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Part One:

Before 

the End

1.

Preachers, Messiahs, 

and Vampire Boys

My name it is Sam Hall, Sam Hall.  

Not too long ago I popped a CD into my player and Johnny Cash sung back to me those very words, and I went all I’ll be damned over that song, because the Man in Black was singing about me.  It was the first time I’d heard it, and I could find nothing on the CD booklet as to who wrote it or where it came from and I assume it’s old, public domain old, as I was later told a traditional version existed where Sam Hall was a chimney sweep who went a-swingin’ for burglary.  But when I heard Cash’s rendition and then played it over and over again, it was like my own personal prophecy come alive.  

You see, I’ve had a recurring nightmare all my life where I killed a man, smashed into his head several times an object which, from dream to dream, is sometimes a hefty mallet, sometimes my own fists, but usually the head of a statue of some Greek goddess unknown to me that fell from its stone body during a life-or-death struggle between myself and the man I ultimately killed.  The climax of the dream, unless someone awoke me just short of it, would always be my own public hanging, a gloomy event to say the least, Old West style and in 1857 to be exact, from the lowest branch of a leafless tree which only had four branches to it, and my branch was just high enough so when the horse beneath me was swatted on her be-hind to skid addle, my feet couldn’t touch the ground.  Didn’t matter anyways, because the horse—-my own frickin’ horse—-went off like a thoroughbred in the Kentucky Derby so fast the noose snapped my neck on the way down to a limp and raggedy swinging yours truly where, before my vision reverted to the kind of static fizz you used to get on your television late at night when the channel you were watching switched to an Indian head before going off the air, I saw her ride off into the last sunrise I would ever see before I woke up beneath the quilts of a bed in another life.  Each time when I awoke after having this dream, I’d be pissed off to the extent I’d scream and lash out at anyone close to me.  I lost many a woman that way.

I visited a palm reader before I became an end-times preacher.  She told me that my nightmares indicated a past life experience, and I thought, no shit, I didn’t need to pay anyone a double sawbuck to tell me something I didn’t already figure.  What she said next was how I’d eventually be heralded by some as a messiah at the end of the world, and how it would lead to great things. 

Great things.

Oh....and I would eventually meet a vampire.

That, to me, was a heaping pile of bullshit, for awhile.  At the time of the reading I was homeless, a personality staple at a shelter in downtown Los Angeles, and my begging for that money with a cardboard sign on a concrete island where people made a left-hand turn in their vehicles at a busy intersection collectively made that reading possible.  I sacrificed a meal of ninety-nine-cent gas station hot dogs and a twelver of Old Milwaukee for that piece of crap insight.

Never considered there’d be any truth to it.

In my sixties, years after the reading, the end of the world did happen, in the kind of fashion many had long anticipated and would deem Biblically apocalyptic, and by then I had joined a Christian sect that favored my then-fervent opinions on the current conditions of the world and what we all must do about it.  People really dug what I had to say, and I was very opinionated.  Public and private donations from abroad led to the ownership of my own AM radio station, and an hour per week for my own show on public broadcasting across America.  On the television show as well as radio, people would call in live and ask me questions about the Bible and my personal views on the state of the world, and I would sit in an expensive leather recliner chair cross-legged in a suit and tie with a Bible in my lap and shelves of related books behind me for atmosphere.  The money coming in to maintain my ministry was enough to not only keep me off the streets but provided for me a modest three-bedroom home in Southern California, in the city of Brea, and I met a woman in her forties who married me and gave me a son by the time I was 69.  Oddly enough, the features of the woman I married, Janis, resembled the Greek goddess statue whose stone head I often used in killing the faceless man in my dreams, though I never let Janis in on that.  

I never told anyone about the palm reader, or how I was supposed to eventually meet a real vampire.  These renegade Christians would’ve hung me by the neck all over again with that confession.

Just months before the end of the world as everyone knew it, I had enough of a following and influence that I was able to purchase thirty-two-hundred spotlights from a manufacturer in Sarasota Florida, wholesale, the kind automotive dealers would rent to flash against a backdrop of sky to the masses announcing a New Year’s Eve close-out sale or for Hollywood studios to utilize for a red carpet premiere, for a police commissioner to call forth a bat man for that matter, and I distributed these costly things all over North America to flash messages of peace across the sky simultaneously, after given my word to do so, when it was evident the end of the world was nigh; for instance, as soon as I knew Americans were about to be overcome by mushrooms, not the botanical kind but the cloud sort.  My reasoning was, if governments were going to press little red nuke buttons, I would press buttons of my own.  That way, should people see my messages and survive catastrophe, they would have hope.

When the time did come, my image was the last most people on my continent ever saw.......coming down, as it seemed, from the clouds.

***
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Fifteen, sixteen years prior to the end of the world, there was once a boy who tried to make himself and others believe he was a vampire.  

The early stages of this delusion developed in his kindergarten days, lying in bed late at night fully alert and coming down off an imagination high instilled from an overexposure to Dracula flics on the Sci-fi Channel.  October thirty-first Halloween traditions had already indoctrinated him with the basics of vampire lore.  What really got him started was the Dracula from Rankin/Bass’ Mad Monster Party, however.  Far less creepy, but so utterly cool.  The kid even memorized the words to It’s Our Time to Shine from that film, where Francesca sings and Dracula does a tap dance routine, and he would often sing it to himself in moments alone.

He formulated an alter-ego-sort-of fantasy life from then, where he chose to envision himself not as Dracula, but someone he felt could be superior and boss an imaginary Dracula around.  His late-night bedroom antics involved sitting atop his pillow while loyal subjects of his Monster Kingdom would step from out of the walls and do his bidding.  

Most of the time, his bidding was to sit and discuss issues of the day, such as how he was forced to eat peas at dinnertime but, under the scrutiny of Mom and Dad, he would pretend to eat them, put a spoonful of the green round gopher turds into his mouth and spit them into his glass of milk while pretending to drink it.  The milk was thick enough to conceal the deed, and when his parents weren’t paying attention he’d get up and rinse out his glass, get more milk until he was all the fuck done with his peas.

Dracula and the monsters would just laugh and laugh, and the boy always had a good time with them.  As this ritual progressed, Wile E. Coyote joined the post-bed-time clan, if only for the fact that as many times as he’d watched the poor damn coyot chase the Roadrunner, he wanted him to catch and eat his ass.  The boy figured, with his vast resources, he could rescue this dog family outcast from that confounding situation.  That gave his kingdom something to do.  There were many nights where Dracula and his henchmen actually caught the Roadrunner, would bring the struggling fowl straight to the boy’s room, and the boy would insist on driving his fangs straight into its abdomen and sucking out most of the blood before breaking its neck and handing the dead thing over to an appreciative Wile E.  It was so fun to play, once was never enough.  

He brought his fantasy to school with him every day, though much like his lunch he would keep it contained until the proper time arrived to make use of it.  In this case, the proper time was when the teachers set the children loose for outside play.  While the other kids engaged in tag or jump-rope or games of like-kind, in frolic and folly and dangling from jungle gyms like monkeys, this boy would run around the play yard, flapping his jacket like he was flying, and bite girls on the arms. One boy who dared defy him had his fingers pried from the monkey bars and broke his arm as a result of the fall, an incident in which Vampire Boy denied being a part of.  His teachers grew worried, not knowing what to do, and so did his parents.

He was raised an only child until years later when his parents gave him a baby sister, Kira, and that didn’t happen until he was fourteen.

But by then, he’d found Jesus.

He was fresh out of elementary school when the Good Lord changed his ways and worldviews, and another phase in life where the opportunity to be somebody arose in a way far more substantial than the false feelings of self-importance Vampire Boy brought with him.  His family became members of a local evangelical Protestant church prominent enough to boast a congregation of 2600, and from puberty through high school graduation the boy’s days were filled with holy rollers and intense efforts to convert people into holy rollers.  He was branded a nerd in school because of it, was serious enough in his commitment to even be branded a nerd by those his age at church......most of which were jocks and kids in higher income brackets who ignored him, until opportunities arose by enthusiastic votes from the clergy to let him preach at youth services and lead Sunday schools.  After that, he became a popular guy.  Debbie Von Wald, a bubblegum blonde older than he by a year and one of the adult choir’s most showcased talents, actually came on to him.

Into his life about nineteen years, was when Debbie proclaimed she was pregnant.  First, she found out by pissing onto a test strip, then her parents coerced her out of the bathroom and into admitting why she was so upset, which led to an emergency meeting with the church youth pastor, and so forth.  By the time word fell upon the ears of our dear boy, a scandal had already been created.  This sparked a sequence of scandals as soon as gossip spread, where prominent male clergy began to resign and abandon their marriages because they confessed proudly to be gay, where the Music Minister was revealed to have been diverting church funding into his personal checking account, that sort of finger-pointing, gossipy bullshit.  

Turned out also, Debbie’s twins weren’t our boy’s at all.  Belonged to Ron Rickles, a sophomore with a twitchy hand problem he preferred Jesus to heal rather than modern medicine, but secretly didn’t want Jesus’ intervention because his affliction served as an asset during lonely bathroom times with proper lubrication and a magazine.  He was also Pastor Rickles’ youngest son.  

The boy’s hands were still dirty in admitting to screwing Debbie in the first place, in everyone’s eyes.  In the end, both he and his family lost interest in organized religion, because of all its bullshit.  His emergence into young adulthood had suffered by then from a lack of stimulus from the outside world, walking the line of being in the world and not of it, as was always a church motto, so when he entered into the second decade of his life he was more naive than most, was still living with his parents, had so much to discover about the ways of the world.......

.......and then the world began to end.

***
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It was on an early Sunday morning where Kira was restless and our boy was jobless with hair that hadn’t endured much grooming since he dropped out of church, the two of them together enjoying a three a.m. living room channel
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