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The following are works of fiction.
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PREFACE





Before you begin your journey along The Nod/Wells Timelines, there are a few bits of information I’d like to share that readers, particularly those unfamiliar with any of the stories from them, may find useful.


Each book, and indeed each story in the books containing more than one, set within this universe was specifically crafted as a standalone experience. As such, they can technically be read individually, and in any order a reader might prefer. That being said, they are presented in these omnibus editions in the order they were originally published, which may be considered an “ideal” way to consume them for those keen to avoid “spoilers.”


It is also worth noting that each book from The Timelines features its own unique style and methods of storytelling. This generally makes them rather distinct from one another despite a few common or recurring elements. Thus, I encourage readers to pause after completing each book before diving into the next to “reset” themselves and prepare for an experience that will often be meaningfully different from the one they’ve just had.


Finally, despite their standalone nature, all of the books and individual stories from The Nod/Wells Timelines are ultimately deeply related to one another, with copious references and tie-ins that will often only become apparent as more of the books are consumed. It is therefore entirely possible, and expected, that readers will not catch every such “easter egg” during their first read of each tale as they may lack sufficient context to do so until they’ve completed others. This is intentional and by design, ensuring that The Timelines have as much or more to offer those revisiting them as they do for first-timers.


With all that in mind, happy reading, everybody!










THE BIG MEN










INTRODUCTION







The pursuit of power is as old as human history. In ancient times and in various cultures, it was believed that a person's power, indeed their very essence, could be literally extracted through a variety of means.


The methods by which this was accomplished were largely lost to the ages, or banned and purged from historical records by kings, pharaohs, and the like in efforts to preserve their own power and authority.


Still, the echoes of these ideas and techniques persist. What would happen if a man living in modern society, a descendant of the practitioners of those arts, were to inadvertently awaken such an ability and what would be the consequences of that awakening?










PROLOGUE







Ever since I was a young boy, I’ve had a particular fascination with men of power, specifically, older men of means and grand stature. There’s nothing sexual about it, at least not in a traditional sense. I only mention this because I know such fetishes exist and I don’t want to confuse the issue.


In a lot of ways, it was about symbolism. To me, my youth spent socially isolated as part of a lower-middle-class family, a well dressed, well fed, older man represented a desirable, idyllic lifestyle, an individual who had “made it” in life.


In truth, I found many of the elements of a well put together man’s wardrobe desirable: suits, ties, belts, suspenders, cufflinks, and other such accessories, even vests and certain types of overcoats and hats. These all evoked a similar desire and longing in me but shoes in particular, especially those well made of black or brown leather and well maintained, stirred something potent that stayed with me even into adulthood. It was a sort of covetous lust for the prestige and power they represented in my mind.


I saw these sorts of men throughout my early years. I watched them strolling through the world, completely confident of their greatness and their stations in life. I witnessed their plump midriffs seeming to deflect all obstacles from their paths like the bows of grand ships as they glided along, having and taking what they pleased.


I came to find that there was such a thing as too big. At a certain point, a truly obese man inevitably lost a measure of grace and poise that no amount of tailoring or polished leather could offset but fifty and over? With a bit of a belly in a nice suit and a pair of dark, leather lace ups? Yes, sir. I did indeed want what men like that appeared to have.


I said before that this was not a sexual desire and that is true but as I reached puberty, I began to experience disturbingly-vivid, bordering on erotic, dreams that centered around a common theme of taking the power from these “big men,” which my adolescent brain had become convinced resided exclusively in their shoes. Indeed, the thought of seeing such men laid low, helpless, then taking the source of their comfort and prestige from them by pulling the very shoes from their feet and leaving them with nothing? That did excite me at the time.


And so it was for several years throughout my teens. Occasionally, I would dream or fantasize about well-dressed authority figures I encountered meeting tragic ends– at times by accident, but just as often by my own actions or lack thereof.


Regardless of the scenario, the end of such visions was always the same. The “big man” would end up on the ground, almost always on his back. He would be mostly incapacitated but still aware and twitching or squirming as he tried in vain to escape or recover from whatever had befallen him.


I didn’t imagine them being in pain per se. I wasn’t necessarily interested in them suffering– unless they’d done something to me or I’d seen them be cruel to someone else. In those cases, all bets were off and there was in truth an additional layer of pleasure to the experience.


In any case, as these scenarios played out in my mind, I would be the only other person present and the “big man” would look up at me, whether they recognized me or not, with pleading desperation. They often mouthed or outright spoke words like “Please! Help me! Wait! No!” as I bent down and pulled off their shoes. At this, some would convulse wildly as if they had been exposed to electrical current. Others would seem to somehow sink into the ground or melt into suit-wearing husks, barely recognizable as human. A few would continue to beg and plead for help, and slowly fade away as I studied my newly-acquired prizes.


I never took anything else from them: no wallets, no money, no other items of clothing or jewelry. The shoes I somehow inherently understood held all the power and by taking and possessing them, that power, or at least some portion of it, became mine.


Of course, these were childish fantasies, devoid of any genuine peril or consequence to me or anyone else. I regularly dispatched scores of teachers, businessmen, and fictional characters seen in movies and television shows dozens of times in such visions, only to see them up and about and fit as fiddles, sporting the very shoes I’d pulled from their dying limbs days, or hours, or moments prior.


As I got older, my life became more hopeful and more interesting. Such thoughts and fantasies gave way to more compelling pursuits, like attending college and making the transition into adulthood. In fact, for many years I went about my affairs without any such notions. Then, one day, he walked in…










CHAPTER ONE

The Incident in The Alley







I’d been out of school and working for several years. In a lot of ways, I had achieved a sort of contentment. I lived alone but was generally happy doing so. I’d never been very interested in romance or bearing children. Thus, with a good job and the means to essentially do as I pleased when off the clock, I was as comfortable with life as seemed realistic and that had felt fine to me, if a bit pedestrian.


It was not.


On a Friday evening like many others, I sat in the obligatory bar, which was nestled in the ground floor of the office building where I worked. I was nursing a drink with a cadre of co-workers who were mostly twenty-something men, far too young, fit, and utilitarian in their attire to be anything but regular people like myself. As I casually took in my surroundings, the first real “big man” I’d seen in quite a while entered the room.


He was tall enough to stand out, but not so tall as to loom, with a roundish face that had clearly been a bit more angular and distinctive thirty or so pounds ago. Still, it cast a broad “I’ve got the world by the ass” smile, which immediately caught my eye amid his clean-shaven jaw with just a hint of a five-o’clock shadow. I imagined that his facial hair, had it been allowed to grow, would have likely shared distinguished qualities with the neatly-trimmed, salt and pepper hairstyle that made him a strong candidate for a “this guy’s in charge” stock photo.


The big man ceremoniously removed his long, dark grey overcoat, handed it to a coat check girl near the front of the bar, and revealed a slightly-lighter, grey suit with a crisp, white collared shirt and the mother of all red power ties. It was an ideal shade of red that would have looked ridiculous on a younger man trying to pose as a true wielder of power, but that might as well have been a badge or seal of authenticity on him.


And of course, as he stepped into the room, the big man’s footfalls were audible as his perfectly-polished, black wingtips clacked across the stone floor of the entry way. I was reassured to note that I wasn’t the only one in the room paying specific attention to the new arrival and his footwear as several other bar patrons had noted the sound and cast similarly awe-struck expressions at seeing one of the big boys, clearly a denizen of the upper floors of the building, slumming it in a bar for common folk. Still, I knew it wouldn’t do to look too long or too intensely, so I didn’t allow my gaze to linger on him, at least not right away.


Mr. Big’s entrance had taken me off guard to be sure but I quickly reeled myself back in and reengaged with my co-workers in what seemed to me like a perfectly normal amount of time.


One of my more enterprising colleagues had also noticed the big man’s arrival, most likely for very different reasons. He nonetheless gave me a quick, approving nod as if acknowledging that I’d clued in to an important development at the same time he had, and therefore earned some points in his running assessment of me.


With that, he cheerfully said, “Time for some free drinks!” and started making his way to the bar in the general area Mr. Big seemed to be ambling toward.


Not wanting to immediately forfeit my newly-acquired respect points, I followed my cohort’s lead and another member of our party followed me, seemingly with even less of an idea as to why.


Of course, it only took me a few steps to realize what my co-worker had spotted. Mr. Big was on his way to a section of the bar that had a large group of people dressed very similarly to those in my group, who quite likely worked on another floor, perhaps one a bit higher and more prestigious than our own, in the building. Thus, he was no doubt on his way to bestow congratulations and jobs well done for something in alcohol form to those lucky minions.


I had to give it to my peer. That was a quick observation but I had become fully engaged in the scenario playing out before me and had begun making some observations of my own. At this point, I realized that there was a “big man in training” with the group Mr. Big was approaching. He had likely organized the gathering and turned to greet his superior with a hearty handshake and grin of his own. The big man in training was a snappy dresser in his own right but he lacked the age, girth, and poise to fully carry the clothes on his back in quite the same way as his boss. Still, when the two men shook hands, I could almost see a transfer of power between them. It was as though the younger man were drawing it from Mr. Big little by little with each of those firm handshakes. If only he’d known about the shoes, he could have saved himself a lot of time and effort.


While the only two men in the room who mattered exchanged pleasantries, my group sidled up to but didn’t quite integrate with those already present around the bar. At this point, the guy who had followed me earned his keep by recognizing and striking up a conversation with one of the women in the larger group. By the time we’d all introduced ourselves and exchanged our own pleasantries, Mr. Big was gregariously proclaiming what an excellent job we had all done, and casting his arm about to indicate that we were all indeed in the free drink zone.


Our group’s point of contact, who I quickly realized was smooth in his own right, feigned a “we should go” gesture, which his lady friend immediately dismissed as she simultaneously waved us into the larger group and drink orders began to flow.


I stuck around for a couple drinks to be polite but the fact was that, even before alcohol had done its work on my judgement and inhibitions that night, I had already become positively obsessed with Mr. Big. I therefore wanted nothing more than to retreat to a location across the room where I could properly observe him.


By the time I separated from the group around the bar and made my way to a secluded, two-person booth all but out of sight with spare drinks in hand, the large group had lost about a third of its participants. While still sizable enough to occasionally block my view of Mr. Big and his glorious footwear, it had clearly begun to lose some steam. I feared that the master of ceremonies would grow weary of such common antics, leave his corporate card at the bar with some carefully-worded instructions, and amble off to greener pastures before I got settled into my new vantage point.


As it turned out, Mr. Big was quite the drinker, not only keeping pace and engaging in conversations with the big man in training, but with several of the minions surrounding him. Without fail, each employee he directly interacted with expressed some form of astonishment or humility at being acknowledged by the big man, despite a few of them managing to at least partially conceal it. Still, they all inevitably struck me as zebras who had to their surprise encountered a lion in a particularly-generous mood. All were no doubt pleased at their good fortune, but wary by nature and ready to flee at the first sign of trouble.


This went on for what must have been hours as the big man alternated between standing at the bar and perching on a stool. The perching was the most interesting because he would often hook the heels of one or both of his shoes in the supports of his seat and lurch about, sometimes waving his hands and arms in increasingly-more-exaggerated and less-controlled motions as he spoke. All the while, he seemed to use those locked-in heels for support and balance without ever brushing the uppers of the shoes against anything, and potentially scuffing or otherwise distressing them. A nifty trick indeed, be it intentional and practiced or inherent instinct.


Each time he stood, I was sure it would be to leave but in nearly three hours, he never left the bar, not even to use the men’s room.


Eventually, the big man in training seemed to conclude that there was nothing left to be gained from this particular engagement, gracefully bowed out of the group, and made his way to the exit. Then, something else far more interesting happened. Without their boss there, the handful of remaining minions seemed to almost immediately lose their nerve where Mr. Big was concerned. A few of them made what seemed like half-hearted attempts at conversation but quickly retreated when the boss of bosses didn’t seem to immediately connect with whatever it was they were saying.


“Don’t feel bad fellas.” I’d thought to myself. “I wouldn’t know what to say to a man like that either.”


Sure enough, within minutes of the big man in training’s departure, Mr. Big was sitting alone with the last bartender on duty. His back was to me and I could clearly see the leather soles of his wingtips dangling from the bar stool where he’d once again hooked his heels.


At this point, I also noticed how empty the rest of the bar was. I had managed to sit in a booth that wasn’t being covered by a waitress, so I’d been lost in my observations, uninterrupted for quite a while. I hoped nobody had noticed me studying Mr. Big for all that time but it seemed doubtful as the remaining occupants of the bar were either so smashed or so preoccupied with the business of bringing another Friday night in the city to a close that they paid me no mind at all, which was just as well to me at the time.


Mr. Big did finally end up handing over his corporate card and said something as he did so that made the bartender pause with a “You sure about that, buddy?” expression on his face. He waited a moment longer then dutifully disappeared under the bar and quickly returned with a large shot glass and an old looking bottle of what seemed to be whiskey. He poured what looked like a triple shot into the glass and left it with Mr. Big as he went to the other end of the bar to run the big man’s card.


Mr. Big didn’t hesitate. There was after all no audience left (that he knew of) to witness him. Thus, he immediately and completely downed the whiskey, planted the glass on the bar upside-down, and unhooked his heels from the stool.


As he got to his feet, clearly using the bar for support, the bartender returned with his card and asked in a voice barely audible from across the room, but still a bit louder than was strictly necessary as if to cover his bases, “You gonna be okay, sir?”


Mr. Big waved a hand dismissively and mouthed the words that changed my life forever. “It’s a short walk.”


At this, it was as though my body had been possessed by an outside force. I stood up and made my way around the edge of the room toward the bar’s exit, careful not to attract any attention to myself, or come anywhere near Mr. Big or the diligent barkeep.


Before I knew it, I was outside and crossing the nearly-vacant street to a bus stop just across from the bar. I sat alone on its bench and waited.


At last, my conscious mind caught up with my inebriated animal brain and I became fully aware of what I was doing. I was going to follow Mr. Big home. In my mind, it was a simple enough thing. I wanted to walk behind him, that was all. I just wanted to watch the flashes of light leather as the soles of those no doubt bespoke wingtips peeled off the sidewalk with each step, to hear the satisfying clack of each heel making contact with the ground, and to note the gentle slap of the soles returning to their natural habitat.


I knew there to be a hypnotic rhythm to the sights and sounds of a fine pair of shoes worn by a big man, even one as drunk as Mr. Big was, or was on his way to being after that last triple shot, and I’d be damned if I was going to miss that show.


At this, an unpleasant thought entered my mind. What if there was some super-secret, VIP exit to the bar? Some sort of Bat Cave for big men to make their travels undisturbed? What if Mr. Big’s footfalls were echoing down its halls even as I sat on a no doubt filthy bus stop bench, waiting for an opportunity that would never come?


As fate would have it, there was no VIP exit, or Mr. Big chose not to use it as I suddenly saw him come into view through the glass of the bar’s front door. He retrieved his overcoat from the coat check girl and pressed some bills into her hand. He’d no doubt spent at least a moment on a similar exchange with the bartender, which accounted for his delay emerging from the establishment. Beyond that, he seemed to be in no hurry. Again, there was no crowd, no audience (that he knew of) to witness his exit, which was decidedly less grand and more wobbly than his earlier entrance had been.


Still, when he pushed the bar’s door open and the cool, night air hit his blushing face, Mr. Big seemed to collect himself, and at least somewhat regain his composure and decidedly “big man” poise. He then turned and made his way down the street without so much as a glance back toward the bus stop.


“This is crazy, this is stupid, and this is a bad idea.” Those were the thoughts racing through my mind as I crossed the street and began to follow Mr. Big at what I hoped was an inconspicuous distance.


That lasted for a few paces but I soon found myself slowly narrowing the gap as we made our way past various closed storefronts on the rest of the large block defined by the building we’d both apparently worked and played in for the past day. I looked up at the skyscraper’s darkened windows for a moment and suspected that it might someday bear the name of the man in front of me if he was half the big shot I imagined him to be.


At the end of the block, Mr. Big kept right on walking into the crosswalk without much of a glance to either side. This could have been due to the light being green and the walk sign being on, or due to the fact that there were literally no cars coming from any direction at that time of night. “Not even a police car.” I’d realized in a way that immediately made me feel even more uncomfortable than I already was. It was also possible that being a big man, Mr. Big simply assumed that any car would of its own accord come to a graceful stop in his presence regardless of the rules of the road at any particular moment.


Not being imbued with such powers, and not wanting to get too close, I stopped at the light when the signals indicated I should do as much. I didn’t have to of course. In a way that remained completely rational but simultaneously unnerving, we were still the only two people on either street in sight.


After crossing the intersection, Mr. Big continued in the same direction but his pace began to slow a bit. A fair amount of stagger corrupted his stride as he made his way along the first third of the next block, which consisted of two smaller buildings of equal size, separated by an alley that housed dumpsters and other trash receptacles used by the businesses on the block. In a different city or a worse part of town, such an alley would have been strictly avoided but this was the “good” part of town, and even the trash alleys were kept reasonably clean and well lit.


By the time I crossed the street and resumed my slow-speed pursuit, hugging the wall of the first building on the new block, Mr. Big had almost reached the entrance to the alley and was nearly at a stand still. It was hard to see in detail as the lights in that section of the block were either off or burnt out for some reason but he almost seemed to be down to a shuffle.


I cringed at the notion of those beautiful leather soles being drug along the rough concrete surface of the sidewalk under his weight. Just as that thought entered my mind, Mr. Big stopped completely and I did the same. Suddenly, I felt far too close to him and out of place despite the objectively-reasonable distance between us. I teetered on the edge of panic as I felt certain that, if he turned around or if anyone happened by and saw the two of us standing as we were, I would surely be the one with some ‘splainin’ to do.


I stood there frozen and watched. Mr. Big didn’t turn around. He instead shifted his weight onto his heels, tilted his head back, and said something inaudible from where I stood. I could see a few little puffs of steam backlit by the lights further down the block and I imagined the words they might have contained. Something like, “What the hell.”


With that, Mr. Big staggered forward again, this time listing to the right a bit. No. Not listing, but slowly turning toward the alley entrance. As he reached it, he grabbed the corner of the building with a soft, slightly puffy looking, manicured hand and this time, he did cast a quick look back over his left shoulder, not down the sidewalk, but along the road. He appeared to be searching for any passing cars. Of course, there were none. I could have told him that but as far as he knew, I didn’t exist.


Without any further delay, Mr. Big released his grip on the building and lurched into the alley’s entrance.


A rock formed in my gut. This was it. This was decision time. Everything up to that point was easily explainable as coincidence but if I didn’t turn back and head for home right then? If I took one more step toward that alley? I was in for whatever that meant.


A flurry of scenarios raced through my mind. Everything from him vanishing in a cloud of smoke or without a trace, to a police cruiser rolling up as I reached the entrance, to Mr. Big reemerging from the alley with a cocked pistol, declaring that peons who followed him had to pay the price as he squeezed two rounds into my head.


Somewhere in all that, a decidedly simplistic variant sparked into existence and slowly began pushing the others aside.


“He’s really drunk.” I thought to myself. “What if he passed out in there? He could be lying in that alley right now, belly up, choking on his own vomit with those big feet of his twitching away until there’s no more air… Maybe I save him? Maybe he’s so grateful he gives me the damn shoes, and whatever else I want? Maybe I become his new best friend? Or maybe, I just take the shoes…”


The thought wasn't fully complete in my head as I started moving toward the alley’s entrance. The half-drunk animal brain was back at it but its grip on me didn’t last long despite remaining potent and compelling. I kept walking, once again hoping for the best, even though my gut knew that was wishful thinking.


As I reached the alley, I took a good, long look around. There was still nothing. No other people. No cars as far as I could see in either direction. A few blocks down in the direction we’d been headed, the headlights of a bus were just coming into view as it rounded a corner but I was in the alley before even the world’s most attentive bus driver could have spotted a potential fare.


At first, I thought my “vanishing in a puff of smoke” theory had panned out regardless of its apparent lack of plausibility. There was no immediate sign of Mr. Big. No gun-wielding VP standing his ground. No convulsing pile of humanity at my feet. Nothing. Finally, I spied a bit of Mr. Big’s overcoat-clad back protruding from in between two stacks of crates just past the first dumpster on the left side of the alley.


I stepped forward, aware that if nothing else, I needed to enter the alley further to avoid being seen by the driver or any passengers on the rapidly-approaching bus as it passed. Of course, they’d likely only see my back in any case and almost certainly not see any of Mr. Big considering his position. Still, it seemed a better thing to not be seen at all given the choice.


The engine of the bus was quiet and smooth. I hardly noticed it as I walked forward into the alley and it passed behind me. I felt confident I’d remained unseen, or at least unrecognizable, but at that moment, what had me perplexed was an even mixture of “What the hell is he doing?” combined with “What the hell am I doing?”


The first answer came quickly enough as the bus motor faded away in the background. Mr. Big shuffled back in his makeshift stall just enough that I could intuit what his arms and hands must be doing between the stacks of crates. He fumbled a bit longer with his overcoat, then came the distinct sound of a high-quality zipper being pulled down on a pair of fine trousers.


“He’s taking a piss.” I thought so loudly that I worried for a moment I’d said it out loud but Mr. Big showed no sign of hearing anything. He simply uttered a few barely-audible grunts and sighs as he wrestled his manhood out of its hand-crafted cave and into the cool, night air. At this, he gave a more distinct sigh of relief as a strong and steady stream of urine was heard hitting first the wall in front of him, then a point on the ground that must have been just a few feet in front of his shoes.


“Unbelievable.” I thought to myself as my half-drunk animal brain reasserted itself one final time to silently pilot me down the alley and into a position directly behind the big man. No leather soles or clacking heels on my shoes. No, sir.


In my mind, a rant had begun to take shape. The gist was something about how a guy who had everything, a man who wore clothes and shoes that cost more than my car, and who likely slept in a condo just a few blocks from here that cost more than I’d make in my entire life, was standing in front of me, pissing in an alley because, why? He couldn’t hold it until he got home? He didn’t want to use the men’s room in the bar? He couldn’t bring himself to miss a moment of holding court, even when it was down to the closing staff and a few barflies?


Then it hit me. Sure. Those things might have all played into it but at the end of the day, Mr. Big was decorating this particular alley with his booze-laden piss because he could. A police cruiser could roll up, shine a spotlight on him, and within two seconds of seeing how he was dressed, the cops would end up apologizing for disturbing him and offer to carry him home on their backs.


This angered me– more than anything had in a while. The idea that someone with so much would just do whatever he wanted and think no more of it than a few words mumbled into the night sky… “Fuck this guy!” I’d thought.


By that point, Mr. Big’s stream had started to wane in intensity but there would still be at least a few seconds until he’d finish, send his snake back to its cave, and zip his fly before turning around and politely asking me what in the actual fuck I was doing.


If I’d have known how things would turn out, I would have started walking away right then and there and chalked the whole thing up to a weird Friday night but in that moment, I was just drunk and angry enough to do something stupid. I wanted to throw a wrench right in the middle of Mr. Big’s perfect life, even if just for a second. Even if I just tapped him on the shoulder, laughed in his fat face, and made him jerk his cock and piss all over his big man shoes.


I didn’t do that. Instead, I stayed right where I was with my back practically touching the wall of the alley behind him. I drew in a deep breath as quietly as I could, then yelled as loudly as I dared, “Hey, asshole!”


In my mind, I imagined Mr. Big shuddering in place, perhaps losing control of his nearly-depleted stream of urine, or perhaps not, and growling something like “Fuck you too, buddy.” over his shoulder.


That did not happen.


The first thing that happened was a sharp gasp with the slightest hint of a scream embedded in it. This was immediately followed by labored breathing from the big man as he spun around, creating a fine arc of piss that cut through the air in the alley and deposited a few droplets onto me at various points.


His arms swung loose at his sides and he looked at me with wide, terrified eyes as he staggered backwards until the middle of his back slammed into the corner of the stack of crates that had been serving as the right side of his impromptu urinal. Leaning hard into the crates, his legs started trembling as if they’d not quite forgotten but also couldn’t quite remember how they were supposed to work. His feet firmly planted themselves to the ground but were spread wide from the force of his sudden turn. Most strikingly, his penis and his tie, which had also been set free from the buttoned confines of his overcoat and suit jacket, swung in unison with an inertia that left them briefly swaying side to side like an odd set of pendulums.


More heaving and gasping followed as he tried unsuccessfully to regain his breath and posture and his face took on a fully-red hue surprisingly close to that of the tie hanging beneath it. For a moment, it seemed like he might hold that position against the crates for a time but then, his left hand came up to his chest and he choked out a single word. “Why?”


With that, his head bobbled, his eyes rolled back, and he fell forward and to his left, away from the crates. His momentum caused him to flip over completely onto his back and he came to rest parallel to the alley with his arms and legs spread, cock out, and eyes closed.


At first, I was paralyzed myself. In the seconds leading up to it, nothing so severe had occurred to me as a possible consequence for what I’d done but there Mr. Big was, lying on the ground in front of me. Dead? That was an important question. Was he dead? I willed myself out of paralysis and bent down to look at him more carefully. With relief, I noted two things. His chest was moving and tiny puffs of steam were escaping from his mouth and nostrils.


Okay. Not dead but still not good. Did he have a heart attack? A stroke? Did he just pass out? Would he wake up and if so, when? What would he remember? What would he tell the police about the man who followed him into an alley and nearly scared him to death?


The weight of it hit me like a train and I went down on one knee. “Okay.” I thought to myself. “He’s not dead but he might be soon if he doesn’t get medical attention. Right now, all I did was yell at a guy in an alley. That’s not a crime, at least not a serious one. Even if he ends up pressing charges… or makes some shit up. Fuck! He could do that… Damn right he could! He could say that I dragged him in here and tried to mug him. Say how he was fighting me off when his ticker gave out, or whatever else tickled his fancy. In truth, he could say just about anything he wanted and they’d sure as Hell believe him over me!”


“So, what then?” I looked down at Mr. Big again. His chest was indeed moving, but not in the rhythmic way one might expect. His breathing was shallow and would have likely been unnoticeable if not for the cool, night air.


“I could…” I started to think as a vision of my hands reaching down to cover his mouth and pinch his nose tight crept into my mind’s eye. “Dead men tell no tales. Isn’t that what they say?” but the mere thought of this sent my head spinning.


And so it was decided. I would have to try to get him help but I would have to be smart about it, and fast.


Of course, there was the other matter to ponder. I felt sick to my stomach for even considering it but the simple fact was that things were going to happen the way they were going to happen in either case. I would get to a safe distance and call in an anonymous tip about seeing a well-dressed man lying in an alley, maybe as if from the bus I’d seen, and say how someone should probably check on him. That would be enough to get a cop, or an ambulance, or both to the scene and if Mr. Big pulled through and ended up tying things back to me somehow, then so be it. Yes. That would happen. That was the right thing to do but I also knew one other thing for sure.


I’d likely live the rest of my life and never have another chance like this. I had the opportunity to take the shoes from an actual big man, not some dream or conjured vision, but the real flesh and blood deal. In that moment, the temptation to indulge that long-dormant fantasy was too great and I decided that, whatever the consequences, Mr Big’s wingtips were coming home with me.


I stood up and made my way over to the dumpster near the entrance to the alley. There was no time to hesitate or second guess. No time to peek outside the alley and risk being spotted. I opened the dumpster lid and fished around for a bit until I found what I was after, a plastic bag with some other bags inside it. I found within it a department store satchel with handles in good shape and removed it, then retied the plastic bag and replaced it in the dumpster.


I walked back over to Mr. Big’s nearly-motionless body and squatted near his feet. The big man’s shoes were indeed exquisite, clearly hand made with intricate stitching, and beautifully polished to a bright shine. I opened the department store bag completely and set it aside, then carefully reached down and lifted his left leg off the ground by its trouser-clad shin so as not to scuff the shoe’s upper when I removed it. I pulled the shoe at the heel and was surprised to find it unwilling to separate from its owner’s foot. I pulled again harder but it was no use.


In my mind, I imagined the man’s power, his very essence, struggling to preserve itself against my attempts to take it for my own. Regardless of any truth in that, the shoe had clearly been so perfectly crafted to fit the precise dimensions of Mr. Big’s foot that it was effectively impossible to remove without first untying the laces. With that done, and a quick tug on the leather around the eyelets for good measure, a third, firm pull at the heel removed the wingtip with an oddly-satisfying hiss and pop as the leather insole was quickly drawn along his cashmere sock and a surge of air filled the space that had previously been occupied by his heel.


I felt a sudden rush that was fundamentally similar to the ones I’d imagined in my youth but so much more intense that it literally shocked me and wiped my mind clear of all other thoughts for a few seconds. I forgot about the trouble I was likely in, and the seemingly-grave condition of the man before me. Instead, I took a moment to examine the shoe in the light of the alley as I dropped Mr. Big’s leg and sock-covered foot back to the ground.


As if sensing what was about to happen, I willed myself out of that waking dream and placed the left shoe into the shopping bag.


I repeated the process with the right leg. First, untying the shoe’s laces and loosening the leather before lifting it into the air but as I placed my free hand around the wingtip’s heel to pull it away, Mr. Big’s eyes flung open and his head came up off the ground. He struggled like that for a few seconds, clearly wanting to move his arms and legs but unable to do so. I froze, holding his right leg in the air with the shoe firmly in my grasp. His eyes attempted to focus on me but I couldn’t tell for sure if he saw me, assumed someone was there based on what was happening to his leg, or was simply hoping for the best. In any case, he mouthed and barely croaked out the words that I’d previously only heard in those dark, childhood episodes.


“Help me. Please. Help…” As he spoke, his right foot quivered slightly in my hand as my hold on his leg began to weaken. At this, I pulled off the shoe and his pleas ceased in a sharp gasp.


His head trembled as he raggedly exhaled, then went limp and fell back to the ground. His eyes rolled up then closed again and his right foot, now shoeless, made a single, abrupt twitch, then hung still in the air from his elevated shin.


The rush intensified and almost completely overwhelmed me. My head swirled and my grip on Mr. Big’s leg failed completely. It dropped unceremoniously back to the ground as I struggled, then finally managed to keep hold of the shoe and regain my balance before toppling to the pavement myself. Finally, after several seconds of what I can only describe as an absolute sense of power and satisfaction, I placed the right shoe into the shopping bag and moved to stand.


It was then that my earlier prediction came true. Mr. Big started convulsing and shaking all over. A series of loud burps, belches, and heaves began bubbling up out of his mouth and I soon realized that he was indeed choking on his own bile.


It was eerie how similar what I saw before me looked to what I’d envisioned in my mind before entering the alley. His booze-bloated gut at once seemed bigger than ever and barely contained by the stark, white dress shirt serving as its only remaining cover with the tie and coat layers having fallen away to his sides. The bulk of it had popped out and over his black, leather belt, pushing its gold buckle and the front of his trousers several inches down toward his crotch, and it jiggled wildly as if about to burst. His chest meanwhile moved in staccato pulses, the lungs within it doing their utmost to clear an obstruction but not quite succeeding. As a result, his doughy, sweaty face was rapidly turning from pale, to blue, to purple.


The first difference was that in this very real version of events, his penis was out and oddly appeared to be hardening as though he’d been aroused by the experience. Then, there were his big feet, twitching away to beat the band but somehow completely unimpressive, even in their cashmere socks.


It was at that moment that I realized it was all true. Whatever had been special about this man was gone. I had taken it. He was no longer Mr. Big, lording over the world and doing as he pleased. He was just a fat, old drunk, flat on his back in an alley, choking on his own vomit.


Would the police believe him? Hell no! They’d more likely check his pockets for change while the last bits of life shook their way out of him if they came upon him in this state. Still, I was no killer, at least I didn’t want to be and there was no longer anything to fear from this trembling shell, this husk of a former big man.


I walked over to his side and drove my hands under his right arm and as much of his body as I could. With a great heave, I flipped him over and watched in disgust as a river of puke flew out of his mouth and onto the concrete next to his face. He came to rest on his gut, which somehow ended up mostly under his hips during the flip. It was big enough to push his equally-ample ass up into a not-unsubstantial mound under his overcoat. The coat itself featured a significant layer of grime from the time he’d spent on his back. This made him look even more ridiculous and unimportant than I’d have imagined possible just a few minutes prior.


After a few moments, the flow of bile stopped exiting his mouth and was replaced with raspy, irregular breathing. His eyes remained closed and it seemed likely to me that they’d never open again. In any case, I had no idea what else could or should be done for him and decided that the rest was up to fate.


I picked up the shopping bag and walked past the fat, old drunk on his left side to avoid the pool of sick that had formed at his right. I didn’t look back as I walked down the length of the alley. In my mind, I imagined the former big man dissolving into the ground in the way those in my childhood visions had when I’d finished with them, never to be seen again.


That, did not happen.










CHAPTER TWO

First Responder







The call came in at 1:43 AM early Saturday morning. A nearby patrolman snaked his cruiser through a series of blocks just a few away from the alley and pulled up perpendicular to its entrance. This was partially to block it, and partially to see if the report of a body within it was accurate.


Indeed, it was. Even from twenty-five or thirty feet away, he could clearly make out the form of a large man, face down in the alley. He slipped the cruiser into reverse and backed it up enough to make room for the ambulance or coroner’s wagon that might be needed, then smoothly exited the vehicle with practiced efficiency.


He was an older cop, old enough to command respect from his younger peers, but not so old as to warrant suspicion for not having made it further up the ranks by then. He entered the alley with his hand at his side near his service revolver and called out, “Sir! Are you okay? Sir!” as he approached the man.


There was no response and as the officer arrived, he began to understand why. The smell of puke and alcohol that surrounded the man before him was at first overwhelming. He paused to let his cop brain filter it out before proceeding but was already starting to build a scenario in his mind: Drunk businessman staggers into an alley and passes out before puking his guts out.


“Lucky you,” the cop thought as he came to stand above the slumped form on the ground and noted the sound of irregular, ragged breathing coming from the man’s sick-stained mouth. “If you’d gone down on your back...” he thought but then, seeing the stains on the man’s overcoat, he realized that must have been what happened. “Sure. He went down on his back then flipped himself over just before he blacked out.”


The cop was no detective but he fancied himself a detective in training. He thought that one day he might buckle down and take the detective’s exam, get off the beat, get a nice pay bump, solve some big case, maybe get his picture in the paper.


He snapped out of his musings before they took real hold and thumbed the radio on his shoulder. He called for an ambulance and resolved to use the few minutes it would take it to arrive to work on his detective schtick.


First, he bent down and grabbed the man’s right shoulder, giving it a firm shake. “Sir? Can you hear me, sir?”


No response.


Feeling reasonably confident that this was a classic case of blackout drunk and that the worst of it had passed, the cop tightened his grip on the man’s shoulder and pulled him over onto his back with some effort.


The man’s breathing seemed to spike at this, then quickly ebbed to a less labored state but the cop knew enough to know that it was still far from normal.


Looking at the man before him, he made several quick observations that he felt were the sorts of things a good detective might pick up on at first glance.


For one, this man was clearly some sort of top tier business professional. His clothes, while somewhat dirty and disheveled from his time in the alley, were obviously of very high quality. Most of what he was wearing was likely hand-made, tailored, and no doubt cost a damn sight more than he’d make on the force in several months.


As he looked the man over from head to toe, he made two more observations. The zipper on his trousers was down and the tip of his penis, which had apparently shrunk down to what the cop imagined must be its smallest possible size while exposed to the cold, was barely protruding from his open fly.


The cop’s narrative filled in a bit: Drunk businessman staggers into an alley to take a piss and passes out. Or maybe he slipped on some of it?


At this point, his second observation hit and that one was much harder to reconcile.


“No shoes? Where are the shoes?”


The cop looked around the immediate area but of course found nothing. “What the hell?” he said aloud then reverted to his internal dialogue, reminding himself that there was no one else around to hear him and that cops who made a habit of talking to themselves out loud often ended up regretting it. He refocused and continued his thought. “Surely, this guy hadn’t gotten so wasted that he’d left his shoes at his office, or some bar, or…”


His mind flicked to a faint memory, something about a fancy Japanese restaurant in the area he’d heard about where patrons were required to remove their shoes in a nod to cultural authenticity. That place was close by, just a few blocks by his reckoning, but it still seemed unlikely. Men who dressed like this guy didn’t leave what were almost certainly hand-crafted dress shoes lying around, regardless of how sloshed they got. Of this, the cop felt fairly certain.


So, what then? Someone happened into the alley, found him passed out, and took them? Who? Why? What else did they take? As this thought entered the cop’s mind, he found himself sifting through the unconscious man’s pockets. Most of them were empty, which might have raised suspicion had he not found what he’d been looking for in the inside pocket of the suit jacket, a black, leather wallet crammed with large bills and a dizzying array of plastic cards– including an ID.


“Albert Cox” the cop read aloud as he compared the smirking face on the ID to the slack-jawed visage on the ground beneath him. Sure enough, this was indeed Mr. Cox, clearly having a very bad night.


He returned the wallet to the state in which he’d found it and slid it back into the man’s inner suit pocket, hoping the EMTs and hospital staff would be just as respectful of his property while he was in their care.


So, not robbery, at least not any normal sort of robbery. A bum without any shoes of his own? Highly unlikely in that part of town. The city had its share of homeless but it would be more than a little unusual to find one of them anywhere nearby, even in a trash alley.


He resolved to note all this in his report as the ambulance arrived and backed into the alley entrance. Within a minute, the EMTs had the man’s vitals checked, confirmed him to be unresponsive, and strapped him to a gurney, which they promptly and efficiently loaded into their meat wagon.


The cop observed, noting that the EMTs didn’t take much if any notice of the man’s lack of shoes or his little fella poking out as they worked. It was hard to get a sense of their prognosis as everything happened very quickly but the cop thought he saw an expression on one of their faces that conveyed “this doesn’t look good” as they wheeled their patient past him.


He found himself hoping that Albert Cox would be okay. This was partially to remember his name for the report he was about to write but also because he hated to see anyone suffer.










CHAPTER THREE

Aftermath







The next few days after the “incident in the alley” as I came to think of it were among the most bizarre and surreal of my life.


I had done my part. I had called 911 from a pay phone once I’d gotten a few blocks from the alley and left my anonymous tip with the authorities.


Despite believing at the time that the man I’d left in that alley was no longer anyone special, I was beginning to feel awful, but not as awful as seemed appropriate, about what I’d done to him. Beyond the obvious, I had also walked past at least one emergency phone on the way to the phone I’d used, having felt sure that such devices either had cameras built into them or were carefully placed in sight of existing cameras. Thus, my cold, rational brain, which had kicked into an intense sort of overdrive just before I’d left the alley, had insisted that I avoid any such thing, regardless of what impact that might have on the former big man’s fate.


I knew there was a chance that some unseen cameras along the route I’d traveled that night might have captured images of me, the former big man, or both of us at various points, which should have sent me into a fit of anxiety but at the time, I found myself in a sort of detached bubble, drowning in a radiant flood of power that saturated and otherwise overwhelmed my mind.


By Monday morning, the local news had begun reporting on the incident and I found myself for the first time able to feel genuinely conflicted about what had happened as the emotional facets of my brain began to fully reassert themselves.


From a handful of TV news spots and articles, I pieced together that one “Albert Cox” had been found near death. Those words blazed in my mind each time they were read or heard.


The media indicated that Mr. Cox had indeed suffered a near simultaneous stroke and heart attack and was currently recovering in the Intensive Care Unit of the city’s most prestigious hospital.


There was a surprising lack of detail to the stories. They contained nothing about him relieving himself, the state in which he was found, his intoxication, or his missing shoes.


I imagined that the PR folks from our company had been working overtime all weekend to ensure that nothing too salacious or potentially damaging made its way to the press but it was still peculiar to have so little information presented about an event I’d experienced so intimately.


Regardless, the man was no doubt in bad shape, but just how bad and would he eventually recover? Part of me remained oddly detached and indifferent but a growing spark in my mind very much wanted that. Even if Cox had been a ticking medical time bomb and the start I’d given him would have been replaced by a car horn or a random bit of breaking glass in an alternate reality, the fact remained that what I had done to him in that alley had triggered his collapse as surely as if I’d shot him with a gun. No amount of convincing or rationalizing could change that in my mind as it regained the ability to think more completely and less instinctually.


I desperately wanted to know more, to know just what sort of person he really was. I’d seen so little of the man that night in truth. Certainly, it hadn’t been enough to know beyond doubt whether or not he truly deserved what was happening to him, what I’d done to him.


In this, I wasn’t simply thinking about scaring him senseless. I was fully considering the potent rush of power I’d felt when pulling the shoes off his feet. Had I really only robbed him of mere symbols or of something more precious? More importantly, had I done it willfully like some sort of vampire, knowing if only instinctively that I was dooming him to a slow death, unable to recover without what I’d taken?


My rational mind believed that was nonsense, knew there was nothing scientific or traditionally reasonable about that premise, but I couldn’t ignore what I’d experienced. Cox had gotten worse, only able to move his head, after I’d removed his left shoe and there was no denying the potent and nearly-immediate effect on both of us when I’d removed the other one.


Crazy as it felt to think in those terms, there was one final fact that made it all so. I crossed my apartment and retrieved the department store shopping bag I’d stashed in a closet. One by one, I pulled out Cox’s wingtips, placed a hand inside each, and pressed their soles to my chest. There it was… a tingle… a resonance, a final remnant of the power I’d taken from Albert Cox. It was so embedded in the shoes themselves that it could’t be fully extracted or consumed. I could feel him, indeed see him lying in his hospital bed, clinging to life as machines beeped and hissed all around him.


I pulled the shoes away from my chest and replaced them in the bag as the vision of Cox’s hospital room faded from my mind.


I returned to work that morning and did my best to spend the next few days on autopilot. Some of my co-workers mentioned Cox and what had happened to him. In particular, those who had been with me at the bar that night, but nobody seemed too knowledgeable or broken up about it. To them, Cox was so far above their pay grade as to be completely un-relatable. A few offered general words of sympathy in the way one might react to hearing of a stranger’s pet being hit by a car but for the most part, things returned to business as usual at the office by the middle of the week.


It was around that time that I started to crash. The high from the rush of power I’d pulled out of Cox was rapidly fading. It had wreaked havoc with my mind, effectively shorting out my emotional capacity, empathy, and moral compass at first but It had also kept me focused and free of the worst of the guilt and paranoia that otherwise would have crippled and consumed me for nearly a week. Thus, as I sat in my apartment on that Thursday night, feeling the last of it slip away into the either, I began to sense the truth of what I was about to face.


Apparently, a big man’s power was not infinite and was squandered quite easily in the hands of a commoner such as myself. I retrieved Cox’s shoes from the shopping bag and pressed them to my chest again. Still in the hospital. Still very weak but somehow more stable. To me, he seemed less nearly dead and more nearly alive.


The tingle was still there too but it felt hollow and hardly noteworthy in the absence of the true power I’d been experiencing for the past week. 


Slowly, I became aware of a throbbing in my head. It was vague at first but I could feel that it was on the rise as though it were actually quite strong, but being mitigated by something that itself was gradually waning.


By the next morning, the pain was becoming intense and it was increasingly difficult for me to think clearly.


I popped a couple maximum strength pain relievers, which had absolutely no effect.


This would not do.


I called in sick, feeling weak and dim in a way that I never had previously. I needed to do something, anything to regain a state close to normalcy, or better yet, another rush of power.


At this thought, I recoiled a bit. Was this what it was like to be a junkie? As if on cue, my mind turned once again to Cox, lying in his hospital bed. I had his shoes. If I took them to him, could I re-fill them somehow?


This was of course no option at all. The man surely had next to nothing left to give, if he ever would again. He was also no doubt being watched like a hawk by more than a few interested parties, and most importantly, even if it were possible, something like that would almost certainly finish him off for good.


No. Albert Cox was off the menu, at least for the time being. That thought caused me to recoil even harder but then, a new notion pinged clearly in my mind with enough intensity to quell the throbbing for a moment. I’d been preoccupied with Cox for obvious reasons but there were plenty of other big men in the city and many of them likely oozed with even more power.


Could I do that? Could I figure out a way to take their power without hurting them, or at least without doing any serious or permanent damage?


Was it even possible?


The pounding in my head ratcheted up to a new level and I sensed it would only be a few more hours before I wouldn’t be able to think at all, or worse. I decided it was time to find out– one way or another.








CHAPTER FOUR

The Pacifist





The fact was that there were plenty of big men in the city. The problem was that they tended to move in tight social circles that were difficult if not impossible for lowly, common outsiders like myself to penetrate without invitation.


On most nights, Cox for example would have been deeply ensconced in the bowels of some secluded and exclusive place, sipping whiskey and rubbing elbows with other big men who were living similar lives of their own. It was Cox’s willingness, or perhaps a need or desire on his part, to slum that had cost him so dearly.


Still, there was one relatively easy point of entry into the world of big men that came to mind. It would require a bit of finesse and some acting but with the right approach, I might find a means to save myself, and hopefully not hurt anyone else, before it was too late.


The gay bar close to my office building was still very much in the “good” part of town and was nearly packed most nights with well dressed and groomed men of various shapes, sizes, ages, and ethnicities, looking for a hook up, or something a bit more serious. I’d walked past it many times over the past few years and had indeed noted the presence of several big men holding court inside its windows on various occasions.


On that Friday afternoon, I intended to enter the establishment to make the acquaintance of any big man present. I knew my chances of passing for gay in such a venue were slim to none but I’d hoped I might at least find a sympathetic ear, or someone to call 911 when the rattling in my brain peaked and I eventually collapsed in agony.


It was far too early for the typical Friday-night crowd and I at first thought I might be out of luck but then I spotted him.


Perched atop a bar stool, alone, at a small, round table, a big man if ever there was one sat in a tailored, reddish-brown suit with a matching, salmon colored dress shirt and socks that led down to a dazzlingly-polished pair of dark brown cordovan cap toe lace-ups.


The man was clearly peacocking, almost begging for attention with his wardrobe choice. He was likely a bit older than Cox, with an even more tightly trimmed head of grey hair and a thick, but neatly trimmed, full beard. A pair of slightly tinted, gold-framed glasses perched above his majestic facial hair, giving him a wise, almost regal appearance.


I wasted no time, desperate to relieve the pounding in my head. I strode purposefully across the room, careful not to engage or make eye contact with anyone else along the way.


I reached the big man’s table, collected myself to the extent I was able, and spoke directly to him. “Could I buy you a drink?”


He pondered me curiously at first as if contemplating the odds that some other regular patron had put me up to engaging him so directly. He frowned slightly but then seemed to perk up at the prospect of a genuine encounter. “Whiskey Sour, if you please,” he said finally. “They know how I like it.”


Without hesitation, I walked over to the bar, ordered two Whiskey Sours and returned with them in hand.


I paused after placing his drink on the table in front of him, gesturing to the empty stool at the other side as if to ask, “May I?”


He seemed genuinely amused by this and made a flashy gesture of his own while saying, “Of course, sir.”


We each took a sip of our drinks. He had one he’d already been working on when I’d first arrived, so the one I’d bought remained untouched. He then spoke before my clattering brain could piece together what to do next.


“I give you full marks for initiative, good sir, but I must admit, I’m a bit surprised by it. Most of the boys here either want nothing to do with me or are scared out of their minds to speak to me, much less offer to buy me a drink out of nowhere.”


“I…” I started to say but he cut me off with a somewhat dismissive gesture that couldn’t help but rub me the wrong way.


“And, if I may be so bold, good sir, you don’t really look the part,” he said, gesturing to me
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