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PROLOGUE
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I’m not sure where one should expect to find the bereaved daughter of a wealthy Malibu suicide in need of a trauma cleaner long after midnight, but safe to say a trucker motel down the 405 industrial corridor in Carson was not on my list of likely locales.

—Ouch. That looks painful.

I touched the bandage on my forehead.

—And if that’s what it feels like to look at it, imagine how it feels to actually have it happen to you.

The half of her face that I could see in the chained gap at the edge of the door nodded.

—Yeah, I’d imagine that sucks.

Cars whipped past on the highway across the parking lot, taking full advantage of the few hours in any given Los Angeles county twenty-four-hour period when you might get the needle on the high side of sixty. I watched a couple of them attempting to set a new land speed record.

I looked back at Soledad’s face, bisected by the door.

—So?

—Uh-huh?

I hefted the plastic carrier full of cleaning supplies I’d brought from the van.

—Someone called for maid service?

—Yeah. That was me.

—I know.

She fingered the slack in the door chain, set it swinging back and forth.

—I didn’t really think you’d come.

—Well, I like to surprise.

She stopped playing with the chain.

—Terrible habit. Don’t you know most people don’t like surprises?

I looked over at the highway and watched a couple more cars.

—Can I ask a silly question?

—Sure.

I looked back at her.

—What the fuck am I doing here?

She ran a hand through her hair, let it fall back over her forehead.

—You sure you want to do this, Web?

That being the kind of question that tips most people off to a fucked up situation, I could very easily have taken it as my cue to go downstairs, get back in the van and get the hell gone. But it’s not like I hadn’t already been clued in to things being fucked up when she called in the middle of the night and asked me to come to a motel to clean a room. And there I was anyway. So who was I fooling?

Exactly no one.

—Just let me in and show me the problem.

—Think you can fix it, do you?

I shook my head.

—No, probably not. But it’s cold out here. And I came all this way.

She showed me half her smile, the other half hidden behind the door.

—And you’re still clinging to some hope that a girl asking you to come clean something is some kind of booty call code, right?

I rubbed the top of my head. But I didn’t say anything. Not feeling like saying no and lying to her so early in our relationship. There would be time for that kind of thing later. There’s always time for lying.

She inhaled, let it out slow.

—OK.

The door closed. I heard the chain unhook. The door opened and I walked in, my feet crunching on something hard.

—This the asshole?

I looked at the young dude standing at the bathroom door with a meticulously crafted fauxhawk. I looked at bleached teeth and handcrafted tan. I looked at the bloodstains on his designer-distressed jeans and his artfully faded reproduction Rolling Stones concert T from a show that took place well before he was conceived. Then I looked at much larger bloodstains on the sheets of the queen-size bed and the flecks of blood spattered on the wall. I looked at the floor to see what I’d crushed underfoot, half expecting cockroaches, and found dozens of scattered almonds instead. I listened as the door closed behind me and locked. I watched as Soledad walked toward the bathroom and the dude snagged her by the hand before she could go in.

—I asked, Is this the asshole?

I pointed at myself.

—Honestly, in most circumstances, in any given room on any given day, I’d say Yeah, I’m the asshole here. But in this particular scenario, and I know we just met and all, but in this room here?

I pointed at him.

—I’m more than willing to give you the benefit of the doubt and say that you’re the asshole.

He looked at Soledad.

—So, yeah, he’s the asshole then?

She twisted her hand free and went into the bathroom.

—He’s the guy I told you about.

She closed the door behind her.

He looked at me.

—Yeah, you’re the asshole alright.

I held up a hand.

—Hey look, if you’re gonna insist, I can only accept the title. But seriously, don’t sell yourself short. You got the asshole thing locked up if you want it.

He came down the room in a loose strut I imagine had been meticulously assembled from endless repeat viewings of Tom Cruise’s greatest hits.

—Yeah, I can tell by the way you’re talking. You’re the one fucked with her today. Made jokes about her dad killing himself. You’re the asshole alright.

The toilet flushed, Soledad yelled over it.

—He didn’t make jokes!

The dude looked at the closed door.

—You said he made jokes.

He looked at me.

—Asshole. Fucking go in someone’s home, there’s been a tragedy, go in and try to make money off that. Fucking vulture. Fucking ghoul. Who does that, who comes up with that for a job? That your dream job, man? Cleaning up dead people? Other kids were hoping to grow up to be movie stars and you were having fantasies about scooping people’s guts off the floor?

I shifted, crushing a few more almonds.

—Truth is, mostly I had fantasies about doing your mom.

He slipped a lozenge of perforated steel from his back pocket, flicked his wrist and thumb in an elaborate show of coordination, and displayed the open butterfly knife resting on his palm.

—Say what, asshole?

Say nothing, actually. Except say that maybe he was right and I was the asshole in the room. Certainly being an asshole was how I came to be there in the first place.




JEALOUS, BITTER, CYNICAL, HOSTILE AND PRETENTIOUS
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Chev was getting in my ass.

—Give me a hand here.

—Just a sec, I wanna finish this.

—A sec my ass, get the fuck over here and give me a hand.

I got up and walked across the shop, the copy of Fangoria folded open to an article about a new wave of bootleg Eastern European ultrahorror DVDs.

—Put that down and hold this.

I lowered the magazine, looked at the girl lying frozen on the table, her shirt pulled up, one tit untucked from her bra, tension in every muscle of her body, a thin stream of tears running from her eyes, flipped him off and took hold of the Glover Bulldog clamp locked on the tip of the girl’s nipple, stretching it taut for the needle.

The girl banged her heel on the table.

—Don’t pull on it, don’t pull on it.

—I’m not pulling on it.

She squirmed.

—You’re sooo pulling.

—I am not, you’re moving.

I looked at Chev.

—Did I pull on it or did she move?

Chev turned from his kit, a large needle between the fingers of his left hand.

—Just hold it steady, both of you.

The girl froze.

I looked back in my magazine and read about a scene in a movie called Amputee where a guy has his eyes gouged out and his toes are amputated by the bad guy and sewn into his empty eye sockets.

—I’m holding steady.

The clamp vibrated slightly as Chev ran the needle through the girl’s nipple and she jerked.

I peeked at her over the top of the magazine.

—Not too bad, huh?

Part of a smile crossed her face and she shook her head.

—No, not too bad.

I nodded.

—Yeah, here comes the bit that really sucks.

Chev twisted the jewelry into the hole he’d just put in her nipple, and gripped the ends of the open hoop of surgical steel with two pairs of needle-nose pliers, torqued until they lined up, popped a tiny bead between them and pinched them together so they held it tight. The girl’s mouth flew open and she made a long whining noise and a little urine stained the crotch of her way too fucking expensive for their own good jeans.

I looked at the photo spread in the magazine.

—See, hurts like a motherfucker.

Chev took the clamp from my fingers.

—Asshole. Get the fuck away.

—What? I was helping, you said I should come over here and help.

He released the clamp and the girl’s nipple snapped back.

—Just get out of here, will you? Go get me some smokes.

I twisted the magazine into a tube and stuffed it in my back pocket.

—Give me some cash.

Chev looked up from the blood he was swabbing off the girl’s tit.

—No.

—Fine, I’ll tell them we’re not using money anymore, that we’ve moved beyond outdated concepts like commerce and that they should just give me your American Spirits because it’s a goodwill society now.

He placed a gauze pad over the girl’s nipple and had her hold it there while he taped the corners down.

—I gave you money for breakfast this morning and you never gave me the change. Use that in lieu of goodwill and go buy my smokes.

—Thought the change was a tip.

—It wasn’t. Go. Get out.

He took a card full of cleaning instructions from his work table and handed it to the girl and started telling her how to care for the piercing, blotting her eyes for her with a Kleenex.

—You’re gonna want to take the bandage off in a couple hours, in the shower with water running over it so it doesn’t stick to the dry blood. Then you gotta clean it, rotate the jewelry under the water.

She made a face and he stroked her hair and she leaned her head against his hand.

—It’ll be cool. It’ll hurt, but not bad. The hard part is over.

I leaned against the wall by the door.

—Until mom sees it and you have to explain why the hell you let some creepy tattoo artist poke a hole in your tit.

Chev stepped away from the girl.

—Go be useful. Now.

I slid my shades over my eyes.

—I am useful. I serve a constant reminder that you’re not as cool as you think you are and that you used to run home early from school every day so you wouldn’t miss Star Trek and it wasn’t till you shaved your head and got inked and opened this shop that chicks like her would even look at you.

—Now, out, the fuck out!

I pushed the door open.

—And you have the whole original series on deluxe DVD and an autographed William Shatner picture that you got at a convention when you were fifteen and had chronic acne.

The door swung shut behind me as I walked into the sunlight, whatever Chev was saying to me muffled and lost.

I didn’t need to hear it. I’d heard it all before. Anything Chev has to say to me, I’ve heard it. Most of it starts with asshole and ends with such a dick.

I dug in my pocket and found the six odd bucks left over from the breakfast run I’d done over to the Denny’s on Sunset. I’d planned on using it for some tacos later.

—Crap.

I stuffed the money back in my pocket and headed out.

Mostly Chev is cool. Until a chick he thinks is hot comes around. Really, it’s not any different from our whole lives. Only difference is, back when we were kids, Chev turned into a worse stuttering dork around hot chicks than he already was and tried to make up for it by being a dick toward me. He doesn’t get nervous anymore, mostly, but he still acts like a dick toward me. Which, sure, sometimes I deserve it, but mostly he’s just trying to be cooler than he is. So who’s the dick?

I walked up Mansfield, cut east and made for the big red Las Palmas Market. I could have just gone up Melrose from the shop and gotten the smokes from the gas station at La Brea, but everything’s cheaper at the Market. Save some money on Chev’s smokes and there’d be enough for a soda and some gum. Chev can’t ask for change I don’t have.

Well, he can, but I can’t give it to him. So that gets us both off the hook.

Coming back to Melrose with the smokes, I saw the girl coming out of the shop, Chev holding the door open, thumbing the digits of her phone number into his cell. I stood there and watched him watch her ass as she walked to the 2008 Z her mommy and daddy bought for her. She climbed in and waved and pulled into traffic and Chev held up his phone. I’ll call.

I waved at her as I crossed the street and she punched it and almost ran me over.

Chev laughed and I walked past him and into the shop.

—Jailbait.

He let the door swing shut and caught the pack of smokes I tossed him.

—Asshole.

—Total jailbait.

He stripped the cellophane from the pack.

—Just turned eighteen. Her folks gave her the car as a birthday present.

—Bull. They gave her that car as a bribe to keep her from dropping out of high school and going up to the valley to become a porn star.

—Dude, she’s eighteen. I carded her when she came in.

—Fake.

He dropped into one of the two old barber chairs customers sit in for easy arm and leg pieces.

—I know a fake when I see one. She’s eighteen. Legit. And smokin’ hot.

I unwrapped a piece of gum and stuck it in my mouth.

—She’s a spoiled piece of high-maintenance ass that thinks it’ll be cool to fuck a tattoo rocker because she’s already taken it in the ass from every rich boy in Beverly Hills and variety is the spice of life and her family’s money makes her life boring so she has to slum with losers like us.

He lit up and blew smoke at me.

—Losers like me, Web. Losers like me.

I took the magazine from my pocket and opened it back up.

—Well I hope you enjoy the fatal case of cockrot you’re gonna get if you nail that chick.

—Jealous.

—Gonna be like this movie Corrosion.

—Bitter.

—Your flesh being eaten away.

—Cynical.

—Consumed by the billions of infected sperm monkeys that have been pumped into her by the Beverly Hills High football team since she was thirteen.

—Hostile.

—Excoriated to a nubbin with a shriveled sack hanging off it.

—Excoriated?

—Look it up.

—I know what it means.

—No you don’t.

—Pretentious.

I threw the magazine at him.

—I am not fucking pretentious.

He caught the magazine and rolled it tight and counted points off his fingers with it.

—Jealous, bitter, cynical, hostile and pretentious.

I got up and grabbed at the magazine.

—And I’m not jealous, not of a rag like that.

He jerked the magazine away.

—Excoriate my ass.

—You wouldn’t say that if you knew what it means.

I slapped the cigarette from his mouth into his lap and he jumped from the chair, whacking at the embers on his crotch with the magazine.

I shoved him.

—Cool it, that’s a new issue.

He swatted the top of my head with it.

—You are such a dick.

—Fuck you.

I grabbed him around the middle and pushed him back into the chair and he smacked me across the ear with the magazine.

—Dick.

The string of bells hanging from the door jangled.

—Interrupting something intimate?

Chev shoved me away and got out of the chair and tossed my magazine on the couch against the wall.

I adjusted the tail of my shirt.

—Just trying to keep the romance in the relationship, man.

Po Sin stood in the doorway, using every bit of his huge roundness to blot out the sunlight behind him.

—Couple that’s been together as long as you two, guess you must have to resort to the rough stuff. Me and the missus, we can mostly get by with a little dirty talk and Kama Sutra Oil.

I fell onto the couch, put my feet up on the arm and opened my magazine.

—Yeah, but you guys are pretty much newlyweds compared to us. I mean, me and Chev, we’ve been together like over twenty years, like since we were five or so. You guys been married how long?

—Hardly thirteen years, man. Like yesterday.

Chev lit a fresh cigarette.

—Don’t listen to that fag, Po Sin, he’s always creeping in my room at night, but he never gets any.

I turned a page.

—True, he is a bit of a tease.

Po Sin nodded and moved from the door, came to the middle of the shop and occupied it.

—Well, that’s enough fagging around for me. You got your canister?

Chev started cleaning up the paper towels and bloody swabs from the nipple piercing, and jerked his head at me.

—Go get the can.

—Fuck you. ’M I your slave?

He stuffed the garbage into a red biohazard bag and pulled the sealed plastic magazine from the sharps disposal on the wall.

—You’re my burden. You’re my cross. My goddamned albatross and you haven’t paid rent in two months and I fed you this morning, again, and you abused another one of my clients today and you can get off your ass and go get the can or get the fuck out and go look for a job.

I threw the magazine on the couch and pushed myself up and made for the back of the store.

—Your wife rag like this, Po Sin?

He shook his head.

—My lady, she beams messages to me through her eyes. She don’t got to rag on me.

—Lucky man.

—So says you.

I went in the back of the shop and got the red biowaste canister and brought it out front. Chev handed me the bag he was holding. I went to drop it in the canister and a wad of bloody paper towels fell on the floor. I bent to pick them up.

—Not with your bare hands, not with your bare hands.

I looked at Po Sin.

—It’s no big deal, it’s just dry blood.

I grabbed the wad and dropped it in the canister with the rest of the waste.

He pulled at the waistband of his navy blue Dickies.

—Could have been a needle in the middle of that.

I slid him the canister.

—There wasn’t.

—And you never know what’s growing in blood. Living in it.

I showed him my hands.

—Too late now.

He looked at Chev and Chev shrugged. He shook his head and lifted the canister and considered.

—Ten pounds.

Chev shook his head.

—Eight, man, at the most.

Po Sin set the canister down.

—Got a scale handy?

—A scale? It look like I got a scale around here?

—Well, in the absence of a scale, I’m the expert. And the expert says this is ten pounds of biohazardous waste and at two bucks a pound you owe me twenty bucks.

Chev picked up the canister.

—Telling you, this is eight, tops. Sixteen bucks.

Po Sin adjusted his tiny oval wirerims with his thick stubby fingers.

—Chev, do we have a contract?

Chev scratched the stubble on the side of his head.

—No.

—So, I don’t charge you a weekly rate, then, for picking this shit up, I don’t charge you the same forty-nine fifty a week minimum I charge everyone else on my route. Is that right?

Chev looked at the ceiling.

—Yeah.

—I charge you a pound rate that I usually charge only to people that bring their own shit by and drop it off themselves, right?

Chev reached for the big leather wallet attached to his belt by a dangling steel chain.

—OK, OK.

—I mean, if I’m not doing you a solid here, if you’d rather do business in the manner of most of my clients, we can draw up a contract and I’ll be here rain or shine on my appointed rounds every week and you can pay the pickup rate whether you have waste or not.

Chev opened the wallet and started pulling out bills.

—Got it. My bad.

—If you’d prefer that over, say busting my balls for the sake of four bucks, I can go out to the van and get the paperwork right now. That suit you?

Chev held out two tens.

—No, man, no, here, here it is, it’s cool, my bad.

Po Sin reached out and pinched the bills between his thumb and forefinger and tugged them from Chev’s hand.

—Why thank you for your prompt and courteous payment.

Chev stuffed the wallet back in his pocket and pointed at the koi tattooed on Po Sin’s forearm.

—Shit, man, not I like don’t hit you with a discount on your ink.

Po Sin tucked the money into the breast pocket of his unbuttoned Clean Team Trauma work shirt.

—True. And it’s also not like I ever beef with you about what you charge when I get the bro rate.

Chev nodded his head, put out his hand.

—No, man, you’re right, I was out of line.

Po Sin folded his hand around Chev’s.

—It’s cool, just the ways and means of business. Four bucks is just four bucks, but, then again, it’s four bucks. If you get me.

Chev looked at the number on the face of his vibrating cell.

—Yeah, don’t got to tell me. Small business owners of the world unite.

He hooked a thumb at me where I’d sprawled back on the couch with my magazine.

—Wish you could teach some economics to the freeloader over there.

I didn’t look away from the magazine.

—Indentured servant is more like it.

He ignored me, answering the phone and flipping open the appointment book on the counter at the front of the shop.

—Yeah, what did you want?

He rolled his eyes.

—A dolphin? In the small of your back?

He stuck a finger in his open mouth.

—Yeah, no problem. How about tomorrow afternoon?

Po Sin came over and peeked at my magazine.

—That guy got toes for eyes?

—Yeah. Cool, huh?

—He a monster?

—Nah, just a guy gets all fucked up by a psycho.

—What you see in that shit, man?

—I don’t know.

—Doesn’t bother you, all that gore?

—Why should it?

He looked at Chev.

—Why should it?

He always been like that?

Chev put his hand over the phone.

—Actually, no. The taste for horror is kind of a new thing.

I looked up from the magazine.

—Hey is there a problem here I’m unaware of? Am I not allowed to develop new interests and tastes? So I never really got into horror before, so it’s a new thing, is that supposed to mean something? I mean, fuck, it’s just fun is all.

Po Sin grunted.

—People getting hacked up and tortured and mutilated is fun. Shit’s disgusting.

I put the magazine in front of my face.

—Says the man with a van full of bloody rags and dirty needles and shit-stained sheets and used condoms and wads of tampons.

He pulled the magazine from my hands and flipped through it, looking at the pictures.

—Some nasty stuff in here.

—Doesn’t bother me.

He looked at me, nodded, and kicked the side of the biohazard canister.

—Give me a hand with this. Come out and get the empty.

I rolled off the couch.

—Like I’m everyone’s slave today.

Chev was scribbling in the appointment book, back on the phone.

—With a sunset behind it, yeah, sure.

I followed Po Sin out the door.

—Ask her if she wants the dolphin snagged in a gill net or drowning in an oil spill.

Chev showed me his middle finger.

Outside, Po Sin was at the back of the Clean Team van, opening the doors. I set the canister on the edge of the curb.

He waved me closer.

—Bring it here.

I picked it back up.

—Maaan.

I brought it over to him and caught a face-full of the reek pouring out of the sun-baked rear of the van.

—Holy Jesus! Motherfuck.

He took the canister from me and snugged it in with several others and snapped a bungee cord around them to keep them from shifting.

—How’s that for a gross-out?

I waved a hand in front of my face.

—Dude, that’s some nasty shit.

He took an empty canister from a rack and passed it to me.

—Things are supposed to be airtight.

—They’re not.

—No shit.

He slammed the doors closed and leaned his back against them, the polarized lenses of his glasses darkening.

—So. Still no work.

I lifted the empty canister.

—Working plenty.

Chev came out of the shop and lit up.

—Don’t listen to him, he ain’t worked in over a year.

Po Sin looked up at the sky.

—Been that long?

I spat in the gutter.

—It’s been awhile.

I pointed at Chev.

—And don’t listen to his bullshit. I work all the time. I mean, who’s been doing the laundry? Cleaning the dishes? Cooking? Who’s been running all your errands and fetching lunch and taking your truck to be washed?

Chev knocked ash from his smoke.

—Yeah, and who’s been paying your rent and covering the groceries and the PG&E and the cable and the water and the gas and every other little thing that comes up?

—I’ve been kicking in.

Chev watched a couple Korean girls in midi tank tops walk out of the French café up Melrose.

—Mean your mom’s been kicking in.

—Any of your business?

The girls disappeared into a shoe store and he looked back at me.

—Only that she’s not gonna carry you forever and you need to get a fucking job because the IOUs are piling up on the fridge.

—I’ll get a job.

Po Sin tugged the end of his thin drooping moustache.

—Can’t believe you can’t get a job the way the schools need teachers.

Chev flicked his butt.

—He can get a job, they call him all the time. He could sub five days a week. He could go full-time again whenever he wants.

—Only I don’t want to, asshole.

—You want to make a couple bucks, I got some work for a guy with a strong stomach for messed up shit.

I looked at Po Sin and squinted.

—What kind of work?

He looked at Chev and pointed at me.

—Know why he doesn’t have a job? Because he’s the kind of guy you offer him one and he asks what the work is.

He started for the cab of the van.

—He don’t want to work.

I followed him around the van.

—I didn’t say I don’t want to work, I just asked what the job is.

Asking what the job was, that was actually a really smart idea. If I’d pursued that line of questioning a bit further, things would have been considerably less complicated. Dug a little deeper into that line of inquiry, and I might have avoided the whole Who’s the Asshole in the Motel Room contest that would crop up later.

But Po Sin wasn’t interested in filling in blanks.

He stopped and faced me.

—It’s cleaning shit up, is what it is. We got a packrat gig and one of my sets of hands is flaking on me and there’s a load of shit to haul.

I squinted again.

—You mean literal shit?

—I mean stuff. Ten bucks an hour for hauling stuff. You want or not?

Chev came around the front of the van.

—He wants.

—Hey!

Chev put a finger in my face.

—He wants because the fridge is empty and it’s his turn to fill it and I’m gonna start eating all my meals out so there’s nothing for him to graze on, so if he wants to eat this week he’ll take the job.

Po Sin took a notepad from his back pocket and started scribbling with a nub of pencil from behind his ear.

—Good. Here’s the address.

He handed me the paper.

—Seven in the AM. No later.

—No problem, just swing by and pick me up.

Midway pulling himself up behind the wheel, Po Sin stopped.

—Pick you up? My ass. Drive yourself.

Chev shook his head.

—He doesn’t have a car.

—I have a car.

—No, you don’t.

—Yes I do. I have a great car. I have a classic nineteen-seventy-two Datsun five-ten.

—You have car parts. You do not, in fact, have a car.

—Yes I do. I have parts in sufficient quantity and variety that when assembled in their proper order they will constitute a car. I have, de facto, a car.

—You have a de facto pile of scrap in the driveway is what you have, dude.

Po Sin turned the key and the van started up.

—The bus is a buck fifty. You got a buck fifty?

I stuffed my hands in my pockets, looked somewhere else.

—I don’t ride the bus.

Po Sin pointed at the number 10 stop, up at the corner.

—Public transportation is a wonderful thing. Saves money, saves the environment. Gets you to a paying job. Take the bus.

I started to open my mouth and Chev stepped in.

—He’s not riding the bus, Po Sin. He doesn’t like the bus.

Po Sin looked at him. Looked at me. Looked away.

—Right. My bad. Thought maybe that had changed.

He looked at his watch.

—OK, I got a guy on the job, he can pick you up on the way. Be out front at six thirty and he’ll grab you.

Chev butted me with his shoulder.

—Yeah, I’ll get him up and make sure he has his sack lunch and everything.

Po Sin pulled the door closed and put the van in gear.

—So, see you tomorrow. And wear your boots, there tend to be sharps all over the floor on these jobs.

The van pulled from the curb and we walked back up to the front of the shop.

Chev put his arm around my shoulders.

—Your first real job. Me and your mom are so proud.

—Fuck you, I’m not going. I’ll call Po Sin later and tell him not to send the guy.

—Yes, you are going. And to celebrate, me and your mom are gonna fuck like bunnies tonight.

I shrugged his arm off.

—Don’t, man, that’s not cool.

—Gonna fuck and fuck and fuck all night long.

—Dude, you’re grossing me out.

He stopped at the door, pumping his groin at me.

—Gonna git our fuck aaawwwnnn.

I walked past him into the shop and locked the door. He grabbed the handle and shook it.

—Let me in, dick.

On the counter, his phone began to buzz and I picked it up.

—Want me to get it?

He stuck his finger against the glass.

—Do not answer that.

I looked at the number.

—Caller unknown. Probably a customer. Let me get this for you.

—Do not pick that up.

I flipped the phone open.

—White Lightning Tattoo.

Chev jammed a hand in his pocket, going for his keys.

—Asshole!

I nodded my head, phone at my ear, backing from the door.

—A string of barbed wire? Around your biceps? Yeah, sure, we can do that.

Chev turned the key.

—Do not say another word.

I covered the mouthpiece with my hand.

—No, it’s cool, I can handle this.

He pushed the door open.

—Give me the phone.

I took my hand from the mouthpiece.

—Sure, sure, we can do that wire around your arm. We can also tattoo lameass poser wannabe on your forehead.

Chev came at me, grabbing for the phone.

I held it over my head, screaming.

—Or how about you just get a unicorn on your hip so people will know what a real man you are!

Chev snagged my wrist.

—Asshole.

I jerked my hand free, yelling at the phone.

—Or a rainbow on your ankle!

And it flew from my hand and hit the polished cement floor and cracked open and the screen shattered into five pieces.

We stood there and looked at the phone.

I toed one of the pieces.

—So, I guess I won’t be blowing off Po Sin in the morning.


THE LAST TIME I’D SEEN HER
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Chev’s mom and dad are dead.

Which is why I can’t make jokes about fucking his mom when he starts making jokes about fucking mine. It’s also why he’s constantly in my ass about calling my mom and being nicer to her and being more responsible so she doesn’t have to worry about me. Like my mom worries. Like she can retain a single coherent thought long enough to work up a good worry. Not that I want to rag on her or anything, I mean, she’s my mom. But life hasn’t disrupted her mellow since, like, 1968. How is anything I do or say gonna break that trend?

Chev doesn’t see it that way. Which makes sense. You take someone who doesn’t have something themselves, they’re always gonna put more value on it than the person who does have it. So, sure, I love my mom. But Chev may love her a little more than me. Which is maybe not as fucked up as it sounds like at first.

—Hey Mom.

—Who is it?

—It’s me, Mom.

—Web? Is that you?

—It’s me, Mom.

—Cool. That’s cool.

There was a pause. A long one. This might mean she was:


	A) Waiting for me to tell her why I was calling.


	or


	B) So stoned she had forgotten I was on the line.




—So, Mom.

—Who is this?

Which was pretty much a dead giveaway that the answer was B.

—It’s Web, Mom.

—Heeey Web. How you doing, baby?

—I’m cool, Mom, how about you?

—Alright, alright. The blackberries are ripening nicely.

—That’s cool.

—Yeah. I could send you a couple quarts. Or some pies. Should I send you some pies?

Every time I talk to Theodora Goodhue of Wild Blackberry Pie Farms, she offers to send me some of her world-famous, all organic, bush-ripened blackberries. Or some of her equally famous pies. Then she hangs up the phone and, her short-term memory impeded as it is by the intake of her far more famous Wild Blackberry Cannabis Sativa, she promptly forgets.

—No, that’s cool. I still have some of the last batch you sent.

—The crop’s gonna be something special this year.

I never have any illusions about which crop she’s talking about. Mom may have dropped out and headed to Oregon to pursue her dream, one in a long line of dreams, to start an organic berry farm, but it was only when she started cultivating some of her land with seedlings supplied by a friend from upper Humboldt County that her operation showed a profit and became self-sufficient. Not that she cares about the profit part of the equation.

—I’m sure it is. Hey you know, I got to roll here soon, but I wanted to ask you something.

—You go on. We can talk later.

—Sure, but I wanted to ask something first.

—Sure, baby, sure.

—Chev got in a little fender bender and he’s, you know, embarrassed to ask, but I knew you’d want to help if you could, so I wanted to ask if you could help him out with the repairs. And stuff.

I sat at the kitchen table, playing with the phone cord, looking at the bills stuck to the fridge with magnets, my share of each bill circled heavily in red. A thick sheaf of IOUs clipped to a magnet all their own. My signature at the bottom of each.

Mom inhaled deeply, exhaled long and slow. A cloud of smoke no doubt drifting to the ceiling.

—What about Chev, baby, is he OK?

—Yeah, he’s fine. But his truck, you know.

—Yes. I know. I know, Webster.

Webster. The name my dad picked. As opposed to the name she wanted. Fillmore. Not for the president, mind you, for the rock venue where they met. Webster, the name she hates to use now. Because it’s a reminder that they ever met anyplace at all.

Crap.

—If you could help it would really … help.

—Webster.

—Yeah, Mom.

—Do you need money?

—Well, yeah, I can always use. But that’s not why, I mean, Chev is the one. I mean.

—Webster Fillmore Goodhue.

Oh, double crap.

—Yes?

—Do you need money?

Stoned as a sixty-year-old Deadhead, berry growing, commune founding, transcendentalist yogi pot cultivator can get, Mom still sees right through me. Part of the science of being a mom.

Again, crap.

—Yeah. I do.

—Well. I wish you would just ask.

—Yeah.

—Well?

More crap.

—Mom. Can you send me some money?

—Of course I can.

—Thanks, Mom.

—Web, Web, I wish you’d call me Thea.

—It’s weird. I don’t like it.

—Chev does.

—Chev’s not your son.

—Not biologically.

I looked at the photographs stuck on the fridge next to the bills. Looked at the one of me and Chev up in Oregon with Mom three years ago. Me on one side, Chev on the other, Mom, almost as big as Po Sin, between us. A joint between her lips. Three years ago. The last time I’d seen her.

—I just don’t like calling you Thea, Mom. That’s not gonna change. I’m almost thirty and it’s not gonna change. OK?

—Of course it’s OK. I just wish you would.

—I know. So. OK. I’m gonna go. I gotta go … do something.

—Web.

My turn to pause.

—Yeah.

—I could send you a ticket. A plane ticket, I mean. You could come up. For the harvest. Spend some time. Get a break from that place. Breathe some different air. Be away from all the unbalanced energy still floating around you.

—I don’t need a break.

—But if you’re not working anyway, you should think about shifting your position over the center point. You know, the earth, she knows where you are, and you can change her attitude toward you just by changing your physical location on her skin.

—Yeah. Sure, Mom, I know that, but the thing is, I am working. I’m working for a guy me and Chev know. Just that the job’s just starting so I need some extra cash.

—You can have whatever you want, baby. You know that.

Sometimes it’s hard to know if she means that literally. Like as a philosophy or something. The kind of thing she would tell me when she tucked me in at night when we lived in the house in Laurel Canyon, before she took off. You can have anything, Web, anything you want. You just have to want it, wish for it, dream it, and it will happen. That’s how I got you. I wished for you and there you were. A story that ignored the fact that she got pregnant with me one night when she was so fucked up she forgot to put in her diaphragm. At least that’s what my dad told me.

—I know.

—I’ll put some money in the mail. And those berries. And a couple pies.

—Great, Mom. That’s great.

—I love you, Web.

—Love you, Mom.

Another long pause.

—Love you, Mom.

And the sound of the phone hanging up.

She never forgets the money. Not sure why that is. Some part of the mothering instinct that won’t let her fully relax until the cub is cared for. Or something. I mean, it may be a month before it shows up, and there’s no telling what she’ll send (could be whatever is in her purse when she drives past the post office on a trip into town, or it could be a rubber-banded roll of twenties in a FedEx envelope, no note, just the cash), but she’ll send it.

But no berries or pie. Which will bum Chev out more than it will me. That’s him missing things he didn’t have.

I put the phone back in the cradle. It’s a big yellow Bakelite phone with big old push buttons. I’d found it in a pile of garbage someone left at the curb when they moved out of the building, and took it inside and tinkered with it till it worked. The timing had been excellent because the night before Chev had come home with a girl he’d been seeing and after they screwed he had broken up with her and she’d thrown our cordless at him and it’d broke. She wasn’t so much pissed at being dumped as that he’d waited till he got off, but before she did, to do it. Anyway, the way we go through phones, a heavy-duty model is the best bet. As long as it doesn’t get thrown at anyone.

I looked in the fridge and the cupboards, but there wasn’t really anything to eat. Just half a box of oatmeal, some brown iceberg, a big can of coffee beans, a bunch of takeout condiment packets of catsup and mayo and soy sauce and duck sauce, a frosted bag of Green Giant peas, and some crusty brown rice left over from a Genghis Cohen doggy bag.

I thought about putting the rice in the microwave and mixing it with the duck sauce, but did the dishes instead. Then I emptied the wet grounds from the coffeemaker, ground some fresh beans and put them in the hopper and filled the reservoir with water. The linoleum in the kitchen was gritty so I sprayed window cleaner on it and gave it a mop. Then I got the vacuum from the hall closet and ran it over the brown wall-to-wall semi-shag.

I really do take care of the cleaning and the cooking.

Then I sat in the canvas director’s chair in the living room and cycled through the 157 TV channels a few dozen times without watching anything for more than two or three minutes at a time. Then it was close to six. The sky was still bright and the air hadn’t started to cool yet and I’d gotten a little sweaty cleaning, so I unbuttoned my shirt and walked around the apartment. I rearranged some books on the shelves that covered two of the livingroom walls. Chev had borrowed a couple of my biographies, Houdini and Groucho, and put them on his shelf, and put some of his
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