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Luke Campbell went out to the parking lot for a smoke and when he saw the guitar leaning against the dumpster he veered toward it unthinkingly. He stuck the cigarette between his lips, got it going as he walked. It was nine o’clock at night, but summer dusks in Oregon take their time in fading; in the town of Kacey the sky was still just bright enough to read by, and the paved bed of the carpark yet exuded the heat of the sun—gone now beyond the horizon—that had baked the Willamette Valley all that day. Luke achieved the dumpster and stood regarding the guitar with a quizzical grin. The brace of floodlights mounted in the wall of his apartment building snapped on and began to hum.

There came the rip of a bad muffler approaching in the road behind him. Luke recognized at once what it was and tensed, dizzying moths of hot dread flapping suddenly in his stomach. He held himself still, the cough and snort of the truck’s engine gaining, feeling his skin crawl. Now he could hear music—Def Leppard, god—and he pictured the driver, with his inset piggish eyes, the huge wart squatting at the edge of his right nostril like a bloated tick, a thin-haired and pink-skinned troll of a man puffing a Marlboro Red, his stubby left arm hanging in a crooked L-shape out the rolled-down window—and then it was there, the ridiculous truck, seemingly right on top of him, roaring on its massive tires as it barrelled west along Twenty-Third Avenue. Luke hoped desperately the driver—whose name was Ron—hadn’t seen him. He waited, motionless, anticipating at any moment to hear that word—Fag!—lash over him with all the hateful acerbity of a wet locker-room towel; or perhaps it would be a piece of fruit this time, bursting between his shoulders; or a takeout cup of chipped ice and sticky, half-drunk soda. Or maybe this would be the day (you never knew) that Ron decided he’d finally seen enough of the skinny queer boy from Twenty-Third—that he ran Luke down in his obscene truck, got out and bludgeoned him incontinent, leaving Luke broken there beside the dumpster, surrounded by litter and rats.

The roar of the truck at his back felt interminable. Only after he’d seen from the periphery of his vision the truck’s brake lights pass and vanish up the road did Luke allow himself to breathe. When he could no longer hear the engine he took a long drag of his cigarette. He exhaled shudderingly, eyes closed, relishing in the soothing hand of nicotine as it caressed his crackling nerves. Heart still pounding, he opened his eyes again, shook his head and looked once more at the dumpster and the strange instrument propped against its side.

The guitar was an electric six-string. Its neck had twenty-two frets (unmarked except for the thirteenth, in the fingerboard of which was inlaid in mother-of-pearl the roman numeral XIII), its curving body like the blade of a halberd. It had been painted crudely by whoever had owned it previously, banded black and silver and tagged with a craze of scribbles and ideograms in what Luke assumed was nail polish. He squatted on his heels, tilted his chin, and read along the instrument’s left edge the somehow ominous isosceles of words: You can’t take it back!

Cupped in the bow of this—declaration? warning?—was a pentagram. There were blue arrows pointing to red cartoon hearts left and right of the pickup selector switch and running round its base were seven scarlet stars. Trailing between the volume and tone control knobs was another slogan—Reverse Momentum of the Great DIVORCE—and on the cutaway horn was an image of a cracked human skull. There were a number of other strange cabalistic symbols Luke couldn’t identify and it was an altogether ugly machine, but it was Luke’s kind of ugly: it practically emanated with the quirks and drives of the hand that had decorated it. This was no pristine showpiece or untouched parlor ornament: the guitar had character; it had the ineffable punk-rock varnish of a battle-scarred and inked-up thing that had survived many a long night in many a raucous milieu. A kind of animistic life radiated from it, and when he finished his smoke Luke dropped the butt to the pavement, ground it out beneath the toe of his shoe, reached and picked up the guitar by its neck.

He cradled the instrument against his hip, almost but not quite resting it on the wing of his pelvis. Luke was thirty-six years old, hadn’t played guitar since high school, but it seemed his fingers still remembered how—for they found the correct spots all on their own, depressing the steel strings against the dusty fingerboard and smarting with that familiar sting as the filaments bit into his flesh.

He struck a G chord and winced—the old axe was badly out of tune. Gripping the guitar by the neck, Luke faced about and crossed the parking lot. He went up the stairwell leading to his apartment and disappeared from sight.

The throb of insects singing nearby the dumpster abruptly ceased behind him. A bat hunting low in the darkening air plunged from the sky and smacked into the pavement. In the dumpster a rat nosing its way through the amassed heaps of waste shivered once, flopped to its side and was still.
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Matty was at the kitchen counter mixing a drink when Luke came back in.

He turned, bottle of vodka in hand. He was smiling, his tilted hazel eyes aglint in the kitchen lights. Luke’s heart gave a giddy lurch (as it did every time Mateo smiled at him). It was as if he still couldn’t believe the reality of this beautiful man standing in his apartment, gazing back at him like he was someone special, even though they’d been living together now for two years. Luke came into the living room, shucked his shoes and held up the guitar. “Look what I found,” he said.

Matty’s eyes widened. “Oh? Where?”

“Out by the trash. Look at this thing.”

“It’s hideous.”

“Right?” Luke rounded the cabinet dividing living room from kitchen, carrying the guitar in front of him. “I can’t believe a person would just throw this away.”

“Does it work?”

“No idea. Here, check it out.”

He passed it into Matty’s hands. Matty looked at it, eyes ticking.

“Cute,” he said. “It’s perfect for you.”

He stood it in the floor, leaned its head against the wall. They would both reflect later on their great luck that this was as far as Mateo’s interest in the guitar went that night.

“Drink?” He gestured with the bottle.

“Just one more,” Luke said. “I open tomorrow.”

“Fine,” Matty said, turning back to the counter. Luke heard the cheerful, crystalline babble of vodka splashing into his glass.

They went into the living room with their drinks and sat across from each other in the loveseat. Two round marble-topped tables Luke had got at a steal from the depot he managed bookended the pleated couch and on the one nearest him was a stack of poetry and a glowing ceramic lamp. On the other was a record player, on which was revolving a vinyl edition of Prince’s Greatest Hits. They had no television. Matty wouldn’t allow it.

Luke took a sip of his drink. “Ron drove by just now. When I was outside.”

“Asshole,” Matty spat the word. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. He didn’t notice me.”

“Asshole.” Matty wagged his head, the curls of his sable hair shaking. “Straight up, I can’t understand how people like him still exist. It’s 2017.”

“This is the country we live in,” Luke said.

“I wish he’d go away. Just take that stupid truck of his and drive it right off a cliff.”

“Straight up,” Luke said. He drank.

The stunted malignity that was Ron Hazen had intersected Luke’s life several months before, in the winter of that year, when Luke and Matty first moved into this apartment (Matty, who’d grown up in Kacey, had known Ron much longer). It had been a clear brisk night and they were walking home up Twenty-Third from Sandy’s Bar and Grill, holding hands, when they heard the throaty vroom of a truck coming towards them in the road. It slowed almost to a stop as it drove by, and Luke looked over curiously to see a broad torso in silhouette facing them from the driver’s seat. He had a fleeting foresight of what was about to happen, and then it did, the figure in the truck leaning and shouting “Faggots!” before speeding off, leaving Luke dazed and Matty’s eyes sparkling with tears.

That was how it started. Eventually Luke had to call the police. The harassment abated promptly, but neither he nor Matty harbored any real hope it was truly over. There were days it seemed they would be made to endure the Ron Hazens of the world forever.

“It’s that pompous racist in the White House,” Matty said. “He’s empowered these people.”

“They were always there,” Luke said.

“Maybe. But that smarmy orange-headed fuck certainly hasn’t helped.”

“No,” Luke agreed. “Not my president.”

“Hell no.”

They clipped glasses. They drank, listened to music. Soon they were laughing. After a time they went to bed. They laid down together in the cool spread of sheets facing each other in the dark and Luke ran his hands through the ringlets of Mateo’s hair and pulled him close and after a time they slept.
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Luke worked as one of three leads at a furniture boutique downtown, trading in new and high-end imports. He transferred there from a sister store in Hollywood, spurred by a breakup and a mounting intolerance for life in the city, and he was content with his work, though it hadn’t always been his dream to become a salesman of handmade credenzas and luxury leather chaises. In the past he wanted to be an artist. A famous artist, a painter, with galleries in New York (where he’d gone to school) and Los Angeles (where he moved after dropping out), an Andy-Warhol-esque pop-cultural icon renowned in Paris and Milan, his unique and fervid visions giving shape and color to the aesthetic of a generation. But that was all behind him now. While the appeal of notoriety still shimmered undeniably in the depths of his being, his pursuits had brought him nothing but heartache, and his ambition had long since waned. He was good at his job; he was shrewd, with a keen eye for quality; and he was happier with Mateo than he had ever been before. Now all he wanted was to maintain his life in peace. He clocked out from his shift just after seven the following night. When he came in through the door he found Matty sitting in the couch, hugging his knees. Gawping up at him with haunted eyes.

“Oh thank god,” Matty said.

“Hey babe, sorry. We got a little rush there at the end.” Luke saw the guitar leaning against the armrest and nodded. “Were you able to get it in tune?”

“I didn’t want to text you.” Matty stood, went to Luke and gripped both his hands.

“What’s wrong?” Luke said.

“The guitar,” Matty said.

“What about it?”

That was when he saw the dead cat, lying in the living room carpet like a lump of discarded laundry.

“What’s going on?” he said.

Matty began to explain.
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He had meant to tune the guitar. “I used to play, you know,” he told Luke, guiding him to the couch and sitting him down. Luke stared forward at the cat in the floor, unable to look away. 

“Is that Janie’s—”

“Listen,” Matty said, squeezing his hands.

He’d meant to tune it. Had started tuning it, picking the strings in sequence and turning the corresponding pegs, when he heard Muff mewling at the door. He hadn’t noticed the flies yet.

“Flies?” Luke asked.

Matty gestured at the coffee table. On its fogged glass surface were five or six fat black flies. They weren’t moving and they looked like raisins.

“It happened when I was tuning it,” Matty said. “Before Muff came by.” He swallowed. “One fell on me. As soon as I plucked the low E. Right on my shoulder. I just brushed it away. I didn’t think... I didn’t think about it at the time...”

Muff was a striped brown tabby cat belonging to an elderly woman named Jane, who lived alone down the hall from Luke and Matty. She let him out daily, and he was treated as a communal pet by the residents of their apartment building. The cat loved Matty because Matty fed him tuna out of the can and the refrain of his whining outside their door was not uncommon.

He’d let Muff in but they didn’t have any tuna so he gave him a bowl of half-and-half and fixed a sandwich for himself. They sat in the couch and Matty read and he’d quite forgotten the guitar until the cat leapt down from his lap and started purring, rubbing his cheeks along the sharp swerves of the instrument’s body.

“So I picked it up,” Matty said. He was crying now. “And I played a little song...”

He’d set the guitar across his thighs. Smiled at the cat—blinking up at him, tail swishing—then strummed a quick progression of chords: G, C, D.

Then all the hairs on Muff’s body had bristled up like he was being electrocuted, his tail puffed out, his eyes bulged and the cat fell over without a sound.
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“He’s dead!” Matty cried. “He’s dead and that guitar’s what killed him! Oh, Luke. What’re we gonna tell Jane?”

Luke rose. He crouched over the cat, studying it. It looked dead, all right. He hesitated a moment, biting back disgust, then pressed his open hand into the downy fur over its ribs.

He felt no pulse, no rise and fall of breath. He stood. Wiped his palm on his jeans.

“Well?” Matty said.

“Poison,” Luke said. “Maybe he caught a mouse that ate something bad. Or maybe somebody set out something toxic on purpose. People do that, god knows why.”

Matty was shaking his head.

“No. Luke I’m telling you: it was the guitar. You weren’t here. You didn’t see—”

“Babe that just isn’t possible. You’ve had a shock, and it’s perfectly understandable—”

“Don’t patronize me!” Matty shouted, standing. “Don’t talk to me like that! I saw what I saw!”

“Matty—”

“No! When I was tuning it all the flies in this apartment dropped dead. Fucking dead. I’ve been finding them all afternoon. And when I played for Muff he died too! The guitar is evil!”

“A coincidence,” Luke said. “You’re being ridiculous. Look. I’ll prove it.”

He made to grab the guitar.

Matty shrieked and pounced on him.

They toppled to the floor, Matty screaming, flailing at Luke’s arms, Luke trying to cover up and saying, “Mateo stop it, what’re you doing? Stop—”

Matty pinned him, mounted Luke’s chest and sat glaring at him with nostrils flared, his eyes fierce and intent.

“Mateo—” Luke panted.

“I swear I’ll leave you if you try to play that thing again. I’ll walk right out of this apartment. That thing is bad, Luke. It’s dangerous. It killed poor Muff, and you don’t believe me...”

He was sobbing. He was shivering and weeping like a child having borne some unspeakable trauma. Luke didn’t know what to do.

“Okay,” he said gently, at length. “Okay. I won’t play it again. I’m not saying I believe you, but I won’t play it again tonight. Okay? Will you let me up now?”

“Promise,” Matty said.

“I promise.”

Mateo stood and pulled Luke to his feet.

“How are we gonna tell Jane?” he asked, mopping his eyes with the heels of his thumbs. “What are we gonna say?”

“I’ll tell you what we’re not going to do,” Luke said. “We are absolutely not gonna say Muff was murdered by a killer guitar. She’ll think we’re crazy.”

“It’s the truth. I don’t care what you think.”

“Regardless,” Luke said. “We tell her we found him like that. By the dumpster. She’ll think what I do, which is that he ate something poison. Okay?”

“No,” Matty said. “It’s not okay. You don’t believe me.”

“I have an idea about that too.”

“What idea?”

“I want to run a test,” Luke said. “Hear me out.”
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The next day at work Luke took a long lunch. He went to an electronics store and purchased a set of noise-cancelling headphones and then to the local pet mart where he bought a plastic terrarium, a bag of rodent feed and three live mice. When he came home that night, carrying the terrarium tucked under his arm as the mice coursed within, Matty looked at him and frowned.

“This is awful,” he said.

Luke held up the bag containing the headphones in his free hand. “For you. Don’t lose the receipt. It’s all going back tomorrow.”

“I want no part of this,” Matty said.

He snatched the headphones from Luke’s grasp and walked out the door, slamming it shut behind him.

Luke sighed. He set his keys and the terrarium on the kitchen counter and went and got the guitar.

A few minutes later the mice were belly-up in the floor of the tank and Luke was outside with Matty, struggling and failing to light a cigarette.

“Goddammit,” he said, the tobacco end bobbling, his lighter’s flint wheel rasping beneath his shaking thumb. “Goddammit.”

“Here,” Matty said. He took the lighter from Luke’s hand and struck it and cupped the flame. Luke inhaled. Gasped smoke into the twilight.

“Thanks,” he said.

He smoked. After a time he looked at Matty and said: “I can’t believe it.”

“Believe it,” Matty said.

“How is it possible?”

“How should I know?”

“What should we do?”

“Get rid of it,” Matty said. “I already told you.”

Luke shook his head. He was beginning to calm now. His thoughts were still coming in a torrent, but they were no longer frantic or disjointed. “No,” he said. “It’s too special.”

“It’s dangerous.”

“That’s why we need to keep it. You wouldn’t throw a warhead in the trash, would you? What if the wrong person finds it? Think what they could do.”

“Burn it then,” Matty said. “I don’t like it, Luke. It scares me.”

“It scares me too,” Luke said. Which was true. The guitar scared him the way guns in his proximity scared him. But more than fear or revulsion, he was starting to feel almost as he did in those initial seconds before acquiring some rare product for his store, when he beheld a piece of craftsmanship that took his breath away, or when he came across a neglected gem for sale whose value the owners themselves did not perceive, that he knew at a glance he could flip for a profit. Sometimes these things just leapt out at him, and they were the moments he lived for. He had the same sensation now. A quickening in his blood. The guitar pulsed with a dark allure in his racing mind like a beacon. He had to have it. He did have it, and now that it was his he refused to let it go. A thought was occurring to him now, an idea of how they could make use of such a thing, an awesome, horrible, frightening idea, hastened or perhaps even subliminally prompted by the sound he could hear now thrumming in the backdrop...

“We need to keep it.” He smoked. “It’s safe with us. We can’t just burn it. We can’t. Babe, it’s a real-life miracle.”

Now they both could hear the sound, intruding on the warm summer dusk. They turned to the road in unison and watched for the manifestation it heralded.

“A miracle that kills things,” Matty said.

“Maybe that isn’t always so bad,” Luke said, and Ron Hazen’s truck came into view.

He was at the wheel, leering at them with his gimlet eyes and grinning. He made sure to hold each of their gazes a beat in slow succession—each long instant passing almost audibly: beat... beat... like the clop of nails penetrating the lid of a coffin—and then the exhaust pipe snorted and the truck bucked and zoomed away.

Luke watched him go, cigarette poised, eyes narrowed behind a pall of smoke.
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After disposing of the mice, they did something they usually only reserved for special occasions and broke out their drug box. It was a cedarwood cigar humidor and they sat with it at the glass-topped coffee table and shaved lines from an eight-ball of coke, got good and high and talked things through. “It’s wrong,” Matty said. “It isn’t on us to—” “He’s what’s wrong,” Luke argued. “With the whole damn world. We’ve been given a gift. We should—” “What if we get caught?” Matty cut him short. “Did you think of that?” “How?” Luke responded. “Tell me how they’ll catch us. I’ll wait.” But Matty was silent, and as the night wore on and Luke rattled off logistics and rationalizations, he began to come around. By midnight they had a plan. Later still they were lying in bed on top of the sheets, holding hands and facing up at the ceiling. Neither man could sleep.

“It’s the right thing to do,” Luke said. “Even if it seems wrong.”

“You keep saying,” Matty said.

“He’s brought it on himself,” Luke said. “You think we’re the only people he’s hurt? Guys like him are the reason Matthew Shepard is dead. So many others. This is what’s right.”

Matty was quiet.

“Do you still support me?” Luke asked.

“Yes,” Matty whispered.

“Because if not we’ll call it off. I can’t go through with this unless I know you’re with me—”

“I’m with you,” Matty said.
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Mateo Gutierrez was eleven years Luke’s junior. He was finishing up a general education at the community college (he hadn’t a clue what he wanted to do in the long run, which was fine by him) and spent his summers serving at a breakfast diner on Seventeenth Street. Ron Hazen was a manager at the Panera just up the road. When Matty’s shift was over the next afternoon he took his car to the Panera’s parking lot, sat low behind the wheel and waited. He munched on Takis and spicy tamarind candy sticks, washed it down with sweet iced coffee. When he saw Ron come out, climb into his truck and drive off, he counted backwards from five and then pulled into the street and followed after, hot stomach acid roiling at the base of his throat, heart kicking in his chest.

That night he and Luke inhaled the rest of their coke. They spoke little, frequented the toilet often. It was dark and the city was quiet when they took the guitar and noise-cancelling headphones, loaded them into Luke’s jeep and set off west on Twenty-Third. They drove in silence, broken only by the few directions Matty gave, and did not go far. They saw the truck parked in the road parallel to the sidewalk. Beyond the sidewalk was a dirt yard strewn with cigarette butts, dog turds and the fallen leaves of the oak tree standing over it, and a small complex of single-story townhomes. They pulled up to the curb, killed the lights and sat idling.

The entryways of the townhomes fronted the street. Affixed in the center of each gray door Luke could read a dull plastic letter.

“That’s his,” Matty said. “The one that says C.”

Luke glanced up and down the street. He saw many lighted windows but no one about. He was sweating and his jaw was tight.

“Do you remember how to use the headphones?”

“Yes.”

“Show me.”

Matty held up the device by its band, depressed one of the buttons on the left ear-cup and put the headphones on.

“Can you hear me?” Luke asked.

Matty frowned.

“Straight up. It’s like they aren’t even here.”

“Let me see.”

Matty handed them over. Luke looked at the ear-cup closely, reading the controls by the light of the streetlamp.

“Jesus, babe.” He felt dizzy, out of breath. “You’ve got it on the transparency setting.”

“What? Why does it even have that?”

“I don’t know, but it does. Here,” Luke said. “Try now.”

The headphones worked. Matty gave him the thumbs up and yelled, “Can’t hear a thing!”

“Perfect.”

“What?”

Luke made a gesture and Matty slid the ear-cups down around his neck.

“Okay,” Luke said. “I’m going. Keep those on and keep the windows rolled up.”

Matty’s eyes were huge and white. Luke leaned and kissed him tersely on the lips. “Put the headphones on and don’t take them off until I get back.” He opened his door and stepped out.

The guitar was lying across the backseat. The interior lights came on again when he opened the rear passenger door and Matty was facing back over his left shoulder and watching him. Luke nodded shakily, then seized the guitar and drew it forth. He crossed the street and did not look back.

He could smell in the night air the mist of a freshwater creek burbling nearby. The air was warm but it felt chill in the slick of sweat jewelled across his clammy skin and his hand was sweating where it gripped the neck of the guitar. There was a taste of bile in his throat and his tongue was dry and he was craving a cigarette and he felt a strong need to pee. He was thinking about Ron and his mindless harassment and all the other tantamount injustices he and Matty had experienced together. He remembered the not-so-subtle snickering behind their backs as they sat at a bar in an airport in Flagstaff and the milkshake flung against his chest from out the window of a passing car as they walked the Strip in Vegas and he remembered a tee-shirt he saw once on a man waiting in line at the market right here in town that read: Silly faggot! Dicks are for chicks!

As he neared the door of Unit C a motion detector light came on and Luke flinched and he was a heartbeat away from spinning round and running back to Matty but he affirmed his grip on the guitar and continued forward. He walked, thinking of Matty now; of the tears that sprang into Matty’s baffled eyes whenever they survived some new ignorant encounter—not just the gleefully shouted slurs, not just the giggling at bars or the hurled milkshakes, but the anti-gay demonstrations outside courthouses and on street corners, the horrible bumper stickers, the rhetoric spewed from fundamentalist radio stations, the news of gays beaten while pumping gas, while out on a date, the disquieting reports of gays being slaughtered abroad. He imagined the stony eyes of the legions of men and women—whole continents of them, it seemed—who looked at him and Matty as if they were less than human merely because they loved each other. He thought of Matty and remembered the night he’d first laid eyes on him, dancing in a shitty downtown club those years ago, his hair whipping and bouncing, tawny skin scintillant beneath the whirling disco lights. Luke’s world had changed at that moment, and it was with thoughts of Matty and the life they shared that he stepped up to the door of Unit C
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