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Author’s Note

These are horror tales. They may veer into Weird Horror, definitely embrace Body Horror, along with trespasses into the realm of Psychological Horror. They are not meant to be “comfortable.” Horror is meant to shake up those willing to explore the darkside visions of the writers, artists, filmmakers—all creative individuals—with an unblinking eye and discarded inhibitions. There is at times violence, and a few tales explore sexual violence, though never for shock value, always with a purpose. But, again, as stated with the first sentence of this paragraph, these are horror tales.

Also: “I Am…” was written for an anthology meshing Fairy Tales and Lovecraft. The combination is slight in the tale, but knowing this going in helps the reader to understand the finale.
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Autumn in the Abyss

“The Word is a living thing.”

—Marco Cinque, poet.



From Rene Zimmerman, author of Listening to the Voices: A Compendium of Explorative Literature’s Forgotten Masters (Unsafe Harbor Press, 2009):

Visionary poet Henry Coronado’s 1956 beige Ford Fairlane was found abandoned, aslant off the always scorching strip of asphalt designated as California State Route 127, shadowing the southeastern edge of Death Valley, early July, 1960. Nobody knows how long it had been there. Nobody knows what happened to him. His final statement to the world was more concrete than poetic: the driver side door was left open.

 

He was gone, never to be heard from again.

Though there seemed a surfeit of suicides and mysterious deaths and disappearances within the literary community during the ’60s and ’70s, in particular the concentrated realm of poetry and experimental fiction, I cannot attest as to why Henry Coronado’s story so fascinates me. Of all those who passed, his fame seemed flimsy at best, with nothing to substantiate it beyond recollections by those who knew him and his sparse poetry. No complete works remain, only piecemeal stanzas and sentences which vary in construction and confirmation among those who claim to have known his work. He’s as much rumor as fact, a phantom shuffling between question mark and ellipses.

Poets didn’t get famous unless they were blunt forces of nature like Charles Bukowski, or so truly gifted their work endured the test of time like Pablo Neruda, Dylan Thomas, and Walt Whitman. Coronado was Bukowski without the alcohol and rage, without the unflinching glare on the reality of squalor and grit. His words portended a reality just to the left of ours, more fantastical but conveyed in a way no less blunt, no less honest, than Bukowski’s. Or so those in the know alleged. Coronado saw the world with different eyes, as Beat writer, Jack Kerouac, had noted in one of his last interviews, a drunken ramble that never made it to publication. In my research, I was able to obtain a copy of the disjointed transcript, almost an abstract prose poem in and of itself. Kerouac seemed more disillusioned than usual, more drunk as well, yet a sober knot tightened as he expressed his admiration for Coronado’s work, saying, “it had …more truth, more guts in his taut lines than anything any of us would even admit to having seen, witnessed, experienced. What Coronado wrote dug deep into the psychological landscape of America. He saw the ’50s split in half, a battle forged between nuclear threat and the eroding American dream. A piss-stained white picket fence. He saw the ideals inspired by these ideas as the monsters they truly were. Monsters of the mind, the id, ego and neurosis made real. This was compounded and magnified by his general distaste for the human race, something that rubbed many in the Beat community wrong. Though, of course, he had nothing to do with Beat poetry. It was just bad timing on his part to have lived and made his smudged mark during the genesis of the Beats.”

What I didn’t understand until listening to a CD burned from the original reel-to-reel recording of the Kerouac interview, and hearing it in his voice, was the monsters of the mind were in no way metaphorical. There was stress in his voice, tension, the pace of his conversation shifting down, conspiratorial. I would say that leant more credence to his interpretation of Coronado’s standing in the poetry world. He believed Coronado was a keen observer of the real world, of reality and didn’t have inhibitions about stating exactly what he saw. My take on what Kerouac seemed afraid to divulge—perhaps having as keen an eye as Coronado, but being less inclined to embrace what he truly saw, despite his own works that embraced a freedom, a lifestyle, outside of the norm—seemed eerily prescient when he muttered toward the end of the tape, something not included on the transcript of the interview, “But he was right, you know? Coronado not only confronted these monsters, his demons, he brought them into play with his words. I thought they weren’t real. Coronado proved I was wrong. I don’t know how much more I can take, how much knowledge any human can take.”

Kerouac was dead three months after the interview, perhaps as much from his alcoholism as the years of knowing whatever it was he really knew. Perhaps his alcoholism was a direct result of knowing too much.

You may wonder how I got the transcript, and, more so, the recording, if the interview was never published, and Martin Gayles, the interviewer, died in a one car accident the same week as Kerouac—another mysterious death left unexplained. The accident happened during the late afternoon on the Santa Monica Freeway. No drugs or drink were noted in the autopsy.

Some mysteries shall remain mysteries even to me, much like my shut in tendencies. When I started my research, claiming it was for a biography about Coronado,

I contacted Sherrie Gayles, Martin’s wife, about the rumor of the Kerouac interview. She denied it existed, rather forcefully for a woman of eighty-four years old. According to the nurse at Rolling Hills Senior Living she was “…wallowing deep in the throes of dementia.” The nurse seemed doubtful Mrs. Gayles would be of any good to me, yet mention of that interview seemed to give the old woman focus, clearing the confusion of her thoughts and improving her memory.

“Best to leave it be, sir. Best to let the demons sleep. Best to let them sleep forever.”

With her speaking of demons, I felt the nurses might be correct, and she was well beyond reliable: she was outright mad. Yet, when I hung up, I sensed something more awry. Her tone, her inflection, was much in line with Kerouac’s cracking voice during his final statements on the recording. It was as if I had reminded her of something she never wanted to think of again in this life or any that may follow.
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A large envelope with my name and address written in firm block letters was dropped through my mail slot a week later. With no return address.

I called Rolling Hills Senior Living to talk to Mrs. Gayles, only to find she’d passed away the night after I had called. The slim possibility she’d sent me the burned CD was gone. Unless, of course, she’d made calls to somebody else about my query but… none of this made sense. She had adamantly stated there were no remaining recordings of the interview.

I left it to the Gods and carried on, my research uncovering even more Molotov cocktails disguised as chewy chocolate bon mots.

A week after receiving the envelope, another smaller envelope slid through the mail slot, dropping as a secret whispered in a willing ear. I heard its muffled plop as I was responding to an email to Roberta Bline who had worked at USC with Coronado for the two semesters he had lasted in 1954, before he left in a huff because his teachings were deemed incompetent. Bline had hinted that his methods would be considered progressive nowadays. The hushed sound shook me from my concentration. I made way to the door and the lone letter, picked it up and noted it had no stamp. It had not been delivered by the postman, as if I got anything but junk mail anyway. I opened the door and anxiously scanned the unkempt yard, the decrepit houses that surrounded me. The weary world outside.

My agoraphobia kicked into high gear. I yelled out a feeble, “Hello,” to no avail. The street was as dead as my freedom. Sweat poured profusely down my face, pooled in the armpits of my threadbare gray polo shirt. I closed the door and let out a weighted sigh, a release that magnified my forlorn condition. My heart was beating so loudly I knew another minute or even handful of seconds might send me to the floor, never to rise again.

After regaining some element of composure, I looked at the blocky lettering, not unlike what had been on the envelope with the transcript and burned CD, and realized it was not even addressed directly to me. My name was not on it at all, yet the message written across the sealed yet empty envelope read: Do you really want to take this path? My discomfort boiled in my belly or possibly deeper. Butterflies grew thick, leathery wings and fluttered madly there. I desperately wanted to run outside and hail the messenger for questioning, yet the thought of even opening the door again made me woozy.

My struggle for composure demanded rest. I slumped on the sofa, on the side where the springs had yet to eat through the fabric.

Upon awakening, I found the day had grown cold and dark as best I could see through the slits at the sides of the always closed curtains. The shadows snuggled into the furniture and unlit hallways. I turned on a lamp that flickered—as if undecided as to its purpose, bring light or surrender to the dark—before steadying itself.

“Yes, I need to take this path,” I said out loud. “I need to know what happened to Henry Coronado.”

My voice was weak as my Cowardly Lion’s courage, no matter the determination it articulated. My obsession won out, though acid bubbled enthusiastically at my esophagus. Something large scampered across the roof, paws pounding the slate shingles, crushing them into shards; pummeling them as if attempting to break into my house by sheer force of intent.

I stared up at the ceiling, at the always present shadows that shielded the stippled landscape just below where the commotion centered, for what seemed like hours. I was detached from myself, detached from living, until the more concentrated rattle and hum of the many clocks that filled the walls, cluttered tables and even my wrist—the metal band seemed melded to my flesh, a symbiotic embrace: a cruel reminder of all the time lived, wasted, leaving a snail trail as it passes—forced me to check the time. My watch read 1:43; a.m. or p.m., I did not know. As if it mattered—I snapped out of my stupor, my concentration regained, and headed to the den, ready for more research.

While we were into experiencing everything, a tactile wonder, the kiss of stars, the only two poems I read of his [Coronado’s] reeked of pessimism and a hatred of his fellow man. We were into freedom of expression. Drugs and drink and orgies abounded. I was quite pleased Coronado never made it to any of our orgies. [laughing] That’s why it always struck me as odd that he connected so strongly with fantasy artist, Russell Randlebot.

 

—Diana Voorhees, poet.

Many who had taken the time to respond to my correspondence had suggested getting in touch with Russell Randlebot would be the most fruitful venture for gathering anything of substance for my biography, though none of them had a legitimate phone number, email or snail mail address. Most claimed Randlebot had an aversion to phones, making the possibility of him even having a computer less viable.

Late ’50s minor experimental fiction phenom, Dora Sallee’s response even aligned itself to the strange envelope message/warning I’d received a month earlier, stating in her brief email: “Are you sure you want to do this, Mr. Smith? Some things should remain mysteries. You dig too deep, you may find something you really don’t want to know.” Her curt response was not unfamiliar as most of my feedback had been brief at best, but her coda made the butterflies wings thicken again, reminding me that Coronado was not a popular subject and that, really, it might be best to leave it be. Yet, after all these years, I needed to know the truth, having boxed myself in this house and letting curiosity fester as a wound, a scab forever picked at, never healing. This was a mystery worthy of facing head on.

Of course, contacting Randlebot might be the detour that led me away from finding anything of substance when it came to Coronado’s disappearance because his self-imposed exile since 1960 has made him almost impossible to find.

Almost.

As my diligent research turned from hours and days into weeks, it revealed the shocking fact that Russell Randlebot not only lived in this same desolate town, but only a few blocks down the street!

This discovery sent me to my bedroom for days, blankets pulled to my neck and often over my head when the sounds on the roof grew in intensity. The terrible din suggested the horrors of animals being disemboweled. The ever-concentrated pounding, as if the force of desire would create a door in which whatever animal was up there—it seemed much larger than a cat—would barge in and carry on with its vicious ways upon my flabby belly, feeding, feasting, gorging… The startling, improbable truth of Randlebot’s whereabouts bolstered my agoraphobia into a full on panic attack, inspiring fevers that baked my cranial cauldron. My brain, stirred and fueled by a sense of dread so palpable I could feel its bitter joy burn in the back of my throat, could intuit the beast’s malignant companionship as it wrapped me in its glacial embrace.

Because the only way I could get any information from Randlebot would be to step outside my house, this selfimposed prison constructed by my wayward brain, wardens Paranoia and Trepidation mangling my every thought, and walk the few blocks down my street to his house.

And knock on the door.

My groceries were delivered once a week from the local Safeway. I would slide the charge card through the mail slot and nervously wait for the charge slip to sign and for the delivery person’s footsteps to fade away. I would wait longer than necessary before forging the strength to open the door and scramble in and out, hoisting the paper bags into the entranceway, because opening the door, taking in the stale, often frigid air from outside, filled me with a panic I did not want to face. Ever.

Besides these few occasions to open the door, my life was lived in this tiny, crestfallen house, disrepair its dominant quality. The foundation was encrusted with rust that coated pipes, nuts and bolts. I scrubbed the black mold out of the tub whenever motivation gripped me to take a shower. Furniture unworthy of junk yards cluttered the tiny rooms. The refrigerator groaned and wheedled all night. Dishes bred in the sink. Filthy palm prints stained the urine yellow walls—signs of balance attained in my weakest moments. The musky stink of old sweat, layer upon layer of the stench, flooded my nostrils. Shadows never left the ceiling. All hidden corners harbored empty memories.

It had been this way for as long as I could remember.

Soon after I’d discovered Randlebot amazingly lived a mere few blocks down the street from me—it might as well have been another city, another country, perhaps Mars—I received another sealed-envelope: Quietly fade away, “Mr. Smith,” and let it be. Nothing is worth the knowledge you seek.

All I wanted was to know what had happened to Henry Coronado. Why was this veiled in secrecy? Who was wary of my trespass?

Quotation marks around my name also suggested the message writer knew of my charade. I had chosen Mr. Smith as a generic pseudonym for my research, not wanting anyone to pry too deeply into my history, to intrude on my already physically and mentally crowded space. One must do what one must do to dig for answers. After years of uncertainty, I needed answers.

I wondered if Russell Randlebot had heard of my inquiries through the literary grapevine. Perhaps an old friend still in contact with him, one I had gotten in touch with, had relayed the information.

Perhaps he was sending me these messages, yet it all seemed incomprehensible. Agoraphobia breeds paranoia, one’s mind always enveloped in one’s thoughts without distraction. The only way to know would be via action. Stepping out the front door, walking along that desolate street, and saying hello to Randlebot in the flesh.

We had gone beyond a point of no return, and we were ready for it. None of us wanted to go back to the gray, chill, militaristic silence, to the intellective void—to the land without poetry—to the land of spiritual drabness. We wanted to make it new and we wanted to invent it and the process of it as we went into it. We wanted voice and we wanted vision.

 

—Michael McClure, poet, at the Six Poets at Six Gallery event, after Allen Ginsberg had read “Howl” for the first time.

“Russell Randlebot and Henry Coronado met in San Francisco at the famous Six Poets at Sixth Gallery reading, October 7, 1955. This was a landmark event for the ferocity with which one poet, Allen Ginsberg, launched his salvo, “Howl,” onto the unsuspecting packed room. The crowd included a drunk Jack Kerouac who stamped his empty wine jug shouting “Go!” punctuating each line with enthusiasm and fervor. An Event had taken place. Amidst the wild camaraderie and the drunken revelry, Randlebot recognized a sullen Coronado with a smirk on his face. He was the only member of the audience not embracing the universal euphoria. Introducing himself, he helped shake Coronado from his odd malaise, drinking too much vodka in the process. Randlebot and Coronado woke the following morning in the narrow alley next to soon to be famous Beat bar, Vesuvio. They carried on much of the following day engaged in conversation, dreams, and drink.”

Immersed in Abraham Kalinski’s posthumously published The Beats Out Beyond (City Lights, 1961), an historical tome on the world of poetry in the ’40s and ’50s—he’d passed away from “natural causes” New Year’s day 1960, during the hullabaloo outside of The Camera’s Eye nightclub in San Francisco, California, where Henry Coronado had just had his first and last reading—I was in my head, taking in the magic, the madness, the madmen and mad women who gave themselves up to words. The polished vision was broken as I heard what had to be my third missive from the mysterious messenger drop to the floor beneath the mail slot.

Actually, I had not heard it, but sensed it. I went to the door and there it was—another message. This one was scribbled on a torn piece of paper, as if no sealed envelope was deemed necessary, that familiar block lettering etched hard into the paper, with but one word: Stop.

I crumbled the paper in my fist, a comedic show of defiance. Me, a man afraid to step outdoors.

I knew where this was all leading. I would have to find the will, the strength within, to battle my demons and whatever demons lurked outside my door, and talk with one enigma—Randlebot—to acquire insight into another enigma—Coronado—to appease the niggling obsession that had taken roost in my brain. A worm eating to the core of an already rotten apple.

As was habit for me, though, I allowed the worm to leisurely feast. Anything to delay the inevitable.

I read more from Kalinski’s tome, of Coronado and Randlebot’s intense, fiery relationship. Randlebot had been married, though the parameters of marriage meant nothing to him as his promiscuous nature had led to many affairs. Upon connecting with Coronado, his marriage dissolved. As witnessed in public, Randlebot’s affections had approached idolatry. Coronado, though, expressed himself as he always had, still adorned with a mask of aloof impudence—“a real condescending bastard, don’t know how Randlebot could deal with him,” poet Peter Orlofsky had noted. But a handful of times Randlebot seemed to regain his self-respect and lit into Coronado with rage and fisticuffs to boot. Yet always, within a day or two, they would be spotted together again, deep in conversation, as if nothing had happened.

Kalinski’s book had been published in 1961, a little over a year after his death. A little over a year after the infamous (and quite prophetic) 1959 New Year’s Eve Welcoming Chaos reading at the now defunct The Camera’s Eye nightclub in San Francisco’s North Beach, a haven for the Beats. Though Coronado was in no way a Beat poet, simply being a poet in San Francisco in the ’50s meant acknowledging the classic venues of the Beats, such as Caffe Trieste, Vesuvio, City Lights Bookstore, and the aforementioned The Camera’s Eye, as well as poets and writers and artists imbued with the outsider mindset.

Moving on to Kimberlee Caspian’s slim, Coronado’s Pandemonium (Stagnant Vertigo, 1972), I got a more succinct overview of the defining incident in Henry Coronado’s life and a harrowing occasion for those who experienced it firsthand.

The Camera’s Eye Welcoming Chaos event featured many visionary poets. Their poems were less Beat-driven and more wide-eyed and terror-filled. Philip Lamantia debuted a series of interconnected poems, “The Stars in Our Souls,” that featured cosmic imagery of a scintillating nature, yet he abandoned the purity of this path because of the incidents that followed the event. Grant Marlock and Sharon DeVries also exhibited exemplary work of depth and vision that left the audience awestruck, especially DeVries with her scatological rant, “My Gender is a Weapon,” which had nothing on the outside to do with gender issues. It was more an excursion through the underbelly of life in the city as perceived by an unknown, perhaps alien, entity. It was chaos to the nth, the perfect lead in to Coronado’s first and last reading.

Though Coronado had been a force within poetry circles for a decade, he’d had no books published, had performed at no readings. A smattering of poems in small press journals had been the extent of his output, yet these vital, bleak poems had left a huge impact. His reticence had kept him out of the limelight until Randlebot had convinced him to do the New Year’s Eve reading.

After Lamantia, Marlock, and DeVries had read, the place had reached a fever pitch. Coronado took the stage at 11:45 p.m. with the intention of reading three poems—two of his highly-praised published poems, and a new one written especially for the occasion, what Randlebot called, “an epic piece in style, scope and hallucinatory vision, a bridge between now and our unmapped future.” The poem was introduced as “Autumn in the Abyss,” yet confirmation of the title was immediately in question. Lamantia claimed Randlebot had told him the title was “Coronado’s Pandemonium” (hence, Caspian’s lifting of it for her book about the event), while other attendees suggested variations of both.

Not that any of this mattered. As Coronado took to the stage surrounded by candlelight and incense, he quickly read his first two poems to moderate applause. The residue of DeVries manic reading had yet to dissipate. Coronado’s feeble, anxious reading, his voice cracking, his eyes skittish, was “severely putting a cramp on the evening,” as one patron put it. “One would think a man of his formidable stature would have a voice worthy of God, but he showed no signs of being able to live up to his swiftly dimming legend.”

Before his reputation was completely ruined he returned the focus to himself in a curious way. He walked around the stage and snuffed out the candles set in stylish, wrap-around wrought-iron dragon sconces along the back wall, then stepped out to the front row of the audience and did the same to the candles in matching dragon candleholders on the tiny tables. He pinched each wick as one would do to oneself in a particularly bad dream, praying for escape.

There was no true escape from what followed.

Coronado was almost fully immersed in darkness. The dim light from the remaining candles on the table tops behind the front row cast brooding shadows that danced in a macabre fashion in his direction. Some witnesses spoke of shadows without a foundation in reality, figures lurking and looming, as if culled from the stone walls. His presence gained a foreboding aspect, his countenance etched with an eerie quality most described as frightening. The papers he’d read from during the first two poems were scattered to the floor. He leaned into the mic and recited in a voice many claimed was much different than the insecure timbres he’d adopted during the first two rushed readings—as if this one was the only one that mattered—“My gift for you, all of you who disgust me deeply, is true pandemonium. Dark revelations with apocalyptic consequences. Only I understand what the mere speaking of these words will bring, though you will taste their venomous intent soon enough.” At this point, an anonymous member of the audience blurted a disparaging, “Evil, man,” much to the shushing chagrin of others in attendance. Coronado’s strange transformation sobered up all but the most soused. His mouth stretched wide, “the leer of a sated hyena,” according to poet Neal Cassidy, and continued: “Chaos is the god of logic, the only god worthy of humanity’s misguided meanderings. The logic of madness. The madness of true pandemonium.”

Silence from the audience as he paused, sobriety snuffing out even the most slippery tongue.

“And He speaks through me.”

After which, reports conflict—even the confirmation of the exact words he spoke. Each person questioned for the book, as well as by the police, said something different. Some took this version—the most succinct piecing together of his words—and changed it into something that suggested monsters of the id and ego. Others agreed with Kerouac’s curious, post-interview comments that suggested the corporeal existence of monsters outside of the id and ego. Everyone knew one thing: two dozen people died that night, a dozen in the fire that engulfed the venue, another dozen in accidents and suicides in the few hours past midnight.

Perhaps most troubling of all was that three of the suicides killed themselves by mutilating their eyes. Burgeoning poet, Marianne M plucked her eyes completely out of their sockets with a spoon.

Furthermore, no one could confirm anything beyond the introduction to the poem, yet there was, as with all recollections from the evening, enough evidence of “lost time” to suggest a mass hallucinogenic experience. Authorities suggested that drinks may have been tampered with, spiked with a drug of immense potency. Reports had Coronado starting his reading of the final poem between 11:50 and 11:52 p.m. The bedlam hit full force just after midnight.

As I read these recollections, dicey as they were, a sense of dread escalated within me, much as when my agoraphobia becomes overwhelming. I felt Coronado’s presence within me, a flickering light of recognition, and felt the weight of his words. These strange feelings were born of those words, I was sure. I scribbled incoherently, blocky letters like toppled skyscrapers, yet I could not put those words to paper. My unease escalated. Nausea swam as sharks around a raft, blood from the injured staining the water, increasing the menace, their hunger. Yet my obsession remained resolute, no matter my discouraging physical reaction.

I owned Kalinski’s tome, a pricey acquisition via eBay many years ago, but Caspian’s book—a footnote in Zimmerman’s comprehensive appendix—was nowhere to be found. Even evidence of her publisher, Stagnant Vertigo, was non-existent. When I was about to give up my search, I lucked into finding a website with the complete text—something that did not take any special keywords to access, just the umpteenth typing of variations of the title, author and publisher, yet one last time—and there it was. I would say it was the fitting reward for my hard work, yet the reward seemed more a curse as the night enveloped me. It was a thorn in the paw of my obsession as there was no contact info for Caspian, the publisher, or even whoever had set up the website. All info was nil beyond the text from the book.

The wind rattled my house with such might as to inspire a thought to skip through my mind of The Wizard of Oz and Dorothy’s tornado-inspired trip. My agoraphobia swelled. The confines of my house seeming more claustrophobic than welcoming. Sweat beaded and raced down my thick jowls. Showers being a rare commodity—my girth and apathy or simply pathetic ways inspiring minimal quests for hygiene—my already pungent aroma grew moist lending a moldy, maggoty taint to the already repulsive stench, ambience… life. No wonder my inclination was to stay inside this rat-trap abode. My sour smell and sour mind were content to pollute only within these already tainted walls, not intruding on the stale air and stale landscape outside. As if it mattered.

As if on cue, the roof became a playground for incomparable chaos—a different source of chaos than at Coronado’s first and last reading, yet I felt a connection, an impossible bridge between the two disparate events—as what sounded like a dozen large animals trampled the already splintered shingles, their intent on feasting on whatever crossed their path, or perhaps battle for supremacy. They were kings of the world above and outside mine. Screeching, mewling protests, iron-willed howls, wire-brush scratching and sonorous laments echoed in the bones of my jaw. My teeth chattered. My wherewithal was withdrawn.

Or perhaps it was God pounding on the roof—wake up! Wake up!

I palmed a fistful of aspirin into my mouth, chewing and swallowing with determination, as if aspirin could stop the anarchy above me. I knew it couldn’t—the anarchy loomed always, waiting for my guard to waver—but at least it might derail the oncoming migraine. I pushed away from the computer desk, the creaking computer chair relieved at my exit, wrapped my stained white terrycloth robe tighter around myself and covered up the evidence of my loathsome being. I had to regain my focus, move it away from myself, as nothing there was ever of worth, and back to Coronado, a man of questionable worth and much mystery.

But as the commotion continued on the roof, I waddled back to my bedroom and covered myself in shabby blankets, stuffed my sausage-thick fingers into my aching ears. A useless shield against the world outside and my hellish existence in here.

Hours or days passed, I did not know. The many clocks that clattered as a convention of cane wielding men, an unrelenting click, click, click sounding like distant gunfire, or perhaps far enough to be cannons, with a cannonball about to bulldoze my house, tear a hole through the front door, open me to the mercy of what lay beyond—dear God, please, no!—meant nothing to me. Nothing, other than where the mind takes it. My perversely persuasive mind; my perversely perverse mind…

I peeled the blankets off. My robe was drenched with the sweat of sleep spent in nightmare landscapes. It was always like this, every awakening confirmation of the legitimacy of Misery and Disgust.

I made my way to the kitchen on wobbly legs, the firecracking joints in my knees and hips in need of oiling. When I pulled on the handle of the refrigerator, the suction seemed stronger than usual. I wondered when I’d last opened it. I spied dozens of crumpled ramen packages on the sticky countertop—eaten raw as all of my pans were either passing time with the filthy plates and glasses in the sink, or crammed into every nook, cranny, or shadowy corner within the refrigerator incubating whatever repellant leftovers that filled them. As the door opened with the sound of a forced kiss, these thoughts and the foul smells that wafted from within—alien and indescribable—impelled me to slam it shut. I would not be eating anything from in there. I clumsily tore the cellophane off a carton of ramen and snatched three bags before heading for the den.

Settling into my computer chair with a grunt as it groaned, I tapped on the mouse and a murky light radiated weakly from the monitor. Tearing into the ramen package with my teeth, I squeezed out a mouthful of the hard noodles and took a bite.

Coronado’s “Autumn in the Abyss” according to those in attendance who were still able to comprehend what they had experienced dwelled within each of us. It was a paradoxical seed rooted within spirituality that some perceived as the heart of his atheism, while others considered it an extension of his early use of opiates. Although Coronado claimed he stopped years before, to ‘keep his mind sharp for the forthcoming battle.’ From what others have pieced together though, his so-called visionary lines had deteriorated into pure fantasy. Unreal, but not surreal. He hinted at other beings, perhaps Gods, which as far as I cared, invalidated the gist of his new work. He wasn’t forecasting the future in his ever-fatalistic manner. He was imagining the unimaginable, which might work for horror fiction, but as poetry of substance, no. Sorry. I don’t get it and I don’t care. Nobody’s been able to paste together a precise version of “Autumn…” anyway.

 

—Carlos Dragonfly, poet.

Coronado feigned ignorance and even malice as to the depth of the tragedy that had transpired that evening. “Perhaps the truth is a bit too ruthless for the masses to experience. No matter how open-minded they claim to be. It’s not up to me to limit perceptions, to put a stranglehold on reality. It’s up to me to open doors. It’s up to me to show the way. It’s up to others to decide whether to step through those doors.” The use of the word ruthless really set my teeth on edge, rubbed me in a way I found unnerving—an enthusiastic sandpaper massage of naked flesh—yet also forced me to reconsider my understanding of my obsession. I wondered if the darkness he trumpeted with such contempt for his fellow man was the source of my attraction to him, not just his strange disappearance and the rumors that hounded him. Was I simply ogling the accident out of human curiosity for something, someone, so ugly? Really, what drove me to need to know more about this human stain? His attitude repulsed me, yet his attitude was shaped much as mine was, as mine is now, by my distrust of all that is human.

My confusion simmered, needling me with the thought that my obsession had more to do with envy than abhorrence.

I laughed out loud—a choking insult to the act. Chewed noodles sprayed on my keyboard. Something shuffled slowly on the roof as if being dragged.

With the tragedy of the Welcoming Chaos event, since much of the crowd had imbibed enough alcohol to make any three port-bound Navy crews envious, the quality of the information was less than stellar. Outsiders looked at the tragedy with snide deprecation as if they thought it the product of a misguided movement, jumbling the event within that negligible branch of the arts the Beats occupied, even if it had nothing to do with Beat poetry, per se. Online reports were limited at best. The only note on the fire was that it was started by “carelessness.” Nothing more. Strangely enough, there was nothing to be gleaned from the online archives for newspapers from that era, either.

Russell Randlebot went into seclusion.

He had suggested the event, had even worked with the owners of the venue to promote it. After the deluge, the madness and disorder, the deaths, he wanted nothing to do with poetry, art, or Coronado. His only comment on the event, before taking on his hermit existence and living off the money his paintings and art books had garnered: “I was excited about where it was all going. We were all excited about where it was going. But Henry… I prompted him to leave certain esoteric elements out of his work. He simply shrugged his shoulders as if none of it really mattered. But I knew it mattered. He lied to me before the event, saying he would not mess with the really dark stuff. That was his way, though. He was a real manipulator. Then he took it too far. It was an abomination he unleashed.” When asked to explain his last statement, according to the interviewer—Candace McClean, a hot shot New York critic for the arts, —Randlebot stared at her with a sorrow she expressed as “palpable,” yet his response was curt, filled with a simmering rage: “You’re an idiot if you want to dig deeper, Candace. It’s all of our deaths you’ll be hastening.”

Again, the oblique nature of Coronado’s existence rose to the top, cream to be skimmed off and fed to his demons, his legend.

Over the next decade, conversation, analysis, and dissection of “Autumn in the Abyss” reached a fever pitch as it dominated the poetry world. Candace McClean’s 1977 article for Art News, Autumn is the Winter of our Discontent, pieced together a dozen stanzas of the poem gleaned from the fractured reports of survivors of Coronado’s reading. In mapping out stanzas from the poem—yet not the complete poem, an utterly impossible task made more evident with her article—a curious disassociation seemed at odds with her goal. The lines had a mutable quality, evershifting within the landscape of memory. Evolving to fit the mindset of the individual. McClean posited the ninth stanza portended “atavistic yearnings that emanate from deep within.” According to her, the stanza opened with the line, “My bones glimmer luminous beneath saltwater flesh,” which perhaps aligned itself with her interpretation, if one was immersed in a fantasy mindset.

Poet, Jack Harolds, described the stanza as “a vital stream-of-consciousness examination of the worth of humanity in the budding age of peace and love as saddled with aggression and self-satisfaction,” while famous underground self-proclaimed “word-slinger,” Albert Albert, suggested it was “that moment of final choice or perhaps recognition, the ‘dying dreams of corporate allegiance’ he wields as an ax, to chop down what remains of the good old days.” Bukowski called it the “no-holds barred truth,” which might make Coronado smile, if he were still with us.

None of these examples—and there were dozens more—even hinted at McClean’s “atavistic yearnings” take on it. Of course, the three poets mentioned above hadn’t even been at the event. Was their understanding of the noted stanza culled from McClean’s take on it? Of course, to each his own, and within the academic, ego stroke world of poetry, over-thinking the words of others was common. Yet for me, as I read the ninth stanza on a website, the words didn’t even match up!

“My bones glimmer luminous beneath saltwater flesh?” She stated in the article this was the opening line of the ninth stanza, yet at the end of the piece, when she gathered together the shards she had collected, it was not present. McClean, usually a meticulous researcher, built one entire section of her argument on this example, yet on the final page, where a mere twelve stanzas from her own recollection are posted, there was no indication of its validity.

The ninth stanza I read from the online archives for Art News opened with “Venom as the root of the sleeping yet not dead language,” might also align itself to some sort of atavistic yearning, yet what of Albert Albert’s take and his inclusion of his reading of the line, the words—“dying dreams of corporate allegiance”—within his response? What were each of them reading? Why, with McClean’s reputation, has she floundered so badly here? Bukowski’s statement even caused me to laugh out loud. “No holds-barred truth?”

My confusion rose. “Turbulence embroidered on flesh, tattoos painting husks with the conspiracies of the soul.” My thoughts acclimated to the poem, yet researching the line—I know I have just read it on my monitor, the article was there, still there—it was nowhere to be found.

My confusion solidified. I was wary of much more of this, yet my obsession needed finality.

McClean briefly touched on Coronado’s disappearance, a cursory account. Nothing to hold on to. Nothing more.

The words were all Coronado had truly left us. Primarily, this incomplete poem. This incomplete poem with its contradictory lines.

It was clear my research had reached an apex. It was clear that the only path left, the avoided path, the dread-filled path, was to head out to Randlebot’s house.

Time was inconsequential to the agoraphobic. I was an unmoored being: drifting, drifting…

No mirror in my bathroom—no mirrors in the house—made my hygienic task a blind exercise. It did not really matter. I showered and shaved, brushed my teeth with an always empty toothbrush. I dressed in charcoal slacks and an off-white shirt; it used to be white, but the years fed on the purity and left it faded, yellowed, much as I expect my teeth to be. I was compelled to slip my dress jacket over my bulk, but my prodigious size inspired sweat and no matter the temperature outside. I left the jacket behind.

Smudged reflections glanced back at me from the metallic skin of the toaster. Faces from a gathering crowd. Faces whose features cut through with expressions of clarity: a pale woman with white hair and a feline smile; an old Asian man with almond eyes that spoke of secret knowledge; a young Latino girl whose innocence was history. I swiftly turned to avoid scrutiny. They suggested something hideous, but confirmation was against my true interest. I knew already what a mirror would reveal, what resided inside: this soiled soul.

I thought for a moment about the last time anybody had seen me in the flesh. My recollection turned to dust. It had been years, perhaps a decade or two, three.

I was stricken with a shade of melancholy as I could not even recall my age. Memories extended arm’s length. That was all. My mother, father, any siblings—all resided in a windowless room in the back of my brain. The door was locked, all access denied.

My disgust boiled. Worse yet, now that I was ready to leave the house, to wander along the desolate streets of this austere avenue, I was hesitant. I was afraid. Not so much for what Randlebot might reveal, but of the air outside so different from the familiar musty smells of which I was accustomed. Of the possibility of people out there, watching me, perhaps even one or two who might ask of me… anything.

I screamed, a foreign utterance. The primary voice I’ve heard for years has been the one in my head. This aural intrusion was a blasphemy to anything remotely human. I was embarrassed. I was revolted. My very being trembled at the thoughts, the possibilities. My breath grew rapid, my heart thumbing a ride with it. Everything grew hazy, my head lightened—a balloon escaping to freedom in the center of a powder blue sky while the child cried at the loss—and, overwhelmed, I fainted.

What must have been hours passed, my bloated body festering as a fresh lesion on the never vacuumed green carpet. Awakening, I pushed myself, with much effort, to a sitting position. Motes of dust shuddered above me. The lone lamp’s dim rays spotlighted them as they floated and scattered.

I stood, using the ramshackle sofa as a crutch, and took in the disaster that was me. My shirt was soaked through. My slacks as well—perhaps I urinated on myself, though the smells indicate sweat, but with such a malodorous abode, I could have been wrong. The part of me that never rests took over—my always buzzing, whirring, warring mind with gears grinding incessantly spat thoughts out in random patterns. It spewed my own internal poetry, perhaps as vital as any poets’ words that had ever come before. I almost smiled at such nonsense. This momentary levity served as inspiration, as distraction, and I cared not at all as I waddled toward the front door, reached out with the rare steady hand for the cold door handle, turned it, and swung the door open.

Dusk or dawn, I’d no idea. It was an in between time, which seemed appropriate. I was in between, always in between. The moments in between were my fondest friends. Allies in this self-made hell.

My first step out the door was a lifetime in the making. I vomited on the porch, my reward for such courage. Or foolishness. I was aghast but followed with another step, this one perhaps only decades in attainment. As I took these broad strokes, the details came into focus; my focus, perhaps the only thing to keep me moving forward during this gruesome charade. If anybody was watching me, they must have been laughing at the fat man’s stuttering dance. Perhaps calling friends, all their friends, Come, watch the comedy of errors. Come ogle the forlorn freak.

But then, the reality became clear. The sky was darkening, so dusk won out. The street was even more desolate than the weekly awkward dragging of grocery bags into my home would attest. A mere few steps out the door and I was astonished by the barren, besmirched vista before me. The few cars in front of decrepit houses suggested Negligence or perhaps Abandonment as their only riders now. The dreams of motivation, of speed, long since faded. Lawns littered with weeds, some that towered as tall as me, provided perfect hiding places for my neighbors, those laughing at me now. Shuttered windows at least suggested they might not even care to venture outside to get their fill of the fat man’s rare appearance.

I wondered how I originally had come to this drab, indistinct neighborhood. Had it materialized out of thin air, a product of my buzzing, whirring, warring brain?

My own yard, from this perspective, tottering on the cracked walkway from my door to the curb, bloomed with weeds so diseased as to cause my stomach to roil. Plump heads on thick stalks caused the spines of the stem to droop unappealingly. I thought of a convention of hunchbacks all huddled in grim conference. Bereft of petals, the illusion of beauty was left unfulfilled. The skin was mottled and a pale green liquid leaked out, dripped to the dirt, fed the plants, and this horrible cycle rolled on and on, multiplying ugliness with every generation.

What a dreary place to live. No wonder everybody stayed inside as I did. Who would want to step out into such a bleak world?

I had a flashing thought to turn and visually explore the roof, to see the remains of whatever mad revelry was often played out there, but the curiosity was slaughtered by the thought of one, two… a dozen of whatever animal it was that reigned there staring down at me, a hearty feast for their insatiable appetite. I made sure not to look, avoiding their glare for fear of ending up down their gullets, just another meal in the long line of meals that fill the instinctual needs but not their ravenous tendencies, forgotten upon ingestion, a constant loop. Just like my day-to-day existence.

I carried on my sluggish trek, my legs aching already as I passed by my fourth house. My already drenched shirt stuck to my flab as wind joined the oncoming night. The chill, though, was almost invigorating. Something different, this experience. Had I ever experienced this before?

Minutes shriveled as lazy moths bounded again and again off the occasional functioning street lamp, something that did not light my way, so much as show me the moths’ kamikaze surrender to their obsession. The urgent tapping rhythm of insect bodies bouncing off glass, begging entrance into the land of the enlightened, mocked the hesitant pace of my quest. I snicker inside at this thought, though outside, no laughter escapes, not wanting to hear the rusted gargle of my voice. A few of the lucky ones attain their goal, sizzling as they hug the hot glass, an end to their ludicrous routine. I lift my eyes to watch their victory, distracted from my fractured path. Diverted from a sidewalk overtaken from beneath by thick roots and an array of weeds punching through with vigor, or lackadaisical impetus, or simply a stronger desire to live than anything else in this cheerless neighborhood. Though it must be noted, my path was also littered with pockets of the pale green liquid as it seemed the trees were infected much as the weeds. Infected, such a strong, negative word. Why must I think of everything in this depressing way? Perhaps the pale green liquid was simply their lifeblood… toxic and spreading to infect everything.

I could not change the way I thought, my mind the toxic elixir upon which I slake my analytical thirst.

The night was deep and unforgiving. Hours passed as I squinted to read the numbers posted on the fronts of houses steeped deep in disrepair. I finally spotted Randelbot’s address. His house seemed on par with mine, on par with this miserable neighborhood. This sickly street littered with disease and so hopeless, so hopeless…

I questioned myself about carrying on. If I could carry on. If I had the courage. After all, conversation was not my specialty. The hacking sounds recently scraped from within are evidence of this. Yet why submit myself to such torture without at least knocking? I hoped that nobody would answer so I could run as fast as my aching legs would take me, to home, to hell, to my private hell. To obsessions that would not let me go until they compelled me to make this trek again—dear God, no. The thought forced bile to scale my gullet, yet it simply burned, unreleased.

The night was darker than one would imagine, the wind lashing with intent—warning or whipping me for my folly?—as I made my way to the door. My sweaty, meaty fingers gathered as a fist. My knock was feeble, weak, an extension of my desire to be gone.

Praying for no response…

…as the doorknob turned and the wood groaned, the jamb squealed, and the door opened slightly. An invitation? I mustered the wherewithal to say, “H-hello,” in a tiny voice, the voice of the insignificant. A rat scratching at a wall.

There was no response. But I sensed a presence near. One perhaps as sullen as me, trapped in his own private hell. After all, if Randlebot had been in seclusion since 1960, it was quite possible he was my equal in the pitiable throes of agoraphobia. Then again, if he was, who slipped the messages to me? If he made that trek three times—I could not imagine such determination.

I angled my face toward the space between the outside and the inside, and took in the familiar smells—smells I knew! Smells like my house. We were of the same wretched ilk, the fabric of our existence as grubby on the outside as the inside.

I said, this time louder and, dare I say, firmer, “Hello.”

Still no response, yet there was a hint of an echo, one ridged in sighs. My momentary flagrant association with courage grown brittle, I knew I had only one choice at this point, one option.

I needed to step inside, away from the wind and dark, away from the outside, the ever-oppressive outside. I relished the opportunity to shut out the world, but in another’s house, the comfort passed as a dime-sized kidney stone.

I closed my eyes and pushed the door open, took three quick steps, stopped, slammed the door behind me. I opened my eyes, expecting to see Randlebot, an aged Randlebot, his once handsome features—a chin sculpted from the sheered white cliffs of Dover, majestic blue eyes the envy of Maxfield Parrish’s paintbrush—devoured by time. What I saw instead knocked me to my knees.

I emitted a moan of defeat as I took it all in. As I took in my house, my furniture, my smells. My hell.

I took it in as tears welled and flowed, undammed. Overwhelmed.

Laughter, a grumbling, uncontested and evil laughter, shook me to the core. A dark, wet blossom bloomed on my slacks. My heart’s rhythm thundered within my heavy, sagging chest, seeking escape, refuge—anything to invalidate what burned my irises as my pupils expanded. I swear I could hear the sizzle…

“Hello,” said a voice etched out of spite and wicked contempt. A sinister voice riding the tail of the grumbling laughter.

“Randlebot?” I said, uncertain only because this was my house, my hell, no matter my trek.

“Randlebot, Randlerot,” the voice said, a snicker in the intonation. Cruelty personified. The dagger thrust in with force and gleefully scraped bone.

The answer suggested nothing and everything, confusion at its core, the ever magnificent and ever vile chaos that rules the labyrinthine mind reeling at the possibilities.

“Your pathetic condition sullies the night sky with its plumes of black-winged bewilderment blotting out the stars.” The wood cracked and settled above me, an exhalation courted by exhaustion.

“I don’t know what you are suggesting, Randlebot—”

“Randlebot, Randlerot, Randleriddles are all you’ve got.”

The seed of frustration bore diseased fruit. “If you are not Randlebot, then who are you? Who the hell are you?”

“You were warned from the beginning not to disclose what you discovered. But you liked to push. You liked to toy with humans because you felt they were beneath you. You were warned but heeded not the admonishment.” The heat of his presence was a bloody, freshly skinned bear pelt wrapped around my quivering girth.

And the words he littered as breadcrumbs along the path to contrary truths made no sense to me. Warned? What I had discovered? What had I discovered? Was this a reference to the notes dropped in my mail slot?

“I needed answers, despite your so-called warnings. My mind allows no respite until answers are attained. It’s a curse of my obsessive nature, as well as my pathetic condition, as you call it, and I do not disagree.”

A tripwire snapping at my casual trespass: “You still have no clue. We spoke of warnings long ago, when you were young and still able to imagine freely. When your imagination explored too deeply, yet we allowed your trespass… under special circumstances, yet you ignored even those.”

I was at a loss. A rag doll shaken in the mouth of a rabid Rottweiler. My head light, as if punctured and losing focus: “What are you talking about? What warnings if not the notes dropped through my mail slot.” And, as the question turned from mist to cement in my head: “Who are we? If not Randlebot, who are you? We? What the hell is going on?”

My nerves twitched as a thousand shit-coated flies rubbed their insect legs together, cleaning off the filth before indulging in more.

“You won’t like the answers. You might regret the intrusion. You might regret your existence—”

“To hell with your condescending manner.” I leaned forward, head lighter still, as if emptying all its contents. I tried to catch myself on the arm of the sofa as I slumped to the puke, green carpeted floor. Dust motes took flight, a momentary escape from the drudgery of non-existence. “I need to know all there is to know about Henry Coronado.” Suicidal? An obstinate child?

“Good,” he said, they said—the voice enunciated—stretching the single syllable word into something monstrous, a python’s embrace.

I attempted to situate myself on the sofa, pulling at the arm, but my body was weak and clammy, already beaten. What more could their revelations and verbal flagellation do? Yet, I needed to see it through.

“Randlebot, Randlerot, our liaison, was sent to keep you on your path of discovery. Full disclosure was to be our gift to you, but not something to share. He was sent to keep you in check and failed. “

“Sent to me? Sent to me when? From his hiding place down the street from me or…?”

They ignored me. The inflection of their blatant fiction boring even to them, as if they had better things to do than pass time with me. I did not blame them. Yet, they continued.

“‘Autumn in the Abyss’ was never meant for public consumption. Randlebot, Randlerot had attempted to keep you from reading it at the Welcoming Chaos event, raving over your other potent, but less persuasive piece, ‘Coronado’s Pandemonium.’ But you in your ever—”

“Stop with the references to me as Coronado,” I said, my voice cracking as old crust. I struggled as my head filled with flashing images that rolled out memories that could not be mine. The implication of their words influenced my thoughts, or perhaps altered them, much as a hallucinogen could.

Again, ignoring my plea—give me truths, damn it, not these impossible fictions—they persisted: “You in your ever vigilant hatred of your fellow humans chose to unveil the darkest words ever. Not purely because of content, but because of intent. This sequence of words was loaded, explosive, apocalyptic.”

Dear God! I wondered as to their madness and for once felt strong, better than somebody else. My contemptible existence was perhaps not the most contemptible existence this world had ever witnessed. These people, this undefined we, these voices from the shadows, never revealing themselves this indefatigable storyteller crushed to gruel under my large feet and swallowed by the shadows it called home might be a more worthy possessor of the disgraceful crown.

“You tire me, Randlebot, Randlerot or whoever you are. Show yourself or leave me to my meager existence. I may be repugnant, but you don’t even rate that unworthy distinction. Be gone.” I waved my hand, a plump pigeon taking flight.

“Even after years of isolation, you still find the cojones to treat someone you think of as human and inferior with such brazen disdain.” They found the capacity to laugh—a coarse cough, a stern bleat—which really riled me.

“Be gone or be seen, wretched one. Or the wretched many. Then leave me be. You’ve no information of worth. I have to get back to my real research and chalk this up as time wasted.”

Shuffling sounds, something moving in the back room, my bedroom, the bathroom. Perhaps this puny intruder was looking to escape through a window. Perhaps—

“As you wish.” Their voice echoed from the bathroom, a refrain that lingered too long, as if calling to me, insistent.

“Come forth without any more games or stories. I’ve had enough,” I said, rising from the floor. Patting the dust off my pants, as if the action mustered merit when, really, the pants were already soiled. But I gained a sense of faux vitality in the process. A strange illusion, one of many to come.

“‘Mirrors and copulation are abominable, since they both multiply the numbers of man’” Quoting Borges seemed irrelevant, until I sensed the undercurrent of unease upon which the quote was founded. My unease. A nod to impossible disclosures.

The bathroom with its bland wallpaper—water color blue gulls of no real distinction—and its stained porcelain, its slow leaking faucet, and the prevalent black mold coating the caulk between tiles of the shower, was the ambient manifestation of my genius loci.

I sensed the obvious lie within the statement, within Borges’ words. The only mirror in this house had splintered into a shower of shards under my heavy fist what seemed eons ago. Why should the voice suggest something as ridiculous as the possibility of a mirror when there isn’t one in that shoebox sized room? Why should the thought of my reflection, after all these years, make me recoil inside, my intestines squeezed tight as sleeping rattlesnakes?

Rattlesnakes awakened and moving to the meat of my heart, the muscle flaccid from years of inattention.

Nothing made sense. This mad day was one to shove aside and forget, like all the rest of the mad days which, in retrospect, can only be viewed as insipidly normal days. All the rest of the days strung together as notches on a noose.

I made the hallway in silence, except for the sloth-like dragging of my feet on the pockmarked carpet, worn to the hardwood floor beneath by thousands of tramps along this path, yet all I wanted was to avoid this one, but for the pull… the pull…

Truths of this nature, they come on rare occasion in our lives. Facing them, perhaps we grow, gain a glimmer of wisdom. Move forward. Unless you are like me. The thought of facing anything outside of my dull parameters caused the rattlesnakes in my belly already craving my heart to beeline toward the head, my brain. Perhaps it would be a sweet mercy, their gorging.

Nausea wrapped me in its sweaty fist squeezing vertigo from my head and bile from my stomach. My throat constricted blocking the uprising. Some squirted through, scorching my tongue, varnishing it in the vestiges of my escalating fear.

Yet still, I moved forward or, rather, was being pulled, pulled…

…when I made it to the closed door.

A snigger of malicious joy, satisfaction escaped from within the bathroom. The smudged metal door handle rattled as I reached to open it. I hesitated, my trepidation omnipresent as a mule kick to my head. I felt faint again, yet braced myself on the wall, not wanting to touch the door.

My agoraphobia was a profound thing, more viscerally present right now than when I had walked outside—if I had actually made that trek as the evidence seemed negligible. I suffered because of the voice of the many or the one, mumbling incoherently from beyond a simple bathroom door, one I’d opened thousands of times.

I reached for the door handle again, my heart pounding in my ears, pounding so loud I expected it to either leap out of my chest as a marlin on a taut fishing line, or simply stop in the presence of such breathtaking fright and drop me as a sack of shit to the floor. Food for insects and rats, only to be discovered years later, stripped to the bone. Unknown. Never Known.

As my fingers greased the knob, it continued its rattling, sodium-vapor shock, cockroach dance beneath them. I closed my eyes, turned it… and pushed.

I stepped forward and into the room. The dank smell cut by the crisp, bitter taint of urine caked on filthy porcelain assailed my nostrils and brushed as a chilly breeze across my sweat-coated face.

I opened my eyes to stark truths, absurd epiphanies, madness… chaos! Impossible lies…

I found myself seated on a vast, cooling desert floor, all that empty space cloying, stifling. I hiccupped and vomit spilled out of my trembling lips, staining my shirt. I glanced down at myself, leaner yet still large. Confusion reigned. Yes, the implications were clear, yet the sense was lost on me.

I was Henry Coronado.

But I was not Henry Coronado. I couldn’t be.

I shivered as the night crowded in on me, an invisible horde pressing against my chilling body.

With my eyes I followed a scorpion until it scampered beyond my view and a figure ambled from its retreat. Were they one and the same? I watched the figure as it approached grow from fitting into my palm so I could easily crush it, to standing above me, looking down with a familiar face.

He pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket. His clothes, a dark
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