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Chapter One

"What the fuck is that on your head?"

Ed Smith stared at his passenger, Shane
Spew. He wasn't sure whether that was his real name. It sound liked
something he made up, a stage name adopted by the front man of a
Sex Pistols tribute band. Spew was wearing a thing on his head that
made him look like a prehistoric insect–a mechanical prehistoric
insect.

"Night vision," Spew said. "You know, it
lets you see at night."

Smith didn't like his tone of voice. It was
as if he were speaking to a mildly retarded non-English-speaking
child.

"I know what night vision is," Smith
said.

"I don't think you do."

"I don't think you really need those. I can
see pretty well and it's right across the street."

Spew fiddled with his goggles.

"Got these in the big sandbox. Makes
everything look like you're looking through a bottle of
Nyquil."

"Nyquil?"

"Everything looks all green and shit. One
night, we were Oscar Mike, about fifty clicks outside Baquba. I was
riding shotgun and watching the desert. Saw Haji about 200 meters
out with an RPG. Clear as fucking day, but all green and shit.
Spunkmeyer lit 'em up with the .50. Nothing left but some teeth and
stuff that looked like Jell-O."

Smith had heard the story before. Spew loved
that story. He told it every chance he got, making himself into the
hero of Operation Iraqi Freedom. He left out the part where the
Marines booted his ass from the Corps because he was wrapped
tighter than a virgin's vagina. He was in country for a week before
he bugged out and shot up the latrine because he thought Haji was
in there taking a dump. Turned out to be Captain America, and while
nobody really liked Captain America, you just don't go shooting up
the shitter. There are rules.

His stint in the Corps was legendary. There
was the time he blew up the wrong bridge and the time he bounced a
40mm grenade off a tree and accidentally fragged a lieutenant. And
the time he . . . well, he was tightly wrapped and a fuckup, a
lethal combination, and while being able to inflict lethal force
was seen as an advantage in the Corps, being a tightly wound fuckup
wasn't and he was given an honorable discharge.

Smith and Spew were far from that craziness.
They were sitting in a Ford Focus, a nondescript car, on a
nondescript street, in a nondescript suburban subdivision, on the
edge of the nondescript small town they called home.

Nondescript was good, Smith always thought.
He went out of his way to be nondescript. He lived his life being
nondescript. Nobody can describe nondescript to the cops. Shit, he
always thought he was blessed to be born named Smith. That was
about as nondescript as you could get.

Spew rummaged through his duffel bag,
equipping himself for the night's mission, attaching all sorts of
weird tools to his utility vest. Finally, he pulled out a torque
wrench and said, "It's go time."

Smith shook his head.

"Is that a torque wrench?"

"Yeah, duh," Spew said, as he slipped it
through a loop on his belt.

Smith sighed.

"Hey," Spew said, "this is my area of
expertise. If you want to go do it without a torque wrench, be my
guest."

"Just go."

Spew opened the car door and crept out.
Squatting, he looked around, lowered his night vision goggles and
ran, crouching low, across the street.

Face first into a telephone pole.

He woke to Smith standing over him. His
night vision goggles were shattered. A piece of a lens was embedded
in his forehead. Blood ran into his eyes. He blinked
repeatedly.

"I told you I don't think you need those things,"
Smith said.

Walter Nunn slept the sleep of a child inside his McMansion. He
slept well these days. After a long search, he had found peace.
Sure, some people thought he was crazy, but it really worked. You
just had to let the program do its magic.

At first, his friends were concerned. It was
like Scientology or some shit like that, they said. That guy, Papa,
was a con man. It was a cult. It was dangerous. Papa was a fucking
lunatic. Nunn was an idiot for falling for his bullshit.

Nunn wasn't buying any of it. It gave him
peace. He had tried Jesus, Yahweh, the Maharishi, Cocaine and Jack
and a bunch of other shit to quiet the self-loathing that had
chewed at his soul all of his life. None of them gave him this
feeling, this contentment, this peace. His friends, as far as he
was concerned, could go to hell.

Next to him was the blond and practically
pneumatic Traci With an I. Everybody called her that because
whenever she met someone, she introduced herself as Traci With an
I. She thought it was quirky. Everybody else thought it was fucking
annoying and just used it to mock her, something she never seemed
to notice.

Traci With an I wasn't sleeping as well. She
couldn't get used to the bulky brace on her right knee, the result
of her recent surgery. She hurt herself on the job, tearing her ACL
when she fell off her six-inch platform shoes on the runway at
Nunn's club.

Nunn was nice enough to take her in while
she rehabbed. He was merely following one of the church's
commandments – what goes around comes around. It was a variation of
the Golden Rule, the notion that you scratch my back, I'll scratch
yours.

But tonight, there was no back scratching
going on. Nunn dreamt of strippers wearing knee braces, twirling on
the pole while red and blue stage lights reflected off stainless
steel orthopedic appliances.

He was about to tuck a dollar bill into one
of the stripper's knee braces when his dream was interrupted by
Traci With an I shaking him awake.

"Walt, honey, do you hear that?" Her voice
had the nasally regional accent common in this part of
Pennsylvania, like a band saw cutting through corrugated steel.

Nunn mumbled something. He wanted to get
back to the strippers of his dream.

Traci With an I sat up straight in bed and
tilted her head, reminding Nunn of a semi-intelligent dog, maybe a
Labrador. She listened. The sound was gone. It was quiet.

"Must be hearing things. I swear I heard
something outside."

She looked at Nunn, anticipating a response.
Nunn snored.

Traci With an I laid her head down and drifted off.
She dreamed of knee braces too.

In
the driveway, Spew was under Nunn's Mercedes, grappling with the
torque wrench and swearing under his breath.

"Fuckin' German engineering shit."

Smith waited impatiently in the car. He tried to find something
on the radio to calm his nerves. Some soothing music would have
been good, but he wasn't finding any. There wasn't much on at four
thirty a.m. He scanned past station after station of preachers
describing the variety of miseries that awaited people like him in
the afterlife.

Lakes of fire. Eternal torture. The
screeches of the damned piercing the very synapses of your slowly
rotting brain like a red-hot knitting needle jammed up your nose.
He settled on a station where some guy was droning on about how
UFOs are really time machines and space aliens were really people
from the past, or maybe the future, or maybe another dimension.

Right about now, another dimension sounded
pretty good to Smith. This was taking way too long. Spew banged
into the passenger door and slid into the car, grinning at
Smith.

"Piece of cake," he said.

Smith started the engine and put the car in
gear.

"What're you doing?" Spew asked.

"Getting the fuck outta here."

"We have to watch."

"No, we don't."

"It was part of the deal. I told Papa I'd do
it, but I get to watch."

"Jesus…"

"Jesus ain't got nothing to do with it. Papa
said I get to watch. You want to fuck with Papa, go ahead."

"Shit," Smith said, killing the engine.

You didn't fuck with Papa.

Dawn
came and went. Smith looked at his watch and figured he had been
sitting in the car for about eight hours. He tried to read a book
he found under his seat, "Double Indemnity." But he couldn't
concentrate on the words. He fidgeted in the seat. He gave up hope
of ever regaining feeling in his ass hours ago.

Spew was leaning against the passenger
window, sleeping. A line of drool ran from his chin to the chest of
his Megadeth T-shirt. It looked like the skull on his T-shirt was
weeping.

At about eleven, Nunn walked out the front
door and headed to his Mercedes. Smith woke Spew by smacking the
back of his head. Spew shook himself awake. It looked like he was
used to being awakened by being smacked on the back of the
head.

They watched Nunn climb into his car and put
the key in the ignition. They flinched as he turned the key.

Nothing.

"Fuckin' German engineering shit," Nunn
muttered as he twisted the key more violently, somehow believing
that would resurrect his car.

The car was dead. He went inside and called AAA.

"What the fuck?"
Smith asked.

"Oops."

"Fuck."

"Yeah. Fuck. That's what I meant."

"What the fuck happened?"

"You saw it. Nothing happened."

"Something was supposed to happen,
right?"

"Well, it didn't."

"Jesus."

"I said oops."

Nunn
watched from his living room window as the AAA guy pulled his
wrecker into the driveway. He went to the door and yelled, "Keys
are in it. Be out in a minute."

He went back to the kitchen where Traci With
an I was drinking coffee and reading "People."

"It says here," she said, "that that guy on
that TV show with all the kids was screwing around on his wife.
That bastard, screwing around on her while she's stuck at home with
all those kids."

Nunn had no idea what she was talking
about.

"Listen to this," she continued, "he says
that people are being too harsh in judging him, that they should
mind their own business. He's on TV and we're supposed to mind our
own business? Some people."

"Tow truck guy's here," Nunn said. He bent
down and kissed Traci With an I on the forehead.

The AAA guy slid behind the wheel of the
Mercedes and turned the key, just in case this numbnuts didn't know
how to start his Mercedes.

Nothing.

He popped the hood, and when he lifted it,
he immediately diagnosed the problem. The positive terminal on the
battery was disconnected. The AAA guy thought it was weird, but
what did he know.

"Fuckin' German engineering shit," he
mumbled as he slid the lug over the terminal.

Those were his last words.

 



Chapter Two

Nunn had just made it to the front door when everything turned
white and then black. Next thing he knew, he was waking up on the
living room floor with a headache that brought back memories of his
coke and Jack days. He heard Traci With an I moaning from the
kitchen.

Nunn started to sit up, but the pounding in his head
convinced him it wasn't such a good idea and he fell back to the
floor. He heard Traci With an I coughing in the kitchen. Then, he
heard her cry, "Walt, my knee!"

Three blocks away, the UPS man was leaving another McMansion.
He had been making a delivery. Kind of.

He was, in fact, picking up a little MILF
action. Tons of that in this subdivision, Green Acres. Green
Fucking Acres, the UPS guy called it when talking to his fellow
drivers. Lots of desperate housewives out there in Green Fucking
Acres, he liked to say. These women watched that TV show and it
made them feel obliged to fuck the UPS man.

That was all right with the UPS guy. He
thought it was one of the greatest TV shows ever.

He was practically skipping when he returned
to his truck. As he slid the truck's door open, he felt a hand slap
his ass. Oh, man, he thought, she wants to do it in the back of the
truck. He always fantasized about that, screwing a desperate
housewife among the Amazon.com packages.

He turned, expecting to see a cougar ready
to pounce.

Lying on the ground at his feet, instead, was an arm.
It wore a sleeve bearing a patch that identified it as belonging to
an authorized AAA service member.

Smith screeched the Focus around the corner, straightening it
up on the main road and pushing the little car to its limits,
hitting nearly 70. Fire trucks, sirens blaring, passed going the
other way. The guy on the radio was interviewing some trailer park
denizen from Arkansas who was describing his abduction by some
little gray men.

"And then one of them – he sort of looked
like that guy on the TV, Larry King – well, he, um, well, it was
like, um, you know, like when the doctor puts his hand up your
butt…"

Smith snapped the radio off.

"Fuck," he said.

"Yeah. Fuck."

"Is that all you got to say?"

"Um. Oops?" Smith rolled his eyes. "How are
we – I mean – how are you going to explain this?"

"What? Oops pretty much covers it, doesn't
it?" Spew pulled out his cell. Smith slapped it from his hand.

"No. A pay phone."

"Fuck's a pay phone?"

Kids today, Smith thought.

Smith had wondered about the wisdom of killing Nunn by blowing
him up in his car and had shared his concerns with Papa the night
before. It seemed as if that kind of thing would attract a lot of
attention.

Papa insisted, saying it was part of the
plan. He had someone on the inside, someone who could control
things and deflect suspicion by making Nunn's explosive death look
like part of a jihad against him. The feds were all busy chasing
imaginary terrorists anyway. This would give them one more to
pursue.

Papa showed Smith a note he had composed
with letters cut out of magazines and newspapers. It was a screed
against Nunn's strip joint and its role as an affront to Islam,
being as it featured naked women and drinking and other things that
were signs of a decadent, depraved culture.

Smith skimmed the note. He was impressed
with its authenticity, the misspelled words, the fractured grammar,
the random use of capital letters. He did have one concern.

"This part," he said, pointing to the
offending passage. "I really don't think Islamic terrorists issuing
a jihad would use the phrase 'shaking their lady parts for to
engorge us with hard-ons.' "

"Really?" Papa asked.

"I'm pretty sure Islamic terrorists wouldn't use
'hard-ons.' But hey, I could be wrong."

Smith had to drive around for half an hour to find a pay phone.
Used to be one on every corner. Smith felt old. It was getting
harder and harder to live the life. He enjoyed it more when it was
easy and all he had to do was collect money from bookies and
degenerate gamblers who never knew when to stop chasing the big
win.

He found one mounted on the
wall outside a check cashing joint. Spew dropped some coins
into the slot and punched the number.

"Dude's gonna be pissed," he said.

"That's your problem," Smith said, leaning against
the wall. "Just make sure you tell him 'oops.' "

The
phone rang behind the bar at The Happy Beaver. The name was
unfortunate, but it was better than the alternative.

When Nunn opened the place – back when he
actually spent time there – he thought about calling it something
classy, like Cashmere or Sensations. It turned out those names were
taken. So it came down to The Happy Beaver or Walter's Pussy Barn.
He put it up to a vote. The dancers thought The Happy Beaver
sounded better than Walter's Pussy Barn. Classier.

Soshi, the bartender, answered the phone.
Soshi wasn't her real name. Her real name was Brenda. Soshi, she
thought, sounded more exotic than Brenda. Brenda sounded like
someone you take home to mom. Soshi sounded like someone you take
out to the parking lot. Someone named Soshi made a lot more in tips
in a strip club than someone named Brenda.

"Happy Beaver," she said, cheery.

"He there?" the voice asked.

There was only one "he." And he was
there.

"Papa. Phone," she said.

Papa – Philo Papadopoulos – was in the
middle of interviewing a new dancer, trying to come up with a good
stripper name for her. Her name was Kathy Conley and Papa had
suggested "Cat, like pussy cat" when Soshi interrupted.

"Yeah," he said into the phone.

"A little problem," Spew said.

"Not on the phone, asshole. Put Smith
on."

There was some noise and then Smith came on
the line.

"What the fuck's wrong with you, putting
that shithead on the phone?"

"I told him he has to explain what
happened."

"Well, whatever happened, you can tell me
about later, OK? You know where. About half an hour."

Papa turned back to Kathy. She had told him
she was a law student and needed money to pay for school. Papa
liked that. He already had a dancer who was a doctoral candidate in
Hellenic studies, another who was a sociology undergrad and two
others who were investment bankers who lost their jobs when their
firm imploded.

"So, Cat?"

"Yeah, I'll be Cat."

Half
an hour later, Smith and Spew sat outside an old church. Years ago,
it had been a Lutheran church, closed when its congregation fled
the city for the suburbs. It was a bar for a few years and then a
punk club and then a vacant building that offered shelter to
junkies and crack whores. Most recently, it had been a Pentecostal
church, which dissolved after the minister was found in his office
speaking in tongues with a member of his flock.

Now, it was the worldwide headquarters for
the First Church of Elvis, Scientist.

It was Papa's church, conceived during a
religious epiphany that happened to correspond with a late night,
self-pitying, broke-ass drunk. Smith was present at the conception
of this new way of faith.

He was Papa's bag man. It was a decent gig.
The hours weren't bad and the pay was good. All he had to do was
kick up a percentage of what he collected to Papa and everything
was kosher. He just sort of fell into it. He had been a bartender
at a club Papa frequented. One day, he was sitting behind the bar
reading "The Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire" when Papa said, out
of the blue, "You seem like a smart guy. You want a job?"

"I have a job."

"No, a better one."

And that was that. Papa figured any guy who
read books that didn't have pictures of naked women was some kind
of genius. He had enough idiots working for him. A genius would be
a nice change of pace.

Smith said, "Why not?"

Smith had no illusions about the job. He
knew who Papa was and what he did for a living. He figured it
wouldn't be too bad. All he had to do was collect money. No muscle
required, for the most part. For that, Papa had Fat Sam, called so
because he weighed about 450 pounds and was expanding at
approximately the same rate as the universe. Once, on a bet, Fat
Sam ate 100 pieces of fried chicken – no wings – in one night at a
neighborhood tavern. He looked like someone had tried to stuff 450
pounds of shit into a 50-pound bag. His features could best be
described as melted. When someone needed the shit kicked out of
him, Fat Sam was your man, provided he could catch his prey or
somebody held it down.

Papa, on the other hand, looked like a gnome
– a ring of graying hair on his head, playful eyes, and a crooked
grin, like a character from "Lord of the Rings," one of the
benevolent ones. He wasn't exactly benevolent, though. He was a
small-time crook in a small-time town, a little Pennsylvania
shithole that had seen better days. It was said that he had
connections to the Jersey mob. Which was true. He was pretty much
an employee of more powerful mobsters in Jersey. As long as he sent
money, they left him alone.

It was also said that anyone who crossed him
wound up getting a visit from Fat Sam. The last thing you wanted to
see was Fat Sam darkening your door. In a lot of cases, it was the
last thing you saw before Fat Sam ran you through the car shredder
at his cousin's scrap yard, or worse. Rumor had it Fat Sam once
dismembered a guy who had crossed Papa and ate him. It wasn't true,
of course. He fed the guy's dismembered remains to the Dobermans at
the scrap yard.

That night, Papa was talking about his
favorite topic, making money. Rather, he was bitching about it. He
was involved in some smalltime stuff – bookmaking, loan sharking,
running some of the nastiest, most disease-ridden whores this side
of Tijuana. He was plankton in the organized crime food chain. He
knew some guys and had done business with them, mostly sending a
percentage of his proceeds to them to maintain exclusive rights to
his territory.

He made a good living, but it wasn't as good
as it once was. The state stole a lot of the gambling business,
what with casinos and lotteries. The credit card companies horned
in the loan sharking business. All of the disease-ridden whores
went into business for themselves, advertising for free on
Craigslist. He couldn't get into the big money with drugs because
Jamaicans from New York had tied up that market and the last person
who tried to compete in the marketplace wound up having a business
meeting with a chainsaw.

Compounding his problems, the town's blue
collar jobs had migrated overseas or to places where people worked
for trinkets and bright shiny objects – China, Indonesia, South
Carolina. The suburbs were full of people who commuted to more
prosperous cities and who had moved here because of its depressed
real estate prices. The pool of disposable income residents of the
small town could throw Papa's way was a puddle.

He made a living, but he wasn't getting
rich, and more than anything, Papa wanted to be rich. He liked to
say that he wanted to have "fuck you money." He wanted to have
enough cash to be able to say "fuck you" to anybody, which struck
Smith as odd because Papa wasn't exactly inhibited in that regard
now.

They were sitting at the bar of the Fish and
Rifle Club, the place Papa went to collect his football book and
count the proceeds from the weekend, when the old gnome uttered,
"Look at this shit. Why even fucking bother?"

"The Steelers fucked us," Smith said.

Fat Sam grunted. Fat Sam probably hadn't
spoken three words in all the years Smith had known him. He
communicated through a range of grunts, hand gestures and scowls.
His point usually got across.

"This is fucking pathetic," Papa said.

He looked pensive, staring into the distance
sipping vodka.

"You know, that fuck L. Ron Hubbard had the
right idea," he said.

"L. Ron Hubbard?" Smith asked.

"Yeah, science fiction writer. Pretty shitty
one at that. He came up with the idea for Scientology, figuring
that was the way to get rich, start your own religion. He figured
people will believe any kind of crazy shit and give you money if
you're the one telling them all about that crazy shit."

Smith said, "You're out of your fucking
mind. People won't fall for crazy shit."

"They do it all the time. Jesus, if it
weren't for people believing crazy shit, civilization would
collapse. People need to believe in crazy shit. Keeps them from
jumping off buildings."

Smith supposed Papa was right. People did
believe some crazy shit. He wasn't one of them.

Papa continued, "I mean, shit, look at
Scientology. They believe aliens came here from another planet on
spaceships that looked like DC-8s and were dropped in volcanoes or
blown up with hydrogen bombs or some shit like that and that's
where human beings came from."

"You're shitting me. People buy that?"

"Lots of people. Rich people. Tom Cruise.
He's one of them. So's John Travolta."

"Vincent Vega believes that shit?"

"Start your own religion. That's the way to
do it. People believe and they'll give you everything they got.
Like every white trash asshole in the trailer park sending their
last nickels to some televangelist selling eternal salvation when
they know, deep in their hearts, the motherfucker is just blowing
their money on meth and hookers. They need to believe. It's the way
to go."

From there, it was only a matter of devising
a belief system. Papa settled on Elvis. People believed in Elvis.
It wasn't that farfetched to convince people that Elvis was God's
second child, Jesus' stepbrother, and was sent here to save
humanity. Hell, he reasoned, it made more sense than that
Scientology volcano bullshit. If people believed that shit, they
would certainly buy that Elvis died for their sins.

Besides, he knew an Elvis impersonator who
would work cheap on Sundays.

Smith always remembered that story when he visited
the worldwide headquarters. He was thinking about it, mostly to
avoid talking to Spew, when he saw Papa and Fat Sam pull up in
Papa's Cadillac.

"Jesus Christ!"

"You should see the guy's fucking driveway.
Nothing left of that fucker. Used a bunch of C4 and some
Thermite…"

Smith smacked Spew on the back of the
head.

"And the AAA guy. Shit, nothing left of him
except his feet, still sitting there, smoking…"

Smith smacked him again.

It was quiet for a moment.

"You know," Spew said, "it could have been
my feet smoking in the driveway..."

Papa glared at him. He didn't look very
gnome-like at that moment, more like an evil midget who would have
been glad to see Spew's feet smoking in a driveway.

"Oops?"

Spew started to say something else. But the
words caught in his throat. Papa broke the silence.

"Shane, wait for us outside, OK?"

"Sure, Papa. Look, mistakes were made. I
think we all agree on that. For the sake of Elvis."

"Get the fuck out of here."

Spew slunk out of the room.

Papa turned to Smith and asked, "Well?"

Smith had no idea what he was asking. It
could have been a lot of things. He knew he wanted Nunn dead. He
wasn't sure why. Papa had converted Nunn to Elvisology and had
pretty much taken over the Happy Beaver and was milking Nunn for
every cent he had, a process that Nunn did not seem to object to.
He must have his reasons, Smith thought. He always did.

"I know this other guy…" Smith started to
say.

"No. What I meant was, when can you guys go
back?"

Nunn
sat on his front steps, looking at what was left of his German
luxury car and his driveway. Nothing left of that fucker, he
thought.

The ambulance had taken Traci With an I away
a short time ago. The EMT told Nunn it looked like she tore the ACL
of her left knee. Nunn thought that was just fucking perfect. He
believed in the whole what goes around bullshit, but having to take
care of a lame stripper wasn't the kind of coming around he had in
mind.

Hell, he probably deserved it, he thought,
but still.

The firefighters were hanging around the Red
Cross truck, drinking coffee and talking to the Red Cross woman.
Word was she liked firefighters. A lot. The cops stood around,
waiting for the detective to get there.

The detective arrived, took a look at the
damage and called the fire marshal. The fire marshal arrived, took
a look at the damage and called the feds. The feds arrived, took a
look at the damage and huddled to discuss who they could call to
handle this big steaming pile of shit.

And that's where it stood when the
detective, Donovan Wiley, approached Nunn and asked, "Can you think
of anybody who would want you dead?"

Nunn scratched his chin and thought. Sure,
he thought, there were probably about 12, maybe 14, or 28, or 100
people who would want him dead, depending on what day of the week
it was. Eliminate ex-wives who lacked the mechanical and explosive
acuity for such a task and it reduced the number by at least three.
That just left the dozens of other people buried under the rubble
that was his life.

Nunn looked the detective in the eye and
said, "Nope. Can't think of a one."

Wiley knew he was lying. He had been a cop a
long time and his experience had helped him develop a fine-tuned
bullshit detector. It also helped that everybody lied to him. The
clerk who sold him a Powerball ticket that morning, she was
completely full of shit when she told him, "Have a nice day." She
didn't give a damn whether he had a good day. In fact, she probably
knew his day would soon turn to shit. She probably knew his
Powerball ticket was worthless and he'd be sentenced by the
ping-pong ball gods to work at least another week trying to lock up
America's Most Dumbest.

Wiley wrote "nope" in his notebook. He
stared at it for a moment, tapped it with his pen and then said,
"Well, if you remember anything, don't hesitate to give me a
call."

Wiley turned and walked away.

Nunn didn't say anything. The detective was
already climbing into his blue Crown Vic when it occurred to Nunn
he had no idea who the cop was.

 



Chapter Three

Sunday morning and the church was rocking. Something that
sounded like "Jailhouse Rock" blared from the speakers mounted on
the ceiling, and a reasonable facsimile of Elvis and some of the
altar boys were recreating the big dance scene from the
movie.

The reasonable facsimile bore a slight
resemblance to The King. He had the paunch, the hair and the
muttonchops, but that was about it. He had Elvis' basic features,
but they seemed to have been broken somewhere along the way. And
his dancing could best be described as epileptic. He was a pretty
half-assed Elvis. Which was OK because it was a pretty half-assed
religion.

If the Lutherans had seen what the First
Church of Elvis, Scientist had done to their church, they would
have never stopped throwing up. Huge gold lightning bolts framed
the chancel. The letters "TCB" – standing for The King's motto,
Taking Care of Business – floated above. Replacing Jesus on the
cross in the apse was the symbol derived from Elvis' crucifixion –
Elvis sitting on a golden toilet.

The song wound down and the congregation
quieted down. The reasonable facsimile of Elvis approached the
lectern and began his sermon.

"Jailhouse Rock," he intoned. "What does it
mean? What was Elvis telling us?"

He paused and gazed at the ceiling.

He thought, Fuck if I know.

This was going to be rough. He knew he
shouldn't have picked "Jailhouse Rock" for this morning's sermon.
If that wasn't bad enough, he had a gig at a Legion the night
before, and by the time he crawled out of that waitress' bed, he
didn't have enough time to get his shit together. "Jailhouse Rock."
What the fuck was I thinking? he thought. His head hurt and he was
sweating cheap scotch through the polyester of his jumpsuit. His
balls itched, but he couldn't do anything about it at the
moment.

"Elvis spoke of, uh…"

His voice trailed off. He was under strict
instructions not to recite the song's lyrics. Papa was pretty clear
about that. When he first started as the titular head of this new
religion, he would give sermons based on the lyrics of Elvis'
songs. It didn't take long before the church was hit with a bill
for royalties and a cease and desist order. After that, Papa
instructed Elvis to paraphrase or else – the else being Elvis would
lose one of his favorite appendages.

"Um, Elvis spoke of some guy, somewhere, by
himself, in jail. He was expressing what a lot of us feel when we
are lost and alone. Elvis spoke of this often. It's like he knew we
were lost and needed to be found and he found us. Somewhere else.
Maybe jail."

He paused again and looked over the
congregation – a few homeless guys passing around a 40-ounce bottle
of Olde English malt liquor and a gaggle of stoned hipsters who
came to gape at the craptastic splendor of the First Church of
Elvis, Scientist. There were few true believers, and
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