

[image: image]





 

Praise for

THE COOL THING

by Robert Rife

[image: ]

“Fun and scary…”

[image: ]

“Jarring… dark and clever.”
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“Stephen King meets Mark Twain!”
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“…insightful, provoking…”
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PROCLAMATIONS

No animals were abused in the writing of this novel. Many humans were. They shouldn’t have bothered me.
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This is a work of fiction. Anyone finding a resemblance to themselves should be cooked. Slowly.
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It’s all zip-science. Big time. The technical term is: BS.

[image: ]

The certain flood of praise and adulation should be directed to the author’s website www.robertrife.com
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Misbegotten criticisms must be typed on soft paper, and hand delivered to any small structure with a sickle moon on its door.
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PROLOGUE

From a great height, someone naked clings to a ceiling fan. What got him up there was really bad. But it’ll seem like the Virgin Mary compared to what gets him down.
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Chapter 1

THE FILTHY MAN

Where starving cats breed and chained dogs sicken, the filthy man searches. Once he carried a ball so fast, crowds roared and cheerleaders called. They called often, called him Carl, and he was loved. Friendly men came insisting he take gifts. But hiding among the gifts was disgrace, and a cell with iron bars and the nightly order for lights out. And then came different men… coarse men. They too, were friendly. Now he searches.

On this day, like all days, within the ageing barns and stacked pallets of Garve’s Recycling, the filthy man digs. He paws through, he pries open, he steals. As metal corrodes and poisonous dust swirls, he looks for something lost along the way. He seeks his life.

This cancerous place once had a sign reading: GARVE’S STORAGE & SCRAP – TOP DOLLAR PAID. As paint eroded, truth appeared: CRAP – DOLLAR PAID. Uncomfortable with such accuracy, the owners replaced it with: GARVE’S RECYCLING. Indicating a more refined proprietorship, and an environmentally concerned business. Indicated perhaps, but not reflected. The current crop of Garves are about as refined as a possum’s prick. Their environmental concern consists of a new sign, patching peep holes in the fence and speedier use of the sewer system. Now, acids, paint removers, love potions etc., go into drains immediately as opposed to being left lolling about sunning themselves.

Far behind the environmentally concerned sign, metal rusts, toxic winds stir, and the filthy man searches. He’s way back in the fenced grounds, among the oldest, largely ignored storage buildings. Here he can dig without being interrupted by awkward questions. Totally unreasonable crap, like: “Who are you? What the hell you doin’ in here?” He’s a bit unofficial, this filthy man; he’s sorta employed by the night watchman. And he kinda lives here. Unofficially.

Carl is being betrayed; the last quart of Cobra Malt Liquor is jilting him. Wrapped and sitting unevenly in a thin plastic sack, it has fallen over. The warm beer is seeping past a loose cap, slowly saturating his cigarettes. He will not need another pack. Not today. Not ever.

“Someday. Someday, I’ll find something really worth something. Someday I’ll make some real money. Someday I’ll get on my feet and go back to school. I will, and I’ll play again. Someday, I’ll pull up back home in a really hot ride. And I’ll be clean, with someone fine and pretty beside me. She’ll have her hand on my shoulder, flashing diamonds. Someday. It’s not too late. I’ve got plenty of time,” mutters the filthy man into his beard. “Twenty-nine is young. I’ve got plenty of time. It’s not too late. I’ve got time.”

Trudging to his stash for a smoke and a few swallows, he cries out at the overturned bottle, dropping to his knees, grabbing it. Saving some, he quickly sets the quart aside, and begins pulling wet cigarettes from their pack with trembling fingers. They break, but he lays them out, pieces and all. They’ll dry, it’s okay. I’ve got papers. It’ll be alright. Spreading the tobacco, he knocks the bottle to concrete. Shattering glass spears through the bag, pale liquid shooting out. Scooping it up with both hands, he jams spurting sack and splintered bottle into the sucking, whiskered mouth. And stops. While bloody beer rains from lips and beard… he sobs. Slowly lowering the dripping mess, Carl raises wet, grime imbedded, fists to eyes that don’t want to see. Swaying, knuckles grinding out the light, he crumples. Knees pull to his chest, and a boy who once carried a ball so fast, shakes. Oh, mama… mama. Please, God, please don’t let me die like this.

Another morning passes in the life of a man broken early. It passes like all others, with the same rooting, the same dirt, the same stealing, the same despair. One more turn of the shovel, one more dip of the pan, one more roll of the dice, one more desperate spin of the wheel. Just one more try at life. Please, God. One more.

The filthy man is about to get his one more try— the last spin of a blighted ball.





Chapter 2

THE PEEKER IN THE BLINDS

Kneeling in the dirt, ignoring the smell, R.L. talks softly to her. As feet slap the floor above, she flinches making the thick wire quiver; that eating, hurting metal. Rolling her eyes toward the sound, dust sifts from the joists, settling on the frightened face. He shakes his head slowly, this man of rubber band ethics and adjustable morals. Blowing out a breath, knowing he should be at the shop with the silly bastard. Not that the little darling ever needs help buying or selling; he’s, pluck-them-naked, good at that. But it is best that R.L. make frequent unannounced visits to be sure little sweetness doesn’t do something silly. Like hump a statue. Or murder someone deserving.

What R.L. absolutely does not need, is to be fiddling around with this mess. Christ Almighty… it’s always something. Another heavy breath. Why me? I really don’t need this, and I’m ruining my jeans, just look at these creases. Problems, always problems.

“It’s okay, honey, it’s all okay.” R.L. speaks gently, trying to comfort her. He lies of course, easily and from great practice. The situation is definitely not okay, and not likely to get that way. He leans back, resting the seat of ironed jeans against heels of well-polished shoes. What the hell can I do with her? Calling the law is definitely out. Damn, I don’t need this. He runs the fingers of both hands through wayward, still mostly black hair. Bending forward again, the hair goes where it wants, and he continues the soothing talk. Offer soft, gentle words, that’s all he can really do for her. “Baby, I don’t know how this happened, but it’s gonna be okay, I’ll help you.”

A television blares into life from above. And what a surprise, it’s more wrestling. I just really don’t need this. And look at these creases. Problems, always problems.

As aggravation plays loudly inside his home, and a tragedy plays out beneath it, R.L. is interrupted by another problem. One that also plays inside the house. One that plays house with him. One he’s fallen in love with. The back door opens, and a somewhat domesticated street girl leans out. A little train wreck that told him she’s almost twenty. Sure you are, baby. Tell it to the tooth fairy.

An unseen neighbor is watching who knows the girl’s age. It sure as hell ain’t no twenty; she’s as old as Eve in the Garden. This peeker in the blinds takes great interest in what goes on at R.L.’s house. This neighbor is not playing, not playing at all.

And R.L. is about to get another problem. A deadly one.





Chapter 3

DISEASED GLEE

The filthy man, whose looks once made cheerleaders moist, spits through a beard that flies avoid. Wiping his mouth with the back of a hand, he stares intently at what he’s uncovered. Beneath ruptured boxes leaking forgotten lives, part of a gangrenous green trunk shows. Carl has exposed enough of it to reveal a padlock. A lock with O.S.S. stamped on one side, U.S.A.A. on the other. Its keyhole has been permanently sealed, melted shut with acid. Curious, but not a problem. He bitterly knows that locks are like morals, easy to overcome. Unlike memories.

Studying those military initials, he sets fire to a beer damp cigarette, and immediately starts coughing. Cheap shit, like everything that cheap bastard pays me with. Someday I’ll bring him something all right. Someday. Someday…

His stomach rumbles with hunger, yet he doesn’t regret sharing the canned sausages. Shared with another who manages to survive in this dry, breath-stealing wasteland. Someone that’s escaped the poison set out. An enticingly scented concoction that’s killed every drain Carl pours it down. He looks out for his friend. Each other is all they have. He feeds the limping old cat as best he can, keeping its water bowl hidden. It waits for him on the dirty tattered bed roll, giving this discarded man his only joy. As the cat makes its soft contented sounds lying in the safety of his arm, Carl’s eyes fill. Someday I’ll leave here, and I’ll take you with me. Someday, I’ll feed you the best money can buy. Someday. Someday.

Saving the cigarette stub, Carl returns to the trunk. This mystery that’s waited decades for the company owner who’d marked it abandoned, hidden it, and never came back. Likely due to being shot by a wife who came down with syphilis or knifed by a satisfied customer. Shit happens. And so it sat, in one of the facility’s oldest buildings, getting buried ever deeper. Sat in this hut where it always seems someone is watching. Someone who isn’t there.

The damn chest thing has evidently grown roots. Sitting, Carl kicks it with both feet, until his pre-college fillings rattle. Up on his knees, he yanks repeatedly on its handle. The metal bastard will not budge, but this ruined man keeps on. Searching is what has kept him alive. For that one more time, that one more chance, for that someday. For that envelope taped to a drawer’s back. That sparkling heartbreak hidden beneath jewelry box velvet. For hard-earned rolls of green stuffed in a sad doll. And round and round it goes. It’s never enough. But someday it will be. Someday. Next find, maybe that’ll be it. Someday, that lucky someday. But somedays have a price. Salvation always does.

The attack goes on, the trunk will not move, will not, will not, and then it does. Breaking free, it sends the filthy man staggering back as dust shrouded boxes and debris collapse into the emptied space. Dust engulfs him, his perspiration makes a great makeup base, and he’s coated. Now in blackface, he snorts, clearing both nostrils into his beard. This same guy once had trouble making cuties keep their clothes on. Time alters all.

Muddy beads of sweat cling to his eyelashes, hair and beard. The Golem has risen. Running a hand over the trunk, paint flakes spilling between his fingers, he examines the lock and handles again. Digging in a five-gallon paint bucket that serves as his tool tote, he pulls out a hand sledge. Gripping the splintered remnants of a wood handle, he goes to work. Swinging and pounding and getting nowhere. More and more and still nowhere. He misses and tears the skin off a knuckle. He curses the trunk and the military bastards who made it. The ripped skin burns, igniting his temper and he fast forwards into a blurred hammering fiend. The hasp snaps, the hammer continues on… and the fiend flips into his tool bucket.

Now, neatly folded in half, Carl admires his knees and ancient slacks. He gives thanks the splintered hammer wasn’t in the bucket. He slowly tips over, facing the trunk. Its lid has popped open, and miles away a portal screen flickers to life.

Stuck in the pail like a hermit crab, he scuttles to the trunk. Peering in, he’s mesmerized. Whoa, baby! Whoa… baby… my day, my lucky day.

The filthy man is right. It is his lucky day, come around at last. But luck is a slippery, tricky kind of thing. Lady Luck has not exactly smiled on him. Smirking and gleefully giggling would be more accurate. Lady Fortune has sisters, and the diseased one just wrapped her legs around Carl. She’s gonna make damn sure he takes that one more chance he has oh, so desperately wanted. Someday is here.

No do-overs.





Chapter 4

THE UN-FETED

R.L. is aware of the local haunted house hog wash. It’s often referred to as the old Roaton Place, rumor has it filled with antiques… and spooks of course. Ghosts don’t interest him; they can’t be bought from, sold to, or cheated. But he does badly want the contents of that house. Or he thinks he does. Contents can include bargains… and things not bargained for. Many things.

The moldering pile is located out a piece on West 287. Dark green vines cover most of its first story, and hide all but the tallest spears of an iron fence still standing proudly around this Victorian relic.

This house is odd, altered, connected to... something. Intangibly attached by a mistake of math made long ago and miles away. A link created before the Roatons’ came. Before the girls vanished.

The old black man took sick again and is back in the hospital. Nobody lives in the house. Yet, people say something does. They say sometimes rotting curtains will part slightly, kissing against the mildewed windowpanes and a shadow looks out.

And deeper inside, they say, deeper inside where it’s really dark, the dust lies in odd, lonely, wretched patterns, ever changing. Occasionally a trunk lid is raised, or a drawer is pulled open making available wanted clothing that can no longer be worn. Rattling doorknobs turn, doors open, doors close, doors are locked. Yes, they say, inside the old house, sometimes some things move. Others are never still.

According to tax records, the longtime owner of this house is Walter Ulysses Sloman. The same W. U. Sloman who now lies near death in Bethania Regional Hospital. Because he had watched, because he had seen, because he had said nothing, he had been deeded the house. It was a bribe for silence… and a sentence to hell on the installment plan. Those tax records are not exactly correct. Mr. Sloman doesn’t own the house; he comes with it. And so do others.

[image: ]

When childless Widder Clements died, her entire estate went to a niece who came whirling into town. She spent a few days hurriedly picking through the house and putting things in order. Like the bank accounts. The sorrow-gutted bereaved can always find time to put bank accounts in order. A beloved’s carcass might lie on stairs, droop over a porch railing, or stand on its head and stink, because there just isn’t enough time to do everything. But the bank accounts...there is enough time for those. Always. She listed the house and contents with a realtor. In a way, contents included the young colored handyman, Wus; so she made financial arrangements with the bank for him to stay on. Walter U. Sloman, went with the house.

Wus had been Widder Clement’s all-around-boy, yardman, and chauffeur. Since they were a goodish distance from town, she let him fix up the day basement as his own. During all the move in preparations, Wus discovered the closet back wall permeated with dry rot. But rotted in an oddly deceptive way. The wall looked and felt as solid as any in the house, yet when he put up shelves and coat hooks, he would later find them fallen to the floor, screws, nails and all. He gave up after a few puzzling attempts and used the tried and true cinder block method. His new apartment also had an exterior door, so he was able to come and go as he pleased. But was pretty much there all the time. In and out, day and night. This arrangement caused no end of delighted speculation among the widow’s friends, those prim and proper cows of her church. Her all-around-boy? Oh, yes, all around indeedy, docking at all ports no doubt.

The property eventually sold to a family with four girls and the last name of Roaton. They were Yankees from some far away northern state. Knowing no one in Wichita Falls, or in Texas for that matter, they kept Wus on. Being northerners, they quite righteously held no nasty racial prejudice, and absolutely did not refer to him as “Boy Wus.” He was now promoted to the lofty position of being “the colored hire.” There were limits of course; they had young daughters, so Wus no longer ate in the dining room as he had with Widder Clements. But he had came with the house.

Before long, one of the Baptist preachers came calling, accompanied by some of his fawners. They stood on the front porch clutching their Bibles and sweating. And not being feted. They left. Came the Presbyterians with more Bible clutching and sweating. Also, without feting. They left. Came the Methodists; sweat, no fete, leave. Finally, all the Christian Soldiers had been beaten, and all severely un-feted. And likely needing to be reborn. None could long endure the silent, black eyed stare of Mr. Roaton. He looked at them, slowly turning his head back and forth at them, never uttering a sound. Such treatment of these Holy Glowing Specimens was scandalous in Texas at that time. Yet Mr. Roaton did treat them so; and the family kept themselves to themselves. Wus, the colored hire, watched, said nothing, and did as he was told.

After that rude handling of all the Sanctifieds, time passed with few visitors. And changes began to show. There was less and less talk. Bonnets, closely gathered about the face, were never removed. Long sleeves, regardless of heat, were always worn. Dress hems drug and swept the floors. Lumps and ridges began showing beneath clothing, then came the dark seepage. And one by one, the Roaton girls disappeared. Wus watched, said nothing, and did as he was told.

Wus saw the last Roaton female run from a room mewling, elbows drawn back until they nearly touched, bonnet slipping off, revealing a mass of yolk sized pustules. He could stand no more. He went to talk to the law. Went, but didn’t talk. He couldn’t. He wasn’t even the colored hire to the law. He was just “Boy” again. And besides, what exactly was he going to tell the sheriff? That he was keeping a close eye on all the white women?

When Wus returned from not speaking to the sheriff, Mr. Roaton was standing at the outside basement entrance. As always, the totally hairless red face and lumps of coal eyes were expressionless. He shook his head slowly back and forth, and silently handing Wus some papers, walked away. The house had been deeded to Walter Ulysses Sloman, the colored hire.

Wus no longer watched. He said nothing and did as he was told. He began locking both doors of his basement quarters. Sometimes he found odd marks on the door that opened into the house. Odd childlike marks made with chalk. Some were nearly letters, almost words. He always wiped them away. And he kept finding that the cinder block shelving in his closet seemed to always have shifted away from the wall. He began to drink. Heavily.

Time and alcohol can dull anything, and they both gradually inundated Wus. But he was going to leave, going to tell something to someone. Soon he would. Maybe tomorrow. And tomorrow came. And the one after that, and the one after that. And on one of those tomorrows, Mr. Roaton sent his colored hire into town with a long list of many things to do.

As Wus drove away, Mr. Roaton stood a spell in the heat and settling dust, silently nodding. Finally, walking to to the work shed, he looks at the loaded wheel barrow, which includes a huge eye bolt. And a crock of honey.

Removing his clothes, he pushes the load out past the front of the house. Wearing only shoes, his maggot white body glistens in the bright sun. With the barrow’s iron wheel keening, he crosses the road, into an open field.

Arriving at a barren mound, he holds the gallon container over his uplifted face. Like molten amber, the honey cascades into his nostrils, mouth, and flows out onto his chin, throat and bare chest. Dropping the empty crock, he takes the massive eye bolt, and using a sledgehammer drives it into the ground. Hammering it down over two feet, he stops when only the eye remains visible. He picks up a short length of welded link chain, and one of two opened pad locks. Wrapping one end of the chain tightly around his neck, he fastens it with the lock. He moves more quickly now, for he feels it starting. Grabbing the remaining lock, he drops to his knees. Pushing the chain’s other end through the eye, he locks it in place. Less than a foot of chain separates Mr. Roaton’s head from the bolt. That eye bolt he had ordered. That eye bolt he has just driven so deeply into a now boiling ant bed.

A few hours pass as the sun burns down on a pulsing, silent, undulating mass of red ants. Suddenly a slouching haystack of a creature lurches up, wrenching the bolt from the ground. The thing lifts its ant sheathed arms toward the sun. Beseeching, it issues an ululating, lipless, gargling wail. Turning, it makes for the house, shambling forward, spraying blood and teeth with each scream. The eye bolt bounces on its chain; a necklace that appears in and out of the seething cloak of ants. This rough, dripping horror crosses the road, and then the yard, crying out its hatred and need. Crashing through the front door, it disappears into the house. Where the long unseen Mrs. Roaton and her daughters have been waiting. Eagerly waiting.

When the door had shattered, the colored hire’s closet wall glowed. As did another wall many miles away.

Wus never found out what became of Mr. Roaton. He discovered the splintered front door hanging by one hinge, and without hesitation, repaired it. When he noticed the wheelbarrow in the field across from the house, he walked over and found a sledgehammer, an empty crock, and a pair of rubber shoe soles. There were no ants. Putting everything in the barrow, he pushed it back to the house. To his home.

Alcohol washed over Wus; and on that killing tide, he began hallucinating. Seeing things that he knew could not really be there. Like the door shaped metal slab set in that dry rotted back wall of his closet. A glowing, shimmering, humming mirage of a thing, with a panel of lights down one side, bright as diamonds. Floating and insubstantial, it had hazy, unclear markings above it. And there were noises from within, echoes of voices. Or almost voices. From the other side of this thing that can’t be there. It can’t be there. It can’t.

Wus nailed that closet door shut, locked the basement and moved onto the ground floor. He intends to pack a few things and leave forever. Just as soon as he can get the house up for sale and sold; he needs money. Seems like he’s always broke nowadays. The drinking steadily increased. Sometimes he couldn’t find his wallet or forgot to go to the store, so he added rubbing alcohol to the wine. Sometimes kerosene. And he was going to leave, right away. Or do something very soon. When he remembered what that was, he would do it. Soon.

Time passed, and home bound Wus, stayed and stayed and... grew old. He goes with the house. So do others.
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In a work space miles away, yet very much attached to the vine cloaked house, a man struggles urgently. He needs to gain another half foot; he must advance terrible inches with each pull. Between seamless, milk white metal walls, he scrapes and grunts. Close by, rivulets of light green condensate trickle down stanchions that tower out of sight. Wearing the khaki coveralls of Deck 19 Security, he drags himself, smelling the stench. Trailing behind, his gleaming entrails leave a blood jelly path. A dark purple rope of intestine is caught in a scuttle-hole flap.

Gary knows he’s past saving, and even if not, rescue in this place might come with too high a price. Payment would be worse than being caught by what hunts him; the Lab Spills that ripped his belly open and killed his partner. Where the hell had they came from? They didn’t belong to Lillith; they were not bestial enough, too insectile. So the old portals and the Waydowns must really exist, just like the scuttlebutt has always claimed.

Gary strains, stretching and tearing his own guts out. He knows they will find him soon. One body won’t be enough for them. He sobs, grease dirty fingernails splintering on the ancient deck surface. He must pull; he must pull harder. If Gary can make it to the tool pouch; he will be okay; just to the tools will be far enough. Then he can kill himself.





Chapter 5

LET JESUS

Manfred Claude Wetzel has a mouth like a hamster’s butt. Unlike most butts, this one has spectacularly large, blindingly white dentures. Quietly winning the morning battle against Sparkles, who wants to go pee on something valuable, the old man shuts the door. Very softly.

Gnawing at whiskers, as his teeth light the way, Manny gimps down ancient stairs. Oak treads peep at him through holes in the carpet runner. The mound of snoring, carnivorous pork fat he’s just left, mentions these holes often; “Manny, you need to replace this before I trip and fall! You hear me? Do you?” And Manny always responds, “Yes, Fluffy dear.”

That she never takes the stairs, or that they might not support her, are facts not mentioned; but many other things are, with great regularity. He always responds, “Yes, Fluffy dear.” This has worked miserably well for years. Centuries, Manny would say.

On the ground floor he bends his bony frame into a treacherous desk chair. Fishing out the longest cigar stub from an ashtray, he sets it smoldering. Another business day begins. The old man spews out a foul plume. Oh, happy days, when Jesus walked. So they sing. Yeah, well I wish he’d walk in here. I’d sure, as shit sure, let him run this store. See how happy his day would be. He groans straightening his bowed spine and looks longingly at a favorite drawer. He thinks of the slumbering man slayer above. Might be a tiny bit too early, just a little.

Spilling out putrefying smoke Fluffy calls gaga-maga, Manny picks the keys off their mirror-backed shelf. He tries on a smile. The teeth reflection hurts his eyes; as it would the blind. He twiddles a few lonely hairs about, looks back at the drawer, then upward in the direction of Fluffy dear. The drawer stays closed.

Flipping the fly spotted sign to OPEN, Manny unlocks the shop door. Words on the glass proclaim: ANTIQUE SHOPPE & FOUND TREASURES. The logo was not of his choosing. The SHOPPE part gnaws at his bowels every time he sees it. The rusty cow bell wired to the door even more. Ambiance, he’s been told. “Yes, Fluffy dear.”

Shoving aside tape dispenser, upright paper towel holder, and ash tray, the old man assumes his usual slouch behind the sales counter. The ashtray being full, he lays a very used cigar atop the cash register, and props both oval patched elbows on long ago cracked glass. Beneath, like small mean orphans looking through a broken window, jeweled straight razors and green flecked 14k rings await adoption. There are no guns or switchblades. Manny does not sell illegal merchandise in his shop. He saves it all for the gun show. As he pats corduroy pockets for a lighter, his brain opens the favorite drawer. It glides so smoothly, so softly, so sweetly.

Life is minutes away from slipping this old rum pot a mickey. A man eating one.





Chapter 6

CACTUS EUPHORIA

The former pavement princess leans out from RL’s back porch. That “Oh, I’m almost twenny,” little liar that lives with him. RL, still kneeling before a different kind of tragedy, straightens. Putting both hands flat in the small of his back, he stretches and listens.

“RL-eee, pleeesy, the TV’s all funny, you know?” Gum chew, smack, gum chew pop. “It’s all soundy, but no picture, you know? The remote thingy won’t do either, you know. I reeely don’t wanna miss any rasslin,’ Okaydee? You’ll come in and fix it now? Okaydee? Pleeesy,” asks the pink coated lips. Gum chew, smack. “What’re you doin’ down there anyway, huh?”

Disastrous relationships are born of wishful thinking and stupidity, a noisy miscarriage of need and lonely.

RL hears her breathless voice whisper past endearingly overlapped front teeth. She has on enough eye make up for a raccoon family, but not enough clothes to make a serviceable diaper. Girls and whores dress for men; women dress to impress other women. Especially those they don’t like. Looking up at her, he sees a dazzling ethereal beauty, an angel, an absolute angel. One of the people RL always has problems with is himself. Problems like being male and being an idiot about it. The watching neighbor, definitely not male, sees a slut wearing underwear and a pound of mascara. Perception, it’s all about perception.

“And good morning to you too, Deena Lynn. I’m trying to help this mother tha—”

“WHAT?” She interrupts, bouncing off the concrete porch taking two steps as one. Strawberry blonde pigtails swinging out behind her. “You mean there’s a woman under there?” Reaching him, she places a hand on his shoulder as she kneels. “Oh, you silly.” Slapping his arm, she says, “It’s only a— ooo-wee, yucky! What’s that awful smell?” Moving back as she speaks and clapping a dimpled hand over her nose and mouth. The chewed fingernails do not match the lip color.

“She’s had pups, and I guess some were born dead.” RL answers. “She must’ve got her back legs caught in some bastard’s wire fence, and —”

“NO, no, no! I don’t wanna hear about it, no, no, no!” Wheeling about, she makes for the door, hands over her ears. Stepping up on the porch, she leans forward slightly, holds a pigtail, and spits her gum out. “RL, that stink got in my mouth, you know? Are you coming in now? The TV, you know. The fighting already started; I can hear it.” She disappears inside, leaving the door open. And her gum on the steps.

RL sighs, nodding. Yes, he hears it; so do the dead puppies. “I’ll be right there, baby,” he calls out. But she’s so cute, so precious. The watching neighbor, that peeker in the blinds, would use different words to describe Deena Lynn. And it wouldn’t take many. There’s that perception at work again. Emptying the, borrowed without asking, sack of dry food onto a plate, he resumes his gentle talk to the dog; trying to comfort a hurt friendless creature. RL tends to be a sap about animals. The all-seeing neighbor would say that’s not all he’s a sap about; he’s a pellet brained idiot with women as well. A basket weaving yo-yo, and easy prey for the temptations of Eve. Particularly those of a young, lying, painted, scheming, evil, godless harlot.

Placing the food beside a foundation block, RL backs away. Using her elbows, the dog slides beneath the floor joists; back legs leaving a furrow in the dust. The spiraled end of wire rises up from her hindquarters; a rusty, meat killing worm. As the animal bolts the food, he fills a bowl from a nearby faucet. The food gone; the dog manages a single heartbreaking thump of her tail. Turning to crawl back to her children, milk swollen breasts show nipples made raw by dragging. The animal could not have traveled far, a fact that’s eating at RL. What’s happened to a dog could happen to kids. Close by, brakes screech, a horn blares, and children squeal in play. I can’t leave her like this. The cops would bring a choke pole, I won’t stand for that. Got to find some damn fool veterinarian willing to crawl under there and put them to sleep. All of them. Damn, I don’t need this. If I find the son of a bitch who owns that fence... He frowns, seeing the ironed creases in his jeans are shot.

Mounting the back porch, he steps on Deena Lynn’s gum; just as natural as breathing, being part of god’s plan and all. Evidently the TV cured itself; the sounds indicate a crowd of drunks want to see more sweaty groping. RL feels all rules should be eliminated, and the loser to be sodomized… with a cactus. Talk about the agony of defeat!

Passing through the kitchen, slipping past the living area and an engrossed Deena Lynn, he flops disgustedly at his desk. That damn mutt. I’ve got better things to do than look for a dog doc. Pushing a couple (Kwiko Hypno – Hurl Your Will) books aside, he starts fighting the phone. He soon learns that veterinarians aren’t fools; he is. And the dog problem, is his problem. Propping both elbows on desk, fingers in hair, he squeezes the brain for a solution. And out pops Jayderay. Like most good ideas, it flares like a match. And gets brighter; it’s a sparkler, now a star shooting Roman Candle. Yes, Jayderay! Might be a little too soon after losing her old dog, but that could be good, might make her softer. Yes, grief works; this will fetch her. It does.





Chapter 7

ALONG CAME A SCROTUM

A scrotum pushes its way into the junk shop, and a rusty cowbell clangs with ambiance. Hearing, Manny wishes it around Fluffy’s neck, where it would fit better, and certainly be more appropriate. The scrotum carries something wrapped in the remains of a yellow bedspread. Leaning on the sales counter, Manny groans audibly. From within his corral of glass topped display cases, he watches with a frown. This scrotum holds no fear for him. It was he, who had so christened the advancing hairy thing. Shortening it later for public use, and Fluffy’s fucking ambiance.

“Well, well, Scrote, what is it today? What rare, exquisite, absolutely priceless piece of shit have you stolen this time? An empty Thunderbird wine bottle? Maybe a Ming Dong dynasty vase with Mexico printed on the bottom? No, wait, I’ve got it now. It’s a chunk of the true cross. Not a small piece, mind you, not some crab-apple, baby rated, middlin’ ass splinter, but a sure, as shit sure, chunk! Why a piece big enough that Ol’ Christo might’ve leaned his poor thorn wrapped noggin on it. That’s it, no doubt about it.”

“Mr. Wetzel, I sure wish you’d call me Carl...Sir,” says the scrotum.

“Mister is it? I get a Mister! And with a Sir tacked on. Well, fuck me runnin,’ ain’t you the polite Football Hero today. C’mon, let’s get this over with; what’ve you got?”

Recently a filthy man and now a Scrotum, Carl walks with newly found élan; whiskers bristling jauntily out on top of his prize.

Noticing this new demeanor, Manny straightens, raking fingernails through his own scanty beard. Could the bipedal excrement actually have something valuable for a change? Preparing for this, he assumes a disdainful, not buying today, scowl.

“What I’ve got, you’ll want, Mr. Wetzel, want bad enough to pay good for it.”

“Oh, is that so? And what do you mean by ‘pay good’? Hell, boy, I always pay top dollar and then practically have to give this crap away to get rid of it,” Manny says, with an all-encompassing wave of his cigar. “It’s why I’m always so damn broke.”

Carl steps to the counter and delivers his offering with an unintentional drop that bounces the ashtray, sending a cigar butt flopping to the floor. It lies there, not a bit out of place.

“God damn it, Scrote, watch the fucking glass or you’ll owe me! Look at that, I think the crack is longer than —”

Carl interrupts him with a swirling flourish, sweeping the chenille rags aside.

“— than... it... was.” Manny finishes in the dazed monotone of a man unaware he’s still speaking. There’s an eerie, near silence in the shop as the building’s ancient central air cycles off. Scattered clocks tick off slow minutes to wrong hours, a moth flutters against a chewed lamp shade, and the cigar butt remains quiet. Outside, an elderly couple shuffles by with matching aches and canes, while light traffic makes muted sounds. Without looking away, the old man speaks in an almost reverential tone.

“Where in the cornbread fuck did you get that?”





Chapter 8

A CRAB OF FEAR

Jayderay has been fetched. RL’s blazing, planet belching idea has done it. Now it’s her turn.

“I AIN’T TAKING THAT DOG, RL! I saw you feedin’ it; now you call me up, acting casual, and have the nerve to bring up my poor dead Doggone. And me still grievin’! I ain’t – I am not stupid, RL. It’s about taking that dog.”

“I’m sorry, Jayderay. I didn’t—”

“What you sorry about is me not fallin’ in your trap. That’s what you sorry about.”

“I didn’t —”

“I’m not through, RL. I’ve been wanting to tell you something, and right now, God forgive me, I’m ripe with it and can’t stop. I’ve been watching and I know what’s goin’ on with you and that, that… that girl. No matter what you say it is, or call it, it’s a terrible sin, and I’m ashamed of you, and for you.” And on it went. And went.

Repeatedly stammering out apologies, RL crawls from the flames when she disconnects. Wiping his face on a sleeve leaves a dark streak, matching the circles under his eyes. I didn’t even get to tell her the dog’s hurt. The phone rings, he looks at the screen. Oh, God. She’s checking to see if there’s any of my butt left. He must answer, or she’ll boil over to the back door.

“RL? RL, I’m sorry. You know me and my politics, and I been – I’ve been watching one of those talk shows. Lord knows I need to shut that foolishness off and get busy sending out invoices. My Tidy-Tina’s sure don’t pay themselves. But there I keep sittin’ and watching and getting madder and madder.”

“Really, Jayderay? Why I never thought for a min –”

“Oh, shut up, you. But I mean it, RL. I had no call to talk to you like that. I am sorry.”

“Don’t be, it’s okay. Really. We’ve been friends long enough to let this drift right under the bridge. Besides, you were right about the dog. That’s exactly what I was up to.”

She laughs and says, “Yeah, well, we have sent alot worse under that bridge, ain’t – haven’t we? But RL, I AM NOT taking that dog.”

“Yes ma’am, I do believe I got that part.”

They both laugh, but she’s gotta go, there’s a car pulling up her drive. RL knows he’s narrowly escaped more deep frying about that other subject.

“RL-eee?” calls that other subject, speaking with a totally, absolutely wonderful voice. A captivating, silky silvery sound issuing from lips that glisten with a moistness born of the first dawn. Some might call the sound slutty, and that moistness cheap lip gloss, but they’d be female. What do they know?

“Who are you laughing with, huh?” asks Deena Lynn.

“I was just on the phone here at my desk,” he calls out, not really answering the question. Not being a total turnip about women, he knows they can be a little funny about some things. He wonders how long she’s been listening.

“Have you done any G.E.D. work this morning?” he asks.

“Are the buppies, you know, are they, you know, okaydee?” Gum chew, smack.

Buppies. Okaydee… she is so, so cute. “No, honey, just the mama. Now... did you do anything on your G.E.D. stuff?”

“So? Who were you yakkin’ and laughing with, you know, on the phone, huh?”

“Deena Lynn!”

She chuckles. “Can’t we run get some hash browns and a coke first? Pleeesy?”

“No, I’ll make us something here.” RL can hear her adorable little feet and smells the Chanel he’s given her. Smells it before she rounds the corner and plops into his lap. She forgot her blouse. Such an easy thing to overlook.

Taking hold of a pink ribboned pigtail, she brushes it back and forth across his lips, while resting a hand on his chin. Pouting her bottom lip out wonderfully, she asks, “Pleeesy?”

RL firmly decides they’ll go to McDonald’s. It’s what he wanted all along.

As Deena Lynn skips off to find the misplaced blouse, RL marvels at what an exquisite low life piece of shit he is. Conscience, that scorpion of the mind and bane of humanity, has plagued people even before Cain whined
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