Screw this," Todd the engineer sighed. "I'm going back to bed!"

Todd's sentiment echoed what everyone was feeling, and soon Justin was the only person left outside. He sat on his porch and waited to see if anything else would happen. Ten minutes and a few dog howls later, the journalist decided to take a walk through the neighborhood. 

In the two years that he'd lived in Pacquiao, Justin had never walked at night. He was surprised to hear how noisy his neighborhood was after dark, the late hour imbued with both strange and familiar sounds that emerged from nowhere with regularity. 

A good few blocks from home, the journalist saw a shadowy figure walking toward him. Wary that it was some crazy bonehead, Justin readied himself for anything. The figure, however, continued onward, and to the journalist’s great surprise, it was Sextus. 

"Goddamn, boy!" the big man was obviously dancing with unicorns. "What are you doing up at this hour?"

"Same as you, I guess. Couldn't sleep, and then an explosion went off. You hear it?"

"Salta's responsible for that!" Sextus guffawed. "She's completely insane!"

"Salta! Is she alright?"

"Ah, fine, kid, just a little domestic."

The journalist was curious to know more, but he didn’t pry. This seemed to disappoint the big man, who appeared eager to discuss things further. A silent moment later, Sextus asked, "You heading any particular way?" 

Justin shook his head. 

"Got any jazz on you?"

The journalist shook his head again.

"Sorry to come across all uppity,” the former rock star wiped his forehead. “Goddamn Salta... toasted nearly all my stash. Now I'm stuck in this awful morning purgatory."

Sensing an opportunity to spend time with his documentary subject, Justin said, "I got some back at my place."

"OK, J," Sextus nodded. "I'll take you up on that."

Justin felt a palpable eeriness upon returning home. Things were as he'd left them, but he simultaneously sensed that someone had come in and snooped. He went to his bedroom, grabbed his bag of Swak, and fixed up some product in the living room.

"Hey, kid," the big man smiled, Cheshire cat-style. "Why are you in Pacquiao anyway?"  

"Give me a second," the journalist walked to his stereo and put on some music. A crackle cut the air, and Bush's Glycerine lit up the room. 

"A girl," Justin told Sextus upon returning to his seat. "I came here for a girl."

"Girlfriend? Wife? Mistress?" 

"Girlfriend. We met online. She worked at a dentist's office, where she doubled as a nurse and secretary. To cut things short, I moved here to be with her."

"Name?"

"You want to know her name?" Justin's eyebrows shot up.

"Sure," Sextus shrugged.

"Sheryl Corvak."

"Sheryl Corvak?" the former rock star shook his head. "Nope, don't know her."

"Yeah, things didn't work out. She left town one night without a word. A couple of days later, I went by her work. Was told by a neighbor that she'd left with 'her husband.' Seems the dentist had been drilling more than teeth."

"Happens," the big man sighed.

"Sure does. Nothing surprises me about relationships anymore. Perhaps a normal, mutually beneficial one would. I don't know... don't think that actually exists."

Sextus belched loudly. "Now I see why you're not keen on being ball-and-chained!"

"And now I'm here," Justin shook his head, "whacked out on Swak, trying to piece a life together."

"Freelance journalism not all champagne and strippers?"

The journalist smirked. "Hardly. I mean, my life isn’t terrible. I’ve got freedom over my time, can pick and choose jobs. But if I don't sell, I go hungry, homeless, or both. And God forbid I don't have juice to get jacked on."

"You in line for extra work?"

"I occasionally deal product on the side," Justin sighed, "but that's very part-time. I'm not qualified to do other work."

"Shut up, man!" the big man groaned.

"What? What's that supposed to mean?"

"Listen to you! You're thirty-three yet make it sound like you're dead. C'mon, you're handsome, can spin a yarn, have a killer smile... sorry brother, I’m dealing you no sympathy!"

"You might be right!" Justin laughed. "What I'm saying is if I got other work, I’d want to do it right. If I'm lacking skills, that’s shaky, right?"

"Kid, you overthink!" Sextus tapped his left temple twice. "All that brain swimming is running you down."

"I don't think I'm unreasonable," the journalist countered. "I mean, with the world being so technical, you need skills."

"Kid, no one expects you to change the world! Just open up a bit. You might think I'm crazy saying this – you're the freelance journalist, after all – but try seeing the world through a different lens now and again."

"I... don't follow."

"Kid, you got tons going for you! The world's a big place, and rather than exploring your options, you're here getting high with me. Don't squander things – you choose your life." 

"Well, Sextus," Justin smirked, "what should I do?" 

"Mr. Jackass Hypocrite speaking here, but try lay off the juice for a while. And consider another job. Not replace the one you got... more of a side hustle. It'll invigorate you, offer perspective." 

"So, you think me getting high here with you isn’t worthwhile?"

"You got me, kid," Sextus laughed. "I should give you more credit. It's just so many friends of mine have crashed out on substance, and I hope you don't go the same way. But you're right: I'm here now, and I’m fine to start our project. Ask whatever you need."
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INVISIBLE BIRDS SANG from silhouetted trees as night became day. Justin and Sextus were still rushing thanks to a cocktail of Swak, coffee, and stimulating discussion.

“Thing is...” the former rock star rubbed his eyes, “I dunno what to make of the entertainment industry. From the very start – before The Frogmen – I had no interest in pop culture. I hated it, actually, only to end up slap-bang in the middle of it. God, I was even called a ‘culture-shaper’ at one stage. How’s that for a trip?”

“Must be intoxicating,” Justin yawned.

“But so phony! Take the filming of Salt, for example. We arrived on set at 4 am. First up, we were offered lines of coke. I was surprised how quickly my previously demure bandmates took up the offer... would never have guessed them the type. Then the director – introduced to us as a video graphic visionary – arrived. I mean, what a crock of! After this, we were shuttled around like sheep, layered up in dorky attire while being told to do stupid shit. Along with the ultra-aggressive product placement, the process was explained to us as a ‘synthesis of art and dreams.’ I mean, BS-ville! The result was more dull, generic schlock-fest than ‘artistic genius.”

“Jeez!” the journalist laughed, “You need to chill, old man! I kinda liked it!” 

“Coming from Kapnikon County, that doesn’t surprise me.”

“What do you know about Kapnikon County?”

“I know that you come from there.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Lighten up, kid!” Sextus guffawed. “You say I take things too seriously!”

“Don’t be such an a-hole then!”

“Kid, if you’re ever gonna drop out of the mainstream, you gotta be an a-hole sometimes.”

“What’s with this whole dropping out of the mainstream business?”

“You for real, kid?”

“Yeah, I am. And do me a favor – stop calling me kid! I’m only fifteen years younger than you!”

“Damn lucky you are!” Sextus laughed. “OK, point taken, you’re no kid. But if you’ve never thought about dropping out of the mainstream... I just don’t know.”

The journalist shook his head.

“It goes like this. There are two ways to live: the first is knowing all you see is bullshit and denying it, and the second is knowing all you see is bullshit and accepting it. Those who deny it live in denial. Preoccupied with TV shows, fashion, politics, and trends, they waft through life with a false contentment that they’ll fight to the death for. The second crowd – the acceptors – sees the system for all its bull, but at least try to squeeze some originality outta their lives. I’m not saying one perspective is better than the other; I’m just stating how, through my life, I’ve come to see society work.”

“You reckon you’re an ‘acceptor’?”

“More or less,” the former rock star nodded. “God knows I’ve come up with little original in my life, but I’m also not just swallowing what’s fed to me hook, line, and sinker. An ‘acceptor’... yeah, maybe. I accept that there’s good and evil and that we’ll all eventually die. I’m also not so naïve as to think I can change the world in any fundamental way. Ultimately, time and history will forget me. Knowing this makes me feel a bunch more comfortable than when The Frogmen was a thing.”

Justin considered this before asking, “And Swak?”

“What about it?”

“Do you take it to escape the mass illusion? The commercialism, the mediocrity, as you’ve described it?”

“Kid... I mean J... Swak is Swak; it’s a demon that knows no bounds. Whatever you believe, Swak will be there, worming its way through you, eating you, only to leave you for dead. No one is immune.”

“How long have you been hooked?”

“Way too long,” the big man exhaled disgust. “I know that, and yet I still go back, time and time again. It’s funny – I’ve always been strong-willed – but with this stuff... well, it’s an identity-melter. All goes out of the window when you’re on it.”

“You think Rufus is clean?”

“Not a fucking chance!” Sextus laughed uproariously. “That G.I. Joe parade he’s got going on... 100% denial. I know this ‘cause he and I jack up together occasionally. He’s totally into it; he just hides it better than most ‘cause he’s totally paranoid.”

“He seems pretty sussed.”

“He’s a dealer, J!” the former rock star added. “Yeah, he’s disciplined, but with that much product at your disposal... how can you resist? Swak is sentient; it’s no idle pastime you can avoid by moving in the right circles! No, Swak is the bedrock of modern society; everyone from president to pauper is plugged in. Don’t underestimate how far-reaching it is.”

“You think you could get off it?”

“Get off it, as in stop using? I think if I locked myself in a dungeon deep underground, Swak would still find me. Tell me, how long have you and the demon been bedfellows?”

“Nearly two years.”

“Yup,” Sextus nodded, “that’s still infancy. As time passes, you’ll come to see how intrinsic it becomes, like a shadow. Like you said, it erodes your essence. When that’s fully extinguished, it’ll devour you, consume everything that’s left. Even if you manage to get off it a while, its message never leaves you.”

“Message?” Justin frowned.

“That you’re fucked. We’re fucked. Everything is fucked. And the only thing that’s going to solve anything is death.”

When Sextus left at eight that morning, Justin’s house felt like an empty stage hours after a show had ended. The journalist poured himself a glass of water and went to his cat-piss-smelling bedroom. He began reading a dog-eared copy of Michael Herr’s Dispatches, but, as with all previous attempts, he fell asleep after just a few pages in.

It was past 1 pm when he woke up. He’d been looking forward to today – a check due should’ve cleared. It was well needed, too: the fridge held but a lick of milk, and it was D-Day to pay the bills. 

Justin showered and, following his talk with Sextus, decided against a midday hit. Buoyed by this triumph of will, his momentary enthusiasm died when he realized his car had been stolen; an empty space stood where the Experia had always been parked. This irritated the journalist not because it was gone but because he hated the police, and reporting his car stolen – to Justin’s mind – was worse than it having disappeared.

Minus motorized transport, Justin walked to his bank and joined a long line of people waiting to be served. The place’s sedentary atmosphere – high ceilings, tellers whispering, quiet desperation – had the journalist escape to his thoughts, his first mental port of call being Sextus. The former rock star had detailed how, had he agreed to a second album and nationwide tour, he could have made sufficient money to retire to the quiet country life he’d always dreamed of. But he’d opted against this, and in the process got railed with a Swak habit while hooking up with a woman who appeared happy to squander his funds. 

For someone claiming to be so switched on, Sextus didn’t appear fully in control of his life.

As Justin inched toward the front of the line, the sight of a familiar face rose. He inhaled sharply upon recognizing that it was Mary-Anne, the waitress from Popeye’s. He watched her go about her business, admiring her every movement. When Mary-Anne turned to leave, the journalist lowered his head, then lifted it again as she passed by. Mary-Anne saw him and offered a slight, beautiful smile, to which he nodded in return. Immediately thereafter, Justin was overcome by a heat rush that nearly knocked him to the floor. 

What the hell was that? the journalist wondered upon reclaiming his senses. 

After collecting his money, Justin considered what to do next: pay the bills, grocery shopping, get some beers? What he’d really like to do...  take Mary-Anne out somewhere nice where she could reveal herself, little by little. It’d been so long since he had that feeling – the feeling a man gets in the company of a strong, intelligent woman. 

While he knew nothing about Mary-Anne, Justin felt sure that she’d fit that bill, and he was willing to pay to confirm it.

The journalist’s daydreaming ended when he exited the bank. Mary-Anne was not outside, waiting for him. Instead, there was only a chill in the air and an afternoon waiting to be filled. Justin decided – on the off chance that Mary-Anne was there – to go to the diner. If she was, great. If not, he’d figure something out. 

Anything would be better than getting juiced back at home.

Upon arriving at Popeye’s, Justin saw that it was locked, along with a ‘CLOSED’ sign hung over its doors. To his knowledge, the diner never closed. This unexpected event left the journalist flummoxed, and soon his buoyant anticipation was replaced by the irascible bitterness that always led to Swak. 

Justin stood in Popeye’s parking lot for a few minutes, willing an alternative to getting railed back at home. His brain, however, refused to cooperate, and soon he was back in his cat-piss-smelling bedroom furrowing up a fix.
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THE WORLD WAS DRENCHED in late afternoon sun when Justin’s phone rang. With every cell of the journalist’s body married to Swak, it took a mammoth effort to answer the call.

"Hi, Justin," it was his mother. "How are you?"

"Mom..."

"It's been a while."

The journalist sighed. "Sure has." 

"How's everything?"

A throbbing pain overwhelmed the left side of Justin’s head. 

"Jus? You there?"

"Hey, Mom..." Justin rubbed his affliction. "I'm here. Same old, same old. How are you?"

A silence fell, followed by a sniffle.  

"Mom? What's wrong?"

"Your uncle."

"Uncle Randall?" the journalist turned cold. "What happened?"

"Your uncle..." Justin’s mother began to cry. "He passed away this morning. He... it... heart attack."

"Mom..." purple-green vortexes flooded the journalist’s visual field. "I'm sorry... I gotta go."

Justin dropped the call, ran to the bathroom, and threw up.

It took Justin twenty minutes to return to normal breathing. He went back to his living room and called his mother. She didn't answer, so the journalist – feeling confused, detached, and panicky – sat down on his beige three-seater. Outside on the street, a dirty, middle-aged male bonehead was either trying to push a tree over or keep himself upright. Justin shook his head, and his phone rang.

"Mom."

"Everything OK, Jus?"

How to distil everything in a quick, clear, HONEST way?

"I'm fine, Mom," Justin lied. "It's just... bad news."

"Tell me about it," his mom exhaled a colossal weight.

"I'm so sorry."

"Thank you, my boy. It's obviously a huge shock. The funeral arrangements... they’re being made as we speak. It'll probably happen this Sunday. I'll call you again when everything is confirmed."

The sickness Justin had felt twenty minutes prior re-stirred in his belly.

"OK, Mom," nausea joined the ranks. "Thanks for calling. My condolences."

Mercifully, Justin’s mother hung up. A trifecta of thoughts rose to backhand the journalist. First: how to deal with the physical affliction happening inside him? Second: his uncle had died. Third: how the hell was he going to get back for the funeral? The journalist had spent almost all his money on bills, had no work or cash due to him, and his car had probably been stripped and sold for drug money. Justin’s first reaction was to get jacked, but he resisted this. Instead, he switched on the TV and fell back into the beige three-seater. The news was on, spinning its usual slew of slimy politicos, trashy gossip, and feel-good inconsequentials. The journalist felt awful and knew things weren't going to improve when the doorbell rang. 

"Heard you met Sextus," Rufus walked right past Justin into the journalist’s home. 

"Nice to see you too, Rufus," Justin’s nausea grew double-thick. 

"You two get on fine?"

"Yeah, fine, thanks."

"Good. Now listen, Justin – I need money."

"Money? I'm sorry, Rufus, what–"

"MONEY!” Rufus interjected. “M O N E Y! You've been dealing for me, remember?"

Yeah...” vertigo sucker-punched the journalist. "You're right. I guess I owe you some."

"My creditors are calling, and I need to recoup. You got five hundred?" 

"Five hundred? Jeez, Rufus, not at the moment."

"But you did sell all the product I gave you?"

"I did, but my finances have been rocky lately."

The ex-paratrooper shook his head. "I don’t sell sympathy, Justin. Now listen: I need five hundred by the end of the week. You got anything right now?"

The journalist pictured his mother's face upon telling her that he couldn’t return for Uncle Randall’s funeral. 

"Maybe a couple hundred." 

"A couple hundred it is!" Rufus nodded. "I'll need the rest by Friday. Four days should be enough for you to fix things."

Justin lost all will to keep talking... to keep living.

"Justin!" his dealer snapped his fingers. "The money!"

The journalist went to his bedroom, took two hundred from his wallet, and handed this to Rufus.

"See you Friday," the ex-paratrooper pocketed the cash and left without saying goodbye. 

Justin watched TV through to sunrise the next day. He had cereal for breakfast, adding only half his usual amount of cornflakes following Rufus’s raid on his finances. Being so low on cash and with debts still to pay, the journalist had to lay off Swak for a while. 

This led Justin to think that solace, despite its stressful origins, definitely had a dark sense of humor. 

On the premise of getting clean, the journalist put on some shoes and went out for a walk. While strolling along Pacquiao's quiet, tree-lined suburban streets, he thought of his mom, his uncle, and what a mess everything had turned into.

It was already past ten when Justin returned home. He showered, made coffee, and started typing his first draft on Sextus. While not a hundred percent sure that he'd offload it immediately, he felt quietly confident that one of his magazine editor connections would pick up the piece.

Justin began with a crafty word mosaic describing the music video, Salt. It painted an ambiguous yet engaging context, a technique the journalist often used to introduce his documentary subjects. Next, Justin detailed why this all seemed so familiar, which included resurrecting the memory of The Frogmen, its members, and their brief dalliance with stardom. Finally, the band's dissolution took center stage, leading the spotlight to fall on their enigmatic frontman, Sextus MacArthur. 

Justin finished his draft just after 1 pm. While it read hazily on facts and depth, it was solid enough. The journalist felt proud that he'd managed to knock the piece off so quickly, and he chose to reward himself with a Popeye's Kiddies Menu cheeseburger. 

It was only when halfway to the diner that Justin remembered it had been closed the day before. Whether Popeye’s remained shut wasn't important – he had nowhere else to go. 

To the journalist’s quiet delight, the diner was open. He stepped into its easy-breezy, almost-empty space and took a seat at his usual corner table. The diner’s only other customers were an elderly couple sitting near the washrooms. Having heard the door chimes ring, one of the regular waitresses came over. 

"What'll it be?" she droned.

"A kiddie's cheeseburger and Coke, please."

The waitress wrote down Justin’s order and returned to the kitchen. The resulting silence made the journalist feel that he'd walked into an elaborate practical joke. 

Sadness, however – a real sadness – seemed to shadow the scene, it tangible enough to remind the journalist that he was living through tough times.

"Hey, why was the diner closed yesterday?" Justin asked the waitress when she returned. 

"Routine cleaning."

"I thought this place never closed."

"Things change," she bit her bottom lip.

"They sure do. Hey, is Mary-Anne working today?" 

"Mary-Anne?" 

"Beautiful mixed-race lady. She was here a few days ago... might be new here."

"Mary-Anne?" the waitress frowned. "Oh, you mean Debbie. She's using Mary-Anne's nametag at the moment."

"So, Mary-Anne is Debbie?"

"Mary-Anne is Debbie."

A 'ding' sound rang off in the kitchen, which caused the waitress to leave. Justin was laughing when she returned with his cheeseburger. 

"Thanks!" he hoped to impart goodwill.

"Whatever," she didn't care.

Reality hit Justin hard on his way home. He was short on cash, owed Rufus money, and was expected back for his uncle's funeral over the weekend. Also, the journalist had no idea how he'd solve any of his problems. As usual, his first instinct was to get jacked. Despite this, Justin knew that juice
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