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Rotten
By Ian Fortey

	 

	“You don’t want anything bad to happen here, do you?” Gary said.

	He stood next to a rack of Twinkies and Hostess cupcakes. The man behind the counter was scowling, and Gary couldn’t help but laugh. He casually knocked the display rack over onto the floor of the store.

	“You’re a businessman, you’re supposed to know what’s good for the bottom line. Why don’t you ask your neighbors, huh? You know what they do? They pay,” Gary said.

	He grabbed a bag of Doritos and then pushed over the rack of chips. The man at the counter reached out as though he could have stopped it.

	“Please, you’re ruining my store!” he said.

	Gary opened the Doritos and popped one in his mouth.

	“I’m doing you a favor. I’m showing you what can happen if you don’t get with the program. If you don’t pay up, just like everyone else in the neighborhood pays up, then what does that say to everyone else? That they’re suckers? That they can disrespect me?”

	“I just want to be left alone,” the man said.

	Gary shook his head, eating another Dorito.

	“Exactly. You pay me money, and I ensure that no one ever bothers you. There are people worse than me out on the streets, you better believe it. But when you get onboard, then everyone knows you’re one of my people, get it? I keep my people safe, just as long as you pay up. But if you don’t, then I can’t be held responsible for what happens.”

	Gary kicked a display of soda bottles, knocking them to the ground. The man cringed as one of the bottles burst open, spraying fizzy cola all over the place.

	“Please, stop!” the man cried.

	Gary shrugged and kept snacking. He had been running this racket in the neighborhood for over two years now, and most of the businesses had long since fallen in line: the dry cleaner, the noodle house, the pizza place, and a handful of others. They were getting off easy too. He was only making each business pay him five hundred per month. He could have gone in for more, a lot more.

	This little variety store was a new business, and the owner didn’t understand how things worked yet. Gary had given him time to figure things out, to talk to the neighbors and get the lay of the land. But either the man was stupid or stubborn. Maybe he thought he was a hero. Who knows? Gary didn’t care. If one person thought they were too good to pay, then everyone would think they were too good to pay. And then Gary would have to get serious. And he didn’t want to look like a bad guy here.

	If there was one thing Gary couldn’t stand, it was people who didn’t follow simple rules. People who couldn’t see simple solutions to problems. He was offering a simple solution to all the businesses on the block. They gave him money; he made sure no one messed with them. It was cheaper than hiring private security. And a hell of a lot more reliable than the cops.

	The way Gary looked at it, cops were the solution to rich people’s problems. But on the street, what did they care? He’d already been in and out of jail a half dozen times. He’d seen guys one hundred times worse than him play the system like it was a piano. There were murderers walking free on technicalities every single day, and he wasn’t nearly that bad. He’d never killed anyone. Broken a few bones here and there, sure, but that was all. The legal system wasn’t there to help anyone; it was just there to offer the illusion.

	Gary did not work in illusions. He offered concrete results. Everyone in the neighborhood knew better than to mess with him. No one needed cops when Gary was watching a place. No one would rob it. No one would vandalize it. No one would start any kind of trouble. But they had to follow the rules.

	Five hundred dollars a month to stay safe was not that big of a deal in the long run. He knew what a lot of these businesses made anyway. They were close to some pretty well-trafficked tourist areas. They could afford it. And if they couldn’t, well, there were consequences.

	“Listen, what’s your name?” Gary said. He always forgot names.

	“Huong,” the man said, anger in his voice.

	Gary offered him a Dorito. He did not accept.

	“Listen, Huong. It’s not a big deal. I know I seem like a bad guy here, but how much would you lose if someone robbed this place? What if someone burned it down? Your family lives in the apartment upstairs, don’t they?” Gary said.

	Huong’s lip trembled, and Gary nodded, pointing at him with a Dorito.

	“Exactly, Huong. Exactly! I can see in your eyes you’re a smart man. A smart man who knows a good idea when he hears it. You don’t want anything bad to happen to your family. You have a wife, right? She works here sometimes. And a daughter? High school daughter?”

	“Leave my family alone!” Huong shouted.

	Gary held up his hands. “I am! I am, Huong. I want them to live good, long lives. But this neighborhood...I tell ya, it gets pretty hairy. So give me what I asked for, and I will promise, from the bottom of my heart, that you and your ladies will never worry about anything. Sound good?”

	Huong stared at him. His body was rigid, and his skin was flushed. The anger was plain as day on his face. Gary munched another Dorito.

	“I can’t hear you, Huong. Did you say something?” Gary asked.

	Huong took a deep breath. He lowered his eyes. And that was it. There was nothing to see. No sign. No fireworks that went off or great blaring of trumpets. But that was the moment. That was when his spirit was broken. Gary was good at what he did.

	“Yes,” Huong said, looking at the floor.

	“Yes what, Huong?”

	“I will pay. Just please, leave my family alone,” he said.

	Gary tossed a Dorito in the air. It hit his lip and bounced out onto the floor. He shrugged.

	“Good man, Huong. Good man. I will see you at the end of the month,” Gary said, grabbing a pack of Twinkies on his way to the door. “One more thing, since we’re friends and business partners now,” Gary added, stopping in the doorway. “Just friendly advice. If I were you, I wouldn’t call the police. I know maybe you want to, but you gotta remember that family of yours. People around here get nervous. If they see cops coming here to talk to you, maybe they’ll get too nervous. Maybe they’ll get so nervous that someone will come and burn this place down, and if I’m busy being asked questions by the cops, then I can’t protect you. Or your family. Make sense?”

	Huong stared cold murder at him. Gary ate another Dorito.

	“Yeah, it makes sense. You’re a smart guy, Huong. See you around.”

	On the street outside, Gary ate another couple of Doritos, then threw the bag on the ground. He headed down the sidewalk toward a bar where he liked to drink sometimes.

	This part of town was slowly becoming “acceptable” to people, thanks to its proximity to a revitalized downtown area and some bigger shopping areas. But because it was historic, the hipster crowds loved to come around to get that gritty downtown experience. Real, authentic restaurants and shops selling things that ten years ago people would have called trash. Now it was artisanal or exotic or whatever the hell they wanted to say.

	Ten years ago, no one here had money to pay Gary. But the new life of the neighborhood made it viable these days. It was no mecca of tourist dollars just yet, but that was fine by Gary. If it got too popular, then there would be cops here more regularly. Now they still mostly avoided the area. It was just another old part of town that was a little run-down and a little tired. They marketed that as historic these days.

	Gary had grown up in this neighborhood, and it had been poor as long as he could remember. The people worked hard but hustled harder. Every corner had a guy on it that could get you anything you wanted if you knew how to ask. The women who came out in the evening weren’t walking around for their health. The kids weren’t gathering together in parks to study.

	Four blocks over, you were just as likely to get stabbed as you were to get directions if you stopped to ask someone. But here, with their new streetlights and their revitalization, it was historic Old Towne. Come for the dirty brownstone buildings; stay for the authentic Japanese noodles or low-price pawnshops.

	Gary had been running one scam or another for most of his life. His mother had spent most of his childhood shacked up with one guy or another, either high or drunk or a mix of both. The guys she ran with either paid no attention to Gary or slapped him out of the way when they did notice him. Then one guy, Alex, had taken enough of an interest to make use of Gary. A ten-year-old running money and unlabeled paper bags across the neighborhood didn’t attract police attention as much as someone older would have. It was his first real job.

	Those same unlabeled packages nearly got him killed when he was ten. As innocent as he looked to cops, he was an easy target for dealers and junkies. He got rolled and ended up in a hospital with broken bones after taking a brutal beating. So Alex had taught him how to fight. He had to protect his investment.

	Through his teens, Gary had more than a few close calls. He’d ended up in the hospital again at thirteen, this time with a stab wound in his belly. Then at sixteen, he was nearly shot. The bullet missed him but hit his friend Luis. He beat the shooter unconscious and ended up in jail for it.

	That had been Gary’s first trip to jail. He’d had robbery charges, drug charges, a gun charge, more assaults, uttering death threats, and a few others in there over the years. His longest stay had been three years. Lots of pleading down and lying like a cheap rug to pull that off.

	He’d known he’d have to shake things up if he wanted to stay out of prison. He needed a new way to make money, and running a protection racket seemed almost too perfect. People in the neighborhood either knew him or knew him by reputation. No one messed with him. And that meant no one questioned his credentials. And no one would cross him. If he said a business was off-limits to anyone else in the neighborhood, then they sure as hell left it alone.

	For the most part, things were pretty smooth. No one had been too resistant to the idea once he made it clear that not paying him was a bad idea. A little destruction went a long way. Bash out a window, destroy a computer, toss around a few shelves, people got the message. It would cost a lot more to not pay Gary his money. And no one had been dumb enough to call the cops. Not once.

	So far the only real trouble he’d been having was from the noodle house. It was barely more than a hole in the wall that sold ramen and a couple of other noodle dishes. The man who owned it, Mr. Sato, was about as old as anyone Gary had ever met. The man did not fall in line and had a lot of attitude. Gary assumed it was because he was one thousand years old and had lived this long thinking he could do everything his way.

	He had been reluctantly onboard with Gary’s protection, but he was often late with money or argumentative. He’d tried to short him a few times as well. He also had threatened to call the police more than once. It was only Gary’s constant reassurance that the business would be burned to nothing but ash before the cops ever arrived that kept him in check. He didn’t like that he had to keep reminding the old man.

	With a shrug, Gary changed direction. It was early evening, and he’d have time to get a drink later. He wanted to check in on Mr. Sato now, see how things were doing, and remind him of his place.

	The noodle house had only two tables in the front. Most of the customers took it as takeout. The little shop was always humid and sweaty and smelled of chicken and onions. The guy actually made great noodles, but when it came to business, Gary couldn’t cut anyone any slack.

	Sato’s shop was empty when Gary walked in. He could see the old man in the back over the counter, stirring a pot.

	“Hey there, Mr. Sato, how you doing today?” Gary asked.

	Sato sneered at him from the kitchen. He was slightly hunched in his old age and looked like a raisin with all the lines in his face.

	“It’s not the end of the month, I don’t have your money,” Mr. Sato said.

	Gary shrugged. “Can’t a partner visit the business just for fun? How about you give me a number 3 with chicken?” Gary said, pointing to the menu board.

	“You’re not my partner,” Sato insisted.

	“Don’t get sassy, Sato,” Gary said.

	Sato left a spoon in his pot and came out from the kitchen. He shuffled his feet when he walked. He was waving his hand and shaking his head.

	“No. I don’t want you in here. You have to leave now,” the old man said.

	Gary sighed. “I just want some noodles, old man. Do your job,” he said.

	“No. No noodles. No more money. I can’t pay anymore, I’ve had enough,” the man said, getting worked up.

	Gary chuckled as he got up into his face. Sato was at least six inches shorter than he was. “What the hell, Sato? I pop in for a visit, and you’re going off half-cocked, what gives?”

	“I’m done. I’ll call the police if you don’t leave,” the man said.

	Gary shook his head, feeling less amused with the situation than he had been a moment ago.

	“Sato, I don’t want to have to explain to you again what happens if you call the cops,” Gary said. He looked down at the man, staring into his eyes. “Go make my noodles before I get mad,” he said.

	Sato made a sound like a growl. “Get out of my shop,” the man said.

	“Sato...”

	“I’m calling the police!” the old man said. He turned and shuffled back to the kitchen, muttering under his breath.

	Gary threw his hands up, unsure of where this rant had come from. Usually, he had to really put the gears to someone for them to get so upset.

	Sato passed the counter and grabbed the phone off the wall. He pulled down the receiver and began to dial. Gary rushed across the room quickly. He hadn’t thought the old man was literally going to call anyone, and the act surprised him.

	Gary pushed the button in the phone cradle down to hang up just as the old man finished dialing 911.

	“Get out!” Sato yelled.

	He pushed Gary then. Not a hard push. The man was too old and fragile to do much, but the disrespect of it caused a rage to bubble up in Gary. He did not let people put hands on him. It had been years since anyone had done so, and anyone who did regretted it soon after.

	“Get out now!” Sato yelled. He moved to push Gary again.

	Gary said nothing as he pulled the phone off the wall and brought it down onto the old man’s head. It hit with a crunch. Sato collapsed to the ground, motionless and silent.

	Gary dropped the phone on the counter and looked down at the old man. He did not move. With a quiet curse, Gary bent over and touched the old man’s neck.

	“Sato,” he said.

	He shook him, but Sato didn’t move. Blood ran from the wound on his head. There was a dent in his skull. Gary cursed again. He couldn’t find a pulse.

	With a deep breath, he stood up and walked across the restaurant, locking the door and dropping the blinds on the window. He returned to Sato and then looked into the kitchen. The door to the alley was closed. Gary knew it led to the dumpsters behind the noodle shop and the half dozen other restaurants on the street.

	“This should have been easy, old man,” Gary said.

	He turned off the pot on the stove and tossed the contents out, rinsing it down the drain. He washed the dishes and tidied up the kitchen, then went back to the front, putting the day’s receipts in a drawer and taking most, but not all, the cash from the register. He left enough to serve as a float for the next day. The moment anyone checked the restaurant, they’d see it was shut down in preparation for the next day and assume the old man had finished his work and gone home for the night. Dishes were clean, kitchen organized, everything normal. No reason for anyone to suspect foul play.

	When the restaurant was clean, Gary dragged Sato’s body to the back door and peered out. The alley was dark and empty. He moved quickly, dragging the old man to the dumpster and lifting the lid. The smell hit him like a fist, and he actually had to reel back a moment. Old rotten food festered in the heat and humidity of the bin.

	Grimacing, Gary pulled aside old bags dripping maggots and cockroaches. He made space under it all and lifted Sato up. The old man had to weigh a hundred pounds at most. He pulled the keys from the man’s pocket, then stuffed him in the dumpster in a puddle of maggoty, rancid waste with the wiped-down phone. The larval bugs writhed and squirmed, oblivious to what Gary was doing. All they wanted was to eat. To grow fat and become flies and start the whole filthy process over again. It was gross, but no one would want to look here.

	Gary piled the other bags on top of the old man and then gently closed the dumpster. He locked the back door and headed casually down the alley. No one saw him leave.

	If there was one thing Gary knew, it was to keep a cool head and not act suspicious when you’d done something you weren’t supposed to. So he headed to the bar to have a drink.

	Hobson’s Pub was a dank, dark little corner bar where only the most desperate of people ever went. Gary liked it for just that reason. He sat at the bar and ordered a beer, watching a baseball game on the TV while he drank.

	“You brought friends, huh?” the bartender said after handing him his second beer.

	Gary raised an eyebrow. “What the hell you talking about?” he said.

	The bartender pointed at Gary’s arm. A pair of maggots were wriggling up his sleeve.

	“Goddammit!” Gary said, swatting them off. “Shouldn’t be surprised in a dump like this.”

	“Don’t blame me, man. This place is clean,” the bartender said.

	Gary rolled his eyes. “Yeah, smells like it.” He left the bar to sit alone at a table facing the TV.

	 

	***

	 

	The next day the noodle shop looked closed and undisturbed when Gary walked by. He said nothing but listened in to conversations around the neighborhood. No one mentioned anything. It was another three days before he even heard someone mention the place. A couple of people in the pizza place next-door mentioned they hadn’t seen the old man in a few days.

	As far as anyone knew, Sato had no family. No one was going to call it in. No one cared.

	Two more days and there were police at the noodle place when Gary walked by and saw some crime scene tape keeping people out. Someone had finally called. Likely he hadn’t been seen at his apartment, wherever that was.

	“What’s going on here?” Gary asked, stopping across the street where a small crowd had gathered.

	“They found the noodle guy in the dumpster out back,” a guy in the crowd said, filming the police going in and out on his smartphone.

	“No kidding? Someone offed the guy?”

	“Guess so. Garbage men found him. Half rotten and full of maggots, I guess. Sounded disgusting.”

	“Yeah, no doubt,” Gary said. He stayed to watch for a few minutes before shrugging and heading out.

	Another day passed, and no police came to his home. The old man had had no cameras in the building. All Gary needed to worry about was someone sounding off about Gary getting payoffs. But if everyone kept their mouths shut, then it’d be fine.

	That night Gary decided to call it quits early and spend the evening at home. He was feeling burned out and just wanted to relax and watch some TV in his apartment. It was a dump, but he was used to it. It was his dump, and that was fine.

	He sat in a recliner in front of his TV, watching a ball game and eating a couple of microwave burritos. The night was hot, so he had the window open to get a breeze in. The AC in his apartment worked about as often as he did, which meant it was a real crapshoot.

	The burritos were scorching hot on the ends and still cold in the middle. He chewed absently on one and drank his beer. The salty, cheesy beef filling was mushy, but he still enjoyed it. Even when a bit of hot grease scalded his lip. He was not an expert chef, so microwave cookery had been his go-to for some years now.

	He took another bite and felt something move against his tongue. He held his mouth still for a moment, the burrito still to his lips, frozen like he was listening. Something moved again, wriggling against his tongue and lips.

	Gary dropped the burrito on the plate at his side and spit out the contents of his mouth. In the middle of half-chewed flour tortilla and orange grease-saturated beef and cheese spit, a half dozen plump maggots squirmed and writhed.

	The end of the burrito he’d been eating was caked with the fat, pale bodies. They struggled against each other, pouring out of the cool center of the burrito. Gary gagged and spit again, grabbing his beer to rinse his mouth out. He lifted the bottle and then stopped just as it reached his lips. He held it up to the light. Through the brown glasses, he could see more of the small bodies vainly trying to stay afloat in his beer. Their bodies pulsed and undulated, clinging to the sides of the bottle and trying to work their way free.

	He rushed to the kitchen and dumped the beer in the sink. A dozen maggots flopped around the drain until he ran the water after them, washing them away.

	Gary rinsed his mouth in the water and then tossed the burritos in the trash. He checked the rest of his beers; all the bottles in the fridge looked clean. He had no idea how they had gotten in there or in a burrito. The microwave sucked, but if it could scorch a burrito, it should have killed a bug.

	Spitting again, Gary returned to his living room with a fresh beer. He couldn’t see any other bugs around. He sat in the chair again and started watching the game, unnerved but not sure what to do about it.

	He watched his beer closely before every sip from then on. As he neared the end, a buzzing in the room kept distracting him from the game. From the corner of his eye, he caught movement. A fly. A massive, fat fly just buzzing around his apartment. That had to have been where the maggots came from.

	He rolled up a magazine and tried to swat the fly out of the air. It was easily the size of his thumbnail. Swing after swing, the insect deftly avoided his attacks. It buzzed by his head and landed on a wall, then on the window, then on the ceiling.

	Finally, the fly landed on the television. Gary crept closer, rolled-up magazine in hand. He raised his arm slowly and brought it down hard. The thwap sound was satisfying, if only for a moment, before the TV fell off the wall and smashed on the floor. The fly buzzed away.

	Gary cursed and threw the magazine, missing again. The fly buzzed out of the open window. Gary closed it and sat back on his chair. The screen of his TV was cracked from one side to the other.

	With a sigh, he got up again and headed to his room. He could get some sleep and grab a new TV later. The pawnshop could take it out of the money they owed him. Or just call it a bonus. Either way.

	He lay down in bed and clicked his light off. The apartment was hot, and when he finally got to sleep, it was uncomfortable. He dreamed of burning and of being eaten alive by monsters.

	 

	***

	 

	Gary woke up with a start. Pain in his face caused him to wince. A hand went to his eye quickly. It felt like something had just stabbed him in the face.

	Buzzing filled the room. More spots of pain erupted all over his body. He felt sweaty and slimy, but the stinging pain spots seemed to be everywhere. He turned the light on.

	Spots of blood dotted his arms. Tiny wounds, like small cuts, lined his flesh. Blood mixed with sweat. He pulled his hand from his eye, and there was a spot of blood on it as well. Something had taken a chunk out of the very corner of his eye.

	The buzzing surrounded him now. A dozen or more fat horseflies filled the bedroom. One landed on his leg, and he cursed loudly as it bit into his flesh. He swatted it away. A bead of blood rose up from where it had been.

	“What the hell?” he muttered, getting out of his bed and swatting the bugs away from himself. He went to the bathroom and shut the door. He had more bites across his face, nine that he could count. His chest and arms were covered as well.

	He took a quick shower, wincing as first the sweat and then the soap stung the bites on his body. The flies were gone from his room when he left. The window had been open a crack. He closed it and headed out, frustrated and angry. He stopped in at Huong’s store and grabbed a can of bug spray. He was not about to let flies get the drop on him again.

	That night the apartment was fly-free, but he kept the bug killer on hand. His bites were itchy, but he tried not to scratch them.

	The next morning, Gary woke up in even more pain. The bites across his body burned and itched something fierce. He picked at one on his arm, the barely formed scab coming free under his fingernail and oozing reddish brown blood and pus as he did so. He tried to wash them again, but the feeling didn’t go away.

	By the next day, the pain had dulled down. Gary felt relieved as he checked the scabs. They were large now, and dark, but the pain wasn’t sharp. He looked at himself in the mirror. The one by his eye made it hard to open the eye fully. He poked at it with a finger, and pus burst free, dribbling down his cheek.

	Gary’s breath caught. The river of pus dribbled down his face. A handful of miniscule maggots, barely noticeable, writhed and struggled in the sticky, white liquid. He wiped off his face and splashed water onto it.

	Looking down, he picked at the biggest scab on his arm. It was rigid and so brown it was almost black. He peeled it back painfully. One fat maggot was attached to the underside. More were half buried in his own flesh. He repressed a gag and squeezed his arm. Dark blood and pus oozed forth, ushering the maggots out on a viscous wave. Some forced their way back into the meat of his arm, burrowing to resist the flow.

	He pulled off another scab, and another. Maggots the size of pinto beans squirmed and thrashed in the pus-filled wounds.

	Gary pulled open the medicine cabinet, his breath coming fast and ragged as he tried to stay cool. He pulled a razor from the bottom shelf. He could fix this.

	He ran water over the biggest wound and began to excise tissue with the razor’s edge. The pain was sharp, but he could control it. He was in charge here.

	He cut deep, pulling muscle tissue aside to grasp at the end of a maggot. He caught it between his fingers and pulled. There was another behind it, pushing deeper into his arm.

	He tossed the maggot into the sink and cut deeper. He could feel more under each and every scab. On his arms, across his chest and neck, into his face.

	Blood flowed down his arm, and his hands shook. He cut deeper into his arm. More of the maggots slithered free with each cut. The deeper he went, the more he found.

	He cut open another scab, and another. The pain was an afterthought. He had to power through it. There were so many of them.

	The razor bit deep. It cut through skin, muscle. He saw a great gout of blood gush from a wound. Maggots rode it like a waterslide down his arm into the sink. The basin was full of them.

	His hands shook. The razor slipped from his grip, too soaked with blood and pus. He lost it in the sink. The maggots rolled and writhed over one another. Gary tried to get another razor, but he couldn’t lift his arm. His legs felt weak. He collapsed to the floor, blood running freely from the cuts in his arms. The linoleum felt hot on his skin. He was cold now.

	They swarmed over his face, but he was too weak to bat them away. He felt their thick, wriggling bodies push between his lips and slither up his nose. They filled his eyes, blinding him and choking him. The rotten smell of them, the rotten smell of his own flesh, overwhelmed him as the maggots feasted.

	 

	* * *
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