
Slice-of-Death

by

John Walters

––––––––

Published by Astaria Books

Copyright 2012 by John Walters

All rights reserved.  No portion may be copied, other than brief passages for review purposes, without permission of the author.

This is a work of fiction.  Any resemblance to actual persons places or events - except those in the public domain - is purely coincidental.


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Slice-of-Death

Afterword for Slice-of-Death

End Notes

Slice-of-Death

I’m trying to isolate when I became aware that things were going wrong - really wrong.  Not just loneliness.  Not just naiveté.  Not just poor grades.

I am living in a dormitory at Santa Clara University, Santa Clara, California.  It is November, 1971.  All around me are dead people, or people who are not yet dead.

In the next room is Jim, who is short, curly-haired, stub-nosed.  He has a roommate but the roommate has never made an impression on me.  Jim is almost never alone, and his roommate is one of the nameless ones who lounge around the room.  I have never seen Jim do anything except two things:  take drugs, and work on his wax sculpture.  It is quite impressive, that landscape of wax.  When I first saw it the project was already well underway, and there were discernible mountains, hills, pathways, roads, meandering streams and rivers.  Jim says it is for one of his classes.  If so, it is the only schoolwork Jim does, at least to my knowledge.  It is mounted on a huge sheet of plywood set on his desk.  He sits next to it with joint or hash-pipe in one hand and lit candle in the other, and adds to it drop by drop.  He doesn’t seem to concentrate on what he is doing; he works on an instinctive level, and is still able to carry on a conversation with those around him at the same time.  But there is something strange about that landscape, something evocative.  When I sit and stare at it, after the marijuana or hashish or psychedelic or whatever I have imbibed begins to take effect, I imagine it as a real place, and I see myself hiking along a wax-brown mountain path, fording a turquoise-blue river, admiring the view from atop a crayon-green hill.

Kelly is in a room one floor down, in a corner of the same wing.  He has chubby cheeks, thick lips, rounded shoulders, and long tangled chestnut-brown hair.  He is a musician, or so he tells us; I have never seen him play.  At the beginning of the term he was nobody special, just one of the crowd who sat in the background in Jim’s room.  He attributes his transformation to a psilocybin trip.  He was out in the wilderness on a hilltop with the rest of his band and they overdosed on magic mushrooms and their minds blew completely away.  They saw something there, or had a revelation; he seems to have a hard time putting exactly what happened into words.  But he has definitely changed.  He is much more flamboyant and extroverted than he used to be.  “I’m right-on,” he says.  He stands, hands in pockets, and looks at you as if maybe you don’t believe him and grins and says, “I may not be right-on...” - then he chuckles as if it’s the greatest joke in the world - “...but I don’t think so.”  It’s maddening, when I am so insecure and unsure of myself, to see him like this, as if he has unlocked the mystery of the universe, and it is something so simple that once you know it you have attained to a higher level of existence from which you will never again descend.  With absolute certainty he says, “Now I’m going to make a million dollars,” and nods and grins and chuckles, as if making a million dollars is the easiest thing in the world once you know the secret.

On the other wing of the L-shaped dormitory complex is a mismatched pair of roommates.  Terry is from somewhere in the Midwest, with long greasy black hair that looks like it’s never been washed, and large brown teddy-bear eyes.  When he first arrived he got into the drug scene in a peripheral way, but then he backed off and started drinking.  Whenever I go to visit Dennis, his roommate, Terry is there sitting on his bed with a bottle of beer in his hand, eyelids at half-mast, silly grin on his face; he raises the bottle as if in toast and exclaims, “This is it, man.  Beer is the answer.”  Cosmic.  Right.

His roommate Dennis is from up north like I am; we come from the same high school, in fact - but we were hardly aware of each other’s existence until we came down here.  He’s got long hair too:  light brown, parted on the side as if he’s let it grow for the first time.  He always wears a tan leather suit that’s black at elbows and knees.  He recently bought a big lump of hashish only to find out he’d been ripped off and it wasn’t much better than dirt; now he’s trying to smoke it all up as fast as he can to cover his mistake.  His other ongoing project is his Japanese-American girlfriend Susan.  “I’m trying to convince her to love me,” he says.  He presents it at an ethereal, metaphysical level, but what it boils down to in his mind is that real love is fucking your boyfriend.

Not far from Dennis and Terry lives Randy.  He has a thin face and mouse eyes and a squeaky voice to match.  In any room he’s in he could win an award for most undistinguished and forgettable persona.  He wanders from room to room looking for people passing joints; he slips into the circle and smokes in turn and nobody bothers to shoo him away, or even notices he’s there.

Then there’s the guy who lives somewhere in the middle of the building, around the junction where the two wings meet.  I’ve never met him, but I’ve seen him in passing:  thin, black-rimmed glasses, freckles, furtive expression.  Out of plywood and two-by-two boards he’s constructed a box around his bed, with a tiny two-foot-square door in the side through which he can get in and out.  I can sympathize with his desire to get away from the input overload, but sometimes I wonder how he manages to change the sheets, and what it must smell like inside.

Me?  I come from a large family and have always been surrounded by people.  In the fashion of the times, I got sick of parents and priests and teachers and so on telling me what to do, and decided to move far away.  When I arrived here and a roommate didn’t show up and I was suddenly living alone in a strange milieu such as a California university campus in the 70s, I took to wandering the halls in search of companionship and drugs.

Then there are the girls.  Not many, and I don’t know them very intimately, but they deserve a mention.  They exist as outside entities, since the boys’ and girls’ dormitories are separated.

There’s Beth, with whom I lost my virginity.  It was in the wee hours of the morning.  I’d been wandering around the campus and had stumbled upon a party that was just breaking up.  I’d been smoking pot and she was coming down off acid.  She was very nonchalant about the whole thing.  “This is your first time?” she’d said.  And afterwards, “How’d you like it?” - but not really caring whether or not I replied.  For her it was ho-hum, and for me it left a vague feeling of dissatisfaction, but at least I was initiated.

Carol has short brown hair cut in a bob; she’s short herself too, with small features.  We got to talking one evening and I think she was waiting for me to make some kind of move, but my shyness kicked in and I drifted away, all the while wishing I’d stayed and pursued it further.

Patty has long blonde hair that goes all the way down to her ass, and round wire-framed glasses.  She’s a California girl through and through.  I met her at one of the few classes I bothered to attend, and for some strange reason she seems attracted to me, but I am too confused and listless to reciprocate.

My older sister goes to the same university, but she’s got her own circle of friends and I hardly ever see her.  She mingles with the beautiful people, the rich and popular.  I can only observe her from afar off, as a fish might observe a bird in flight.  Well, I have my world too:  she goes ever up towards the sun; I go downwards, into darkness.

*     *     *

I arise, sit on the edge of the bed for awhile hoping my thick head will clear, go to the common restroom to take a piss, return and sit some more.  Today I have a psychology class:  two hundred students in a semicircular amphitheater-style lecture room, the teacher so far away I can barely see him.  I’m going to get an F anyway, so what’s the point?  Better to skip it.

I manage to drag myself to the canteen for breakfast.  Out in the bright sunlight, industrious students scurry to classes.  Where do they come from, these diligent pursuers of knowledge?  Certainly not from my dimension.

After returning, shades drawn, I ruminate.  A move has to be made - can’t sit in the room all day.

I go next door to Jim’s.  The door is ajar.  I slip in, find a chair.  Through the semidarkness and roiling smoke I see vague shapes of people I don’t bother to identify.  Jim is at his usual seat, staring at his wax sculpture, candle in hand.  A joint reaches me.  I smoke.  Powerful stuff:  my head buzzes.  I blink, and try to focus on the multicolored wax.  I smoke some more.  And some more.  The room spins.  Voices mumble.  I am aware of each presence in the room.  I cannot understand what they are saying but I can almost understand what they are thinking.  They are thinking about me, talking about me.  I am an outsider; I don’t belong with them, or rather, they belong to something that I do not.  They are wondering how to dissolve my psyche so they can absorb me in some way.  And the music, the ever-present music that is always playing wherever I go, has suddenly assumed a meaning that it never had before.  The singer is part of the inside, not the outside, and is explaining to me through the lyrics and the rhythm of the song just what is happening and why.  

I am transfixed.  A quiet panic builds up and explodes within me.  Surreptitiously I glance around the room, but no one is looking at me - no one seems aware that things are not as they seem, that something has changed in the last few seconds.  They are putting on an act, I’m sure of it.

I stare at the wax landscape, and as I do I realize that it is not a frivolous project that Jim has undertaken.  He has created a map of a real place, and suddenly I realize where it is and how to get there.  And I know that Jim knows that I know, but when I look at him he doesn’t acknowledge the fact, but just continues to hold a candle and let it slowly drip, drip, drip, and with his other hand grabs the joint and takes a drag whenever it passes him.  The candle he is using at the moment is red, and with the wax he is creating a stream of lava that is bubbling over the rim of the crater of a large volcano.  

Charon, that’s who it was, who ferried people to Hell.

Kelly bursts in, stands with hands in pockets, looks around.  I wonder if he is privy to this conspiracy, or if it is random and drug-induced and he is as ignorant
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