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DISPOSABLE

Rico didn’t know what day of the week it was. 
It didn’t matter. In Kensington, time wasn’t measured in hours, but in the intervals between the shakes and the shot. 
Right now, he was shaking. 
It felt like a thousand ants were marching under his skin, crawling from his ankles up to the nape of his neck. His stomach cramped, dry and empty. 

"You there, Rico?" the voice in his ear asked. 
It sounded cheerful. 
Rico pressed the heel of his hand against the small plastic earpiece. The damn thing itched. He had gotten it three days ago from some guy in a hoodie, along with the cell phone and the promise of "easy money." 

"I need something," Rico croaked. His lips were chapped, crusted with dried blood and saliva. "You said... you said if I wear this thing..." 
"Patience, my friend," the voice cooed. "Your wallet is still empty. You have to fill it first. It’s like a video game. First the quest, then the loot." 

Rico leaned against a rusted chain-link fence. Through the holes, he looked out at an empty playground where only trash bags and used syringes played on the swings. 
"What... what do you want me to do?" 
He’d do anything. He had already sucked dick for four bucks. He had acted as a lookout for burglaries. He had sold his own shoes. 

"You see that bottle over there?" the voice asked. 
Rico looked down. In the gutter, floating in a puddle of motor oil and rainwater, lay the broken neck of a beer bottle. The glass was brown, the broken edges as sharp and jagged as shark teeth. 
"Yeah." 
"Pick it up." 

Rico bent down. His knees popped. He fished the glass out of the muck. It was slick. 
"Good," the voice said. There was a rustling sound in the background. A bag of chips? Popcorn? "The camera angle is good. Lighting is perfect. We’ve got 200 viewers in the live feed right now, Rico. They want a show." 

Rico stared down at the tiny lens clipped to his frayed collar. He didn’t really understand the concept of "streaming." All he knew was this: If he obeyed, the phone vibrated, and he could walk over to the dealer on the corner. 

"What kind of show?" 
"You’ve got a pretty face, Rico. But it’s too... symmetrical. Too boring." The voice dropped lower, more intimate. "We want to see a smile. A wide smile." 
Rico swallowed hard. His throat felt like sandpaper. "I don’t understand." 

"Put the glass shard against the corner of your mouth." The tone was no longer cheerful. It was demanding. Ice-cold. "On the right. Right there." 
Rico’s hand trembled so violently he almost stabbed himself in the eye. He felt the cold, sharp edge against his cheek. 
"Please," he whimpered. "I don’t want to. Just a little money for..." 

"Do it!" the voice screamed in Rico’s ear. "Pull it! All the way to the ear! Spider is just waiting for my word." 
Rico closed his eyes. The bitter November wind burned the open pores of his skin, but it was nothing compared to the liquid fire in his veins screaming for the dope. 

He had to do it. Spider was standing just twenty yards away in the shadows of the underpass. He leaned against the concrete wall, nodding his head slightly to a beat only he could hear, his hand pressed to his own earpiece. He didn’t even look over. He was just waiting for the call. 

Rico pressed down. The broken edge was sharp, but uneven. It wasn’t a clean cut like a razor blade. The jagged teeth caught in the flesh, tearing more than they sliced. Driven by pure desperation, Rico forced the glass through anyway. It sounded like ripping canvas. 
Warm blood sprayed across his hand, ran down his collar, and dripped onto the lens of the tiny camera clipped to his lapel. 

The pain was a blinding, white-hot flash. Rico screamed—a wet, gurgling sound—as his cheek flapped open like a second mouth. 
"Yes!" the voice cheered in his ear. "Pull! Keep pulling! Don't stop!" 

Rico pulled until he felt the resistance of his jawbone. He dropped the shard; the glass clattered against the asphalt. He fell to his knees, gasping, spitting up clumps of blood. 
Panicking, he whipped his head toward Spider. 

The dealer hadn’t moved an inch. He still stood in the shadows, tall and massive like a boulder. He was looking at Rico now, but there was nothing in his eyes. No pity. No disgust. Just business. 
Spider pressed two fingers to his headset. He listened. 

Rico reached out with a trembling, blood-soaked hand. He couldn’t speak, but his eyes screamed. 
Say it. Tell him to give it to me. 
Seconds ticked by. Rico’s blood dripped rhythmically onto the pavement. Drip. Drip. Drip. 

Then Spider spoke. Not to Rico. He spoke into his mic. 
"Copy that." 
He let his hand drop. He looked at Rico. 
Then, slowly, he shook his head. 

"No..." Rico gurgled. He crawled one step forward on his knees. "He said... he promised..." 
Spider took a step forward. He spit on the ground right in front of Rico’s knees. 
"The client says the angle was shit," Spider said calmly. His voice was deep and rough like gravel. "And you covered the camera with your hand. He didn’t see a thing." 

"I did it!" Rico screamed, blood spraying from his gaping wound. "Give me the dope! Please!" 
Spider shrugged. "I don't get paid if he ain't satisfied, Rico. Take it up with management." 

"Hello?" Rico whimpered into his own mic. "Hello?" 
The voice in his ear was no longer laughing. It was gone. Just a dry crackle. 
CONNECTION LOST. 

Spider turned around and walked deeper into the shadows of the underpass. He didn't waste time on dead inventory. 
Rico remained on his knees. Alone with the cold, the agonizing pain, and the silence. 
He reached for the bloody glass shard on the ground. Not to attack. But because he knew that the pain of his mutilated face would soon be nothing compared to what his body was about to do to him once the withdrawal truly kicked in. 

He was empty. 
He was trash. 
Game over.

STILL LIFE

Cassie wasn’t there. 
Her body was standing at the corner of Kensington and Somerset, wrapped in a pink puffer jacket three sizes too big that reeked of burnt plastic. But her mind was drifting somewhere in the stratosphere, suspended by the last dose that was now, after three hours, slowly loosening its sticky grip. 

She was stuck in the "Fold." 
Torso bent forward, almost parallel to the pavement, knees slightly bent. An impossible yoga pose made possible only by the Tranq. Gravity was pulling at her, but the chemicals had frozen her muscles. A human question mark under the neon glow of the bodega across the street. 

"Wake up, Sleeping Beauty," a voice said in her ear. 
It wasn't loud. It sounded more like the oiling of rusty hinges. 
Cassie flinched. The Fold collapsed. She stumbled, catching herself on a fire hydrant. The freezing asphalt bit through the soles of her worn-out UGG boots. 
The withdrawal wasn't knocking on the door yet, but it was already standing in the front yard, sharpening its knives. 

"I'm awake," she mumbled. Her tongue felt like a dead fish in her mouth. She fumbled for the wire of the bodycam clipped to her zipper. 
"Good. Spider told me you’re ready for the exhibition." 

Cassie blinked. Spider was leaning against a boarded-up storefront thirty feet away. He didn't look at her. He was checking his phone, but the headset sat tight over his shaved skull. He was the warden in this open-air zoo. 
"What do you want?" Cassie asked. Her voice was thin. She needed a shot. Just a little one, to stop the trembling in her hands that was about to start. 
"Art," the voice said. "Take off your pants." 

It was thirty-five degrees outside. The wind whipped trash bags across the intersection. 
"Out here?" she asked. "It's cold." 
"Art suffers, Cassie. The pants. Now." 

She obeyed. Not because she wanted to. But because Spider had lifted his head and was looking right at her. His gaze was heavier than the freezing wind. 
With stiff, numb fingers, she undid the button of her jeans. She pushed the denim over her hips. She wasn't wearing any underwear. She had either sold them for a hit yesterday or lost them; she couldn't remember. 
She pulled the jeans down to her ankles. The freezing air lashed against her bare thighs like a whip. 

"Excellent," the voice breathed. "Turn into the light. Yes. Exactly like that." 
Cassie’s legs were no longer legs. They were a battlefield. 
The xylazine had done its work. On her right thigh gaped a hole the size of an orange. The edges were pitch-black and hard, like charred wood. In the center, the exposed tissue shimmered greenish-yellow, wet and glossy. There was no scab. Tranq wounds didn't heal. They just kept eating away until they hit the bone. 

"Beautiful," the voice whispered. "Do you see the texture? The gloss?" 
Cassie shivered. She wasn't ashamed of her nakedness. Shame was a luxury she had unlearned two years ago. She was ashamed of the stench rising from her own rotting leg. 
"Touch it," the voice commanded. 
Cassie hesitated. "It hurts." 
"You won't feel a thing in a minute. Spider has the Blue Magic bags tonight. Purest stuff on the block. But first, I want you to touch it." 

Blue Magic. The best mix of the week. 
Cassie reached out. Her fingernails were bitten down, the cuticles caked with black grime. 
"Where?" 
"In the center. Right into the nectar." 

She pushed two fingers into the open, necrotic wound on her thigh. 
It felt like reaching into rotten fruit. Soft. Mushy. Cold. A piercing spike of pain shot all the way up to her groin, but she gritted her teeth. 
"Yes," the voice moaned in her ear. "Now paint with it. Smear it. Make yourself pretty." 

Cassie gagged. But she moved her fingers. She spread the wound secretions and pus across her still-intact skin, painting circles around the black hole like perverse war paint. 
"Do you like that?" she asked mechanically. That was the line the johns in the cars always wanted to hear. 
"It is exquisite," the voice replied. Its tone was clinical, detached. He wasn't jerking off. He was just watching. Relishing the decay. "You are a living statue of ruin, Cassie. A monument to mortality." 

A car rolled by slowly. The headlights swept over her. A half-naked woman, in the dead of winter, reaching into her own open flesh wounds. 
The driver didn't honk. He just took a quick look and accelerated. In Kensington, that wasn't an emergency. It was Tuesday. 

"Spider?" the voice suddenly said, but not addressing Cassie. He was speaking over the comms to the dealer. 
Spider gave a barely perceptible nod. He reached into his coat pocket. 
"You've been a good girl, Cassie," the voice returned to her. "But the painting isn't finished yet. I want one last pose." 
"What?" she gasped. The pain in her leg was now throbbing in sync with her heartbeat. 
"Get into the Fold. With your pants down. Show the world your rotting core. And hold it. Five minutes. No moving." 

Five minutes. In the freezing cold. With the agony. Without falling over. 
"Okay," she whispered. 
She bent forward. The tendons in her legs screamed. Her bare backside pointed at the night sky, the putrefying wound on her thigh glistening under the streetlamp. 
She let her arms dangle. Her head hung low, the blood rushing in her ears. 
She became an object. A piece of meat draped for a lens a thousand miles away. 

She counted the seconds. 
One. Two
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