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[image: image]And that’s when he’d also seen... an enormous round thing behind him, rapidly approaching the back of his head. 

And... it was huge. 

And... it was approaching.

And... it was a TOE, people!

And that huge toe was aimed right at Rabe’s butt. Well, at his entire body. It was too big a toe to aim accurately at anywhere else. You know, pretty much that BIG TOE was aimed at the ENTIRE MALL. It was THAT BIG. Yup. It was one big friggin’ TOE. IT, ladies and germs, was a TOE MONSTER, the MOTHER of ALL TOE MONSTERS in fact! Yes, it was! And it was a- comin’ (apparently) for The Rabester!

Ahhh... C’mon! Just c’mon! Really?

from Round Four – Stale Potato Chips and Bottled Beer, Chapter 94.
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ROUND ONE
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Freedom!

It’s all about freedom, baby!

That was our hero’s signature super-motto, you might even call it his private reason for being, his personalized philosophy and his individual meaning of life. All three rolled into one. Slicker than slick, huh? Fine as frog fur. A man’s motto.

Sweet freedom! Folks tell you what to do, you try your durndest not to do it. Or you do the exact opposite. They never see that one coming. That’s even freer. Creative contrariness. Gets their goat, every single friggin’ time. Hear orders, do opposite.

Freedom, baby!

Our protagonist could not say enough good things about a motto like that. What protagonist could?

Simple. 

Easy to remember.

What winners do!

You might even call it an elegant, self-evident truth, one of those categorical imperative types (he wouldn’t call it that, you feel free though). Yes sir, our hero’s signature phrase worked for everybody and worked in most every situation, it’s what you’d call a Swiss army knife of mottos. When you have a choice, choose freedom. Clear. Straightforward. That’s what life’s all about, friend. Never taking orders from nobody. It’s all about freedom, baby!
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He’d heard the phrase months ago online somewheres, or maybe in a movie, or maybe he’d even heard it in an audiobook on one of those long, painful, flustered, lust-soaked bus rides to Abilene Texas he’d endured, those visits to the Union Electrician Santiago and his Loins of Power last summer. 

Yes, that was it, he’d picked his motto up back then, listening to one of those trashy pulp action thriller crime spy novels (you know, the ones that seem to be written expressly for long hot, breathless summer days that discourage strenuous, or actually any, use of your limp, wore-out neurons), and he’d tried to concentrate on that book, he’d tried to listen, he really had, all during that hormonally challenging bus ride, but all the while, as the audiobook narrator had been dribbling audiobook narrative into his semi-willing ear canals, he’d been daydreaming and woolgathering and Santiago-fixating instead of paying attention. He had. He wasn’t ashamed to admit it, neither. He’d been pondering on soft night breezes and silky darknesses and lonely turnouts on little-used rural roads by windy fields and the spacious cab of Santiago’s pickup truck and all the interesting positions two male bodies could pretzel themselves into around a hand clutch during the wrestling events that were certainly about to transpire in that Ram-tough Dodge that very summer evening in Abilene. 

Whew!

Flustered didn’t even begin to cover the emotions he was feeling back then.

The bus rumbled eastwards. He was bored. He was horny. The aisles of the bus were filled with rowdy, partying geriatric Shriners returning from a convention in El Paso who kept asking him to scoot aside so they could make emergency runs to the bathroom. Stand up and sit down, up and down, up and down. It never stopped. And when he wasn’t jack-in-the-boxing, he was squirming in his seat. He wasn’t good at sitting still for long periods. Buses were a trial and a torment to him. But the bus wasn’t the worst of it. Santiago’s loins had his lap a-twitching and a-tumescing. The umpteenth time he had to let someone make a desperate toilet sprint, he covered his tenting trousers and yanked out his earbuds and took his audiobook and his phone and his problems and he promptly skedaddled, he switched seats to the back of the bus, the extreme back-end of that means of public transportation, clean out of Shriner territory, or any other territory for that matter. 

Or so he thought. It didn’t help. Shriners still conga-lined past his armrest every few minutes, gabbing and gossiping and bumping his shoulder and knee with their own bony knees and whatnot. They seemed uniquely attached in a particular way to these specially Shriner-symbol embossed water bottles they were always carrying backwards and forwards and exchanging with each other and sloshing about hither and non to beat the band. He suspected those water bottles they carried and shared so freely were filled with clear liquids not of the purely H20 type and kind. The air smelled like a jury-rigged still in some back arroyo somewhere that had endured a recent Axe Encounter of the Law Enforcement Kind. You know, it was a good thing they didn’t allow smoking anymore on Greyhounds, or he’d have been certainly barreling towards Abilene on a rolling, four-wheeled ball of flaming Conventioneers. Not exactly the way he saw himself exiting this life. Fortunately no open flames occurred nor ensued. But he worried. The whole way he worried. What about the bus driver? You could probably get dead drunk just on the fumes alone from them water bottles. Yes, he worried. Something fierce. And held his breath. And pulled his knees in. And tried to think of something other than male quadriceps, so his trousers would go back down and he’d be presentable again. 

Yes, this bus adventure was surely going to drive him out of his ever-loving mind and quick. So he closed his eyes and scrunched down and listened closely to that audio book narrator. He ignored his body. He ignored the world. He struggled with that audio book. He wrestled it. He surely did. He fought to get the meaning out of that recording as if that novel were an audiobook angel and he were asking for its audiobook blessing. That’s how serious an audiobook listener he became that long, summer day, on that long ride eastwards across the plains.
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Yes, while public transportation dieseled him and his fellow climactically-responsible bus passengers down I-20 and across West Texas, our hero tried to distract himself (eventually successfully), filling his head full of the good, exciting stuff that made literature literature – you know what he means – the good stuff – improbable nudity, gratuitous brutality, midnight arrivals at remote seven star hotels cantilevered off cliffs a mile high, and of course, sandwiched between them, sex, high speed vehicular chases, abrupt personality makeovers, more sex, murders, kidnappings, robberies and similar events and suchlike, etc. etc., all rolled into an audiobook package you could purchase at a truck stop and feel good about that purchase and yourself afterwards. Like he said, literature. The most literary kind of literature.

But it wasn’t all distraction. Every so often, sprinkled in between, he’d also find himself stumbling onto or into something else. Precious things. Buried treasure. Pure gold. In other words: motto material! 

A thoughtful reading member of the public, a body who was a seeker after truth, seeks the occasional short, strong, quotable sound bite in their reading matter, and our protagonist was one of those types. He actively looked for bites you could sink your teeth into and chew for a spell. Life-hack blurbs you could put to immediate use in your everyday existence. He knew they were there for the finding, (this was Literature after all, people!), you just had to look. And once found, he knew those hidden pearls of wisdom would and could transmogrify a man (or woman). Spin him or her around. Turn him or her inside out. Kaboom! Your life just changed! As fast as that! Bam! It was the gospel truth. No lie. Kapow! It happened! All the time! And he was ready and open for it to happen to him! So ready! And so open!

Yes, our hero was wide open to the Universe’s instruction. It was both his deeply philosophical nature and the result of a decision he’d made years ago. More on that later. Anyways... let’s just say he sought illumination. In his own words, to hear him tell it, he was a seeker’s seeker. He watched. He investigated. He prognosticated and extrapolated with the best of them. He was consciously curious. In a good way. The Universe didn’t reward the halfway measures of the lazy, it illuminated only the full-way efforts of the diligent. He understood this. Deeply. In the deepest depths of his seeker’s seeker being, yes, it was forever wedged there, like a stray, rusty nail pile-drived into an 18 wheelers trailer tire. That realization t’weren’t going nowhere. No, it was not.

You see, our hero was a careful, hardworking and intelligent individual. Most times. A lot of times. O.K., not always. But still. he tried. Despite what some folks might say to the contrary. He did try. He did. And yes, even if his pa might number among those who naysay-ed him, what of it? His pa was not an encourager. Our hero knew that from long ago. Everyone knew that. His Pa was a negative person. Not a sunny-side-of-life kind of guy. His frowns were never upside down. 

Yes, if you were truthful, you might even call his pa a discourager. Only a discourager would say his own son couldn’t organize a pissing contest in a brewery (yes, he’d actually said that, said it to his own son’s very face, and in front of witnesses), but what our hero wanted to know was – how much did his pa really know about his progeny? Really? He didn’t know him. No. He’d raised his only son but he could not know him nor see him. Not as he truly was. Our hero was a different breed of Texan. A rare breed. Not like the other members of his family. He was not his pa. And never would be. That much was crystal clear to our hero. As clear as daylight. As clear as water. As he saw it, our hero was above all, in his heart of hearts, a hopeful noticer (as well as, and in addition to being a seeker’s seeker). He hoped. He noticed. And yes, he sought too. He did all three simultaneously and in succession. All the friggin’ time. Unlike anyone else in this family of his. 

Sometimes he wondered if he was adopted. 

Sometimes he didn’t wonder, sometimes he knew it

For a certainty.

So, yeah, anyways... our protagonist (unlike his pa) was surely the kind of guy who’d notice a memorable sentence cropping up in his reading matter, a sentence that spoke to a man’s life and dreams. Yes, against all obstacles, our hero was the kind of guy who’d find it and memorize it, and then (most importantly), Use It! Every day! In every way!

Yeah, just look at that trip to Abilene! Just look! He’d sought after truth even while trying (and yes, failing) to avoid obsessing over a certain Abilene boy’s ropy forearms and generous biceps and bottomless armpits and perfectly smooth, soft, brown skin. Our hero had sought after things eternal and timeless, (he’s talking mottos here), and even with big hands and Popeye forearms dancing in his head, he had found, and gathered in, the eternal and the timeless and guarded it, deep within his soul! He’d done all that! Found all that! Even from a random trashy summer novel! Even there! With that extreme level of Santiago-driven, male hormonal distraction and disruption going on during a trans-county bus trip with deranged, lit lodge members every which way you looked! That’s how serious a seeker after truth he was! Dang serious if you ask him!

And today, a year later, that memorable phrase he had found on that painfully-remembered bus trip was still the anchoring spiritual center and the enduring supportive cornerstone of his young adult life. So, despite his pa being mean and negative and all, what does that bus trip tell you about our hero? 

What?

What? 

He’ll tell you what.

It’s all about freedom, baby!

That’s what it tells you.

Cuz, it really is all about freedom, baby!
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Anywho...

After the main character in the audiobook had yelled out that same catchphrase about a hundred times, and after our hero had barreled through pancake-flat, sagebrush-dotted sandy wastes for what seemed like months and months, and after he’d realized that t’weren’t a whole lot of anything else interesting going on (Shriners included) in that bus on that trip through those sagebrushy sandy wastes, well, after he’d heard, realized and thought all that and felt those powerful audiobook words about freedom a-ringing in his ears, well, after all that he’d realized something else as well – he’d realized he had a problem. And it wasn’t just that he had man-hours to suffer and wait through until he could manhandle a certain Mexican American stud and have his way with him (or be had by him) (probably a little of both) (if he were honest) (and lucky), anyways... it wasn’t just the waiting for the Union Electrician Santiago that was surely going to kill off our hero tragically in his (very) early twenties. No. That wasn’t his main, nor his only problem.

His new, main problem was the friggin’ motto. He liked the motto and all. It was nifty. But it wouldn’t go away. The motto got stuck playing over and over again in his bored brain. It got stuck there and it got stuck good. You know, the way a sliver of shell from a sunflower seed sticks between your teeth and your gums and won’t come out, not for love nor money nor even dental floss sometimes.

It’s all about freedom, baby!

It’s all about freedom, baby!

It’s all about freedom, baby!

Yes, the motto stuck, it was concerning and distracting, but there was an upside to this sad tale of obsession and lust and verbal tinnitus. He felt the sentence’s strength. Intensely. The words were strong. The force was with this phrase. The motto had mucho muscular staying power. Yup. It was a fighter. It was one ornery eight syllable mouthful, and he couldn’t help respecting its hutzpah. OK, yeah, he couldn’t stop himself from repeating it under his breath every few minutes. But so what? After struggling a while during that bus ride, trying not to think of the phrase (which only made him think about it the more) he wore his aching neuro-transmitters to a frazzle, tired them out entirely, plumb gave up and just let the motto run freely amok, ricocheting around the inside of his skull as if it were a ping pong ball in one of those Bingo machines you see on TV when they draw the weekly lottery numbers and announce the winners (which he suspected never won anyone anything – he’d never personally met nor known a pick-three retiree and didn’t know anyone else who’d ever met nor known the same, he was just sayin’...). Anyways... The ricocheting motto worried him some, but you know, after a while, it wasn’t all that bad, and after even more of a while, he didn’t even want to free himself of its excessive bouncy and enthusiastic behaviors. Not anymore. It was, pure and simple, a part of him now. That should have worried him even more. But it didn’t. What a motto, huh?! A macho motto! A motto’s motto!

So. Yeah. It was Hero 0, motto 1. Our hero lost. The ornery mouthful won. He had to leave it right there in his brain where it was so tightly lodged and so distractingly active. Which maybe wasn’t all that bad, you see, as he’d already mentioned. It felt right. It felt sure. That motto had searched for and fought for and made a home for itself in the dense, occasionally active gray matter between his ears, and it had, therefore, earned its right to stay there. That’s what our hero figured. So yes, our hero let it be. He let it go. He freed it (it was a freedom mantra/motto after all!). Yup. He was content. It had become a part of him, it was his, it was a personal mantra, if you wanted to call it something fancy, yeah, as long as he had to keep it, he’d let it do what it wanted, he’d find some use for it someways, somehow, sure he would, and then he’d use the heck out of it. He’d use it and use it and use it again, he’d use it and he’d use it long and he’d use it proud and he’d use it good! That was his plan. His motto plan. Yup.

It’s all about freedom, baby!

As a motto/mantra/meaning-of-life it worked spectacularly. Well, it worked after a fashion, kind of, generally, usually. To be honest, people, as meanings of life go, it was a work in progress. It didn’t work for every little thing, but what in life did? The goal of freedom, sweet freedom, did not help a guy choose between fried okra and pork simmered greens when you were standing in the Furr’s Cafêteria line and hangry folks were waiting on you to choose your two included sides that came free with your chicken-fried steak. So, the motto, yeah, a work in progress. 

But it suited him somehow. Our hero was a work in progress too. He was young. He had time. He had all he the time in the world. He was in no hurry. What did he care? Motto, schmotto. Maybe he’d change his friggin’ motto, someday. Maybe he’d do it tomorrow. Starting over was easy if you’d barely started. He was young. Y.O.U.N.G. Young. Anything was possible, right? That’s what a positive, not a negative person says. Even if no one in his family agreed with him, that’s what our hero said. that’s what he was going to do, he was sticking to it and let everyone else take a flying leap if they wanted to. He knew now what was important. His motto had taught him and taught him well.

Freedom! 

That’s what it was all about!

Freedom!

It’s all about freedom, baby!

True, that. 

Words to live by.

A phrase to surrender yourself to, and encourage others to do the same. He’d preach and evangelize the heck out of it if given half a chance. Start a church and lead the congregation in devotional hymns to it. 

Amen!

Freedom! 

Simple, peaceful, purposeful!

It was all true. The whole shebang. All of it. 

Yup.

It’s all about freedom, baby! 
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But little did our hero know, despite the majesty and power of his newfound motto, his life was not going to get simpler or more peaceable or even the tiniest bit freer, because of it. At least not any time soon. 

No. In fact, complications were a-rising. The Event was about to occur. His life was veering off in entirely different, un-thought-of, ridiculous directions. Metaphorically, he was driving a truck, going eighty, fiddling with something that fell off the dash onto the passenger’s seat, spraying clouds of dust into the air behind his oversize double rear tires, hurtling down a rutted, gravel road and he’d just plowed through and past a Dead End sign and now he was in a dust-cloud freefall, sailing out over a canyon rim and... he didn’t even know it. That was his current metaphorical state. As mentioned already, it was complicated. And metaphorical. The worst kind of both as it turned out.

So, yeah. his actual, real-life state was – right now, right this very minute, a year after his Abilene bus ride and his motto-finding epiphany, four Texas seasons later – well, it was summer again and it was morning. He had plans. His life made sense, as much sense as it ever made, and he was living his life, such as it was, and he was discontented, but not overly so, and he was late for an appointment and he was worried, slightly. He thought he had things to fuss and worry about now. But in a few seconds, he’d forget all about his actual life, his plans and his discontents and other activities, they’d become, well... pretty much, superfluous. 

You’ll see.

The worrying and fussing were probably appropriate activities, though. He probably should’ve done a lot more of those. But hindsight is always 20-20, isn’t it?

You know, it’s arguable that sometimes it’s better not to know what’s ahead. Or below. Or behind. Or on either side of you. Not only does not knowing make your daily existence more interesting in the long run (since the present is always a surprise to you, a not inconsiderable benefit to your quality of life), but not knowing the future saves you from living minute to minute in a paralyzed, catatonic state of frenzied anxiety and fear and rage and disappointment and just plain old-fashioned angst. You know what? The future can take care of itself. Let it go. You’ll have strength when you need to have strength. You’ll do what’s needed when it’s needed. It will all work out. You’ll be fine. You don’t have to solve the rest of your life’s problems in the next five minutes. You don’t. You really don’t. Enjoy the now. While it’s still now.

All this would have been good advice for our hero, on this summer day, on the eve of The Event. But there was no one there to tell him all these things when he needed to hear them, (there never is, is there?), so, like everyone else, he just did the next best thing – he winged it. Winging it works more often than you’d think. And it’s more fun than angst-ing it. Every time.

Anyways... that’s what he did. He winged.

And the rest... is... HISTORY.
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ROUND TWO

TEQUILA JELLO SHOTS IN BRIGHT PRIMARY COLORS

FOLLOWED BY FROSTY TUMBLERS OF SOMETHING PALE AND FIZZY WITH UMBRELLAS & FRUIT & SUNDRY OTHER SPARKLING CHOTCHKES SPROUTING OFF OF VARIOUS SIDES AND TOPS IN UNDERSTATED YET ARTFUL FASHION
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Rabe Schuyler Johnson II (“Shy” to his friends and “Hey You” to almost everybody else), could not be certain, he wasn’t anybody’s expert on such matters, mythical, spiritual or even psychological, but even Rabe could see, untrained and inadequate as he was concerning the supernatural aspects of the situation at hand, that what with all the lightning, thunder, flashing lights and smoke and righteous flaming swords and declaiming celestial choirs and all that smiting and affliction and general supernatural hubbub and celestial commotion ensuing everywhere about Rabe’s person this morning, on all sides, pretty much every which way a body could possibly look, well, even Rabe Schuyler Johnson II could feel confident, even he could assert with considerable authority that he had managed, somehow, at some point, through no fault of his own, to start some kind of a personal and apparently vehemently rancorous feud with a Significant Deific Power, apparently none other than, well, uh, the gospel truth was he had NO IDEA, NO FRIGGIN’ CLUE who he had pissed off so thoroughly, but – Man Alive! – they WERE pissed and they WERE, apparently, of the god-or god-like persuasion and Rabe was clearly fubared to beat the band – he knew that much – and just knowing that much, well, Rabe was already depressed as heck and in a world of hurt, it was not good, none of it was good, and it wouldn’t end well, Rabe was sure of that.
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And well might you ask...

How could he know this? Why was he so sure?

If he REALLY were clueless, how did he get a clue about anything, leastwise important things that were going on, or about to go on, in his near vicinity? CLUELESS meant NO CLUES the last time we looked. And if he thought he HAD a decent clue, how did he know it weren’t one of them FALSE CLUES? A MISLEADING CLUE? Or maybe it was a real clue but a clue to SOMETHING ELSE, MAYBE SOMETHING COMPLETELY DIFFERENT? How about those thoughts and concerns? Ever thought about that? 

OK.

So, yeah, all good questions, very good questions, indeed!

Deserving of good, exhaustive, detailed and voluminous answers. 

So... Kick back, take some weight off, and he’d tell you how.

(Really, he will!)

So, yeah, it had all started, as these large, uncomfortable propositions usually do, innocently enough. With the smallest of things. With a smile. And a glance. 
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Yup, as Rabe remembered it, just before The Event, he’d been walking. That was it. He swears that was all he was doing. Scout’s honor. It was the truth. Putting one foot in front of the other. 

So, yeah, he was walking. Hiking through (poorly) parked cars, through, yes, you guessed it, a parking lot. Hoofing it. He was late. Deez was waiting. The back lot of the mall looked to be packed. He could just about see the back doors of the mall glinting in the sunlight, far off in the furnace-y distances, hidden by the sizzling polychromatic carapaces of line after line of parked vehicles stretching out before his light-flooded, squinched up eyes. It was Texas. It was July. It was hot. It was lunchtime. He was hungry. He was late. A lot was going on.

Rabe was bored (his normal state) and definitely not free and easy and way too fraught and harassed and all too friggin’ hot and sunburnt and he was trying to make his life and the beginnings of his afternoon even the slightest bit interesting and pleasurable and maybe even illicit (no luck so far), when he noticed, off to his side, what looked like an enormous set of TEETH, a hundred feet wide, self-satisfied, cool as a cucumber, suspended in midair over the mall’s biggest sign, the one that was bright as a supernova with about a billion compulsively flashing pixels, an eye-catching wonder that you could clearly see with your eyes closed from any lane in the interstate (not that Rabe condoned eyes-closed driving on the interstate, mind you, but anyways...), that sign would surely remain stubbornly and inevitably visible even if it were in the middle of a dust storm, and that dust storm was of Biblical, even pharaonic proportions and in fact even if the dust storm caused the lower atmosphere over West Texas to become solid earth such that you could plant air-growing grass on it and graze it with a herd of air-grass-grazing cattle of your choice, even, yes, with all that going on, that sign would STILL be SEEN. And CLEARLY. Yes. THAT mall sign. The Pride and Glory of the Odessa-Midland Metroplex (O-M). It was friggin’ bright! 

So yeah, the sign was still there. But now there was some other bright object eclipsing that wondrous sign – hovering over it with a smarmy, thaumaturgic earnestness and eagerness. Earnest and eager both being things not often seen in Rabe’s memory and experience, just floating in midair like that, like the eager teeth didn’t care who saw them, and especially didn’t care what the opinion was of any citizenry below them, said citizen or citizens trucking it painfully through a mall parking lot in the familiar, hot, West Texan noontime landscape of unremitting blue-white sultriness that was the normal pitiless summer atmosphere here in Rabe’s home town of O-M the third week in July.

So. Yup. That fabled sign was missing. It was kind of... gone. 

And instead...

In its place...

There was...

Teeth.

OK.

Of an exceeding, dizzying dazzling-ness. Dangling over the sign. Upstaging it. Right there. Up in the middle of the air. Like Ezekiel’s wheels. Yup. There they were. Plain as the nose on your face. Or the teeth in your mouth (in this case).

Understandably, the sight of those teeth stopped him cold (so to speak) in his tracks.

Huh!

Teeth?

He remembered he’d glanced over at the teeth, hanging there over his shoulder, seemingly observing him (if a set of teeth could be said to observe a person), and he’d observed them right back, but they’d just sat up there sort of grinning at him, the grin of reason, expecting, no demanding, that Rabe experience a life-changing epiphany (he didn’t), and when they didn’t do anything else, nothing even remotely noteworthy, except grin down at Rabe snarkily and leer at Rabe condescendingly, well, Rabe did what he always did when unwelcome, judgmental, snarky and condescending interventions seemed to be intent on interrupting his walk of life – he ignored them, lived his life and kept right on walking. 

In this case, that meant putting as much distance as his feet could manage between himself and those enormous, disturbing incisors and whatnot. The teeth had to be some manner of upper atmospheric distortion – unusual sunspot activity or a solar flare or maybe they were a weather balloon or wayward swamp gas, or possibly a form of mild mass hysteria, or some junk like that, they had to be right? – right? Of course they did. They weren’t hundred-foot teeth, that was for durn sure.

Anyways, walking purposefully away from the teeth seemed the best and most appropriate response. At least that was the best that Rabe could improvise on the spur of the moment, in that particular situation. 

So that’s what he did. 

For better or for worse. He didn’t second-guess himself, hesitate or overthink the situation for once (Rabe did that a lot usually). Nope. Rabe did not do that. No hesitation for the Rabester this time. Rabe deduced. Rabe decided. Rabe boogied.
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That’s when he noticed the wind started hitting him upside his head. His carefully-gelled hair got pushed on. The back of his head got cold (-ish). It wasn’t a good feeling. The sun went behind a cloud or something. A cool (-ish) breeze hit his back and pushed sheets of dust and gravel, crushed cigarette packs, candy wrappers, and one large ketchup-covered rectangle of wax paper scooching out from between his legs (he even got some ketchup on his pants cuffs – dang it! – Deez would be disappointed and pointedly mortified! – and Rabe here was and would be none too happy about it himself! – dang it! – dang it! – dang it!), well, anyways, the breeze sent all those random litter bits spinning and pirouetting out in front of him, slammed them into car doors and light fixtures and the odd citizen-pedestrian and then spun them off into the distance. It came out of nowhere. That cold wind.

Huh!

So. That was odd.

Rabe rubbed at his red-smudged pants cuffs with one of his socks. It just made the ketchup stain worse. Yeah, it was spreading! Typical, huh? Dang it! Dang it! Dang it!

Then a tumbleweed rolled past him. It was huge. A mutant weed. Then two more appeared. Even bigger. Then a whole herd of tumbleweeds thundered on by Rabe. Thems were titanic weeds there. Yes, they were! They were Tumbleweed of Note, Weeds out of Legend. It was quite the sight! Yes, a veritable blizzard of paper and plastic and various other types of vegetable detritus flowed over and around him. He watched all this errant weed and trash jet its weedy, trashy way past him and towards the mall and it collided with the far back wall of the mall and thereupon begin to pile up in vast weedy, trashy drifts by the very back doors he was a-heading towards. Great! Just great! The sidewalk got trashed up and then the trash started to block the back doors and block the sidewalk leading to them. Jeez! Even better! Pretty soon you couldn’t even tell there were doors nor sidewalk at all to walk towards, there on the backside of the mall. Nope. All you could see was weeds and trash, trash and weeds. As far as the eye could see. Mountain ranges and sierras of the stuff. Perfect! Just perfect!

Rabe was shaking his head, watching all this happening, as his phone started vibrating. Keeping one eye on the rapidly worsening weedy-trashy-back-door-to-the-mall-no-entrance-possible situation, he kept the other eye on his cell and swiped at it. It started flashing and burbling up at him, contentedly. You might even say it smiled up at him. Rabe watched it. Lovingly. Aren’t you the good cell? Yes, you are! Such a good cell! Good cell! You’re a good cell! He smiled back down at it. It wriggled and vibrated in pleasure. Rabe stroked it. It wriggled some more. Finally, Rabe swiped a few purposeful swipes across its face. Smiling all the while. And the texts, well, they began a-flowing.

Coyote: Why’d you give up so easy Shy?

Rabe: I have no idea what you’re talking about C, leave me alone. I’m busy. I’m caught up in a tornado or something.

Coyote: Ha ha. Don’t play me that way Shy. Got my Hokas on, laced and ready. I’m stretching while I type. We were supposed to be running now.

Rabe: Yeah, if now equals like 5 hours ago.

Coyote: And?

Rabe: We were going to run at 7 AM. Before it got hot. Now it’s noon C. And it’s hot. HOT AND NOON C.

Coyote: And?

Rabe: I’m not doing this C, I’ve got something going on.

Coyote: Besides the tornado?

Coyote: Shy?

Coyote: And?

Coyote: And?

Coyote: And?

Coyote: And?

Rabe: I’m not.

Coyote: You’re not what?

Rabe: You know not what. Getting talked into something. Like I usually get. That’s what not not what. I mean not. Or not what. Or what not. Or maybe just not. I mean, you know what I mean, C.

Coyote: Now, Rabe, I have no idea what you’re talking about.

Rabe: You. Me. Bending me to your will.

Coyote: Now, Rabe, I have no idea what you’re talking about.

Rabe: You do it like 5 times a day to me.

Coyote: Now, Rabe, I have no idea what you’re talking about.

Rabe: Stop that.

Coyote: Now, Rabe, I have no idea what you’re talking about.

Rabe: Fine. OK. Yeah. Sure. Cut and paste that sentence til the cows come home. Fine. You have no idea. You never do. I’m busy. I’m not talking to you. I’ve got weird junk happening right now. And a busy social schedule. Socially unacceptable proclivities to indulge. Possibly a gallon of Margaritas to share with my name on it. So. Too busy. Proclivities. Margaritas. Way way too too busy. To talk to you.

Coyote: 

Rabe: I think you just sent a blank, man. Did you hear? Said I was too busy to talk to you.

Coyote:

Coyote:

Rabe: C? Are you there?

Coyote:

Rabe: C?

Coyote: 

Rabe: C?

Rabe: Ah c’mon! C?

Coyote: C’mon what? I heard from someone you weren’t talking to me. Something about proclivities and shit. Wait. Oh yeah. That’s right. It was you.

Rabe: All right. All right. O.K. Sorry. I’ll talk.

Coyote: Don’t break or sprain anything on my account. Enjoy your silent, lonely life. 

Rabe: C? C’mon C!

Coyote: What?

Rabe: I’m talking see? Texting like a texting fool. But I still have a situation on my hands. Wait. You know what? Maybe you can help.

Coyote: I’m all about helping my fellow man, man.

Rabe: I won’t touch that last remark. C – Is the army doing maneuvers or something today? You heard anything? Is the mall under attack? Is a zeppelin mooring here this morning? Did the sun go supernova?

Coyote: Always with the drama. No. No. No. And no. 

Rabe: Well something’s going down.

Coyote: Sure. Whatever you say. Well, you know what I think? I think – wait for it – you need to... RUN. Work those legs. Clean out those arteries. Throttle down your overexcited, dramatic brain. Throttle up your quads. Get rid of all that excess dramatic diva energy.

Rabe: I have no excess dramatic diva energy. And you said no, Coyote. Four, five, no six hours ago. No running today. I’m scrolling over the texts right now. Yup. There you are. Not getting out of bed. Refusing to get out of bed. About a hundred times. And I quote – no no no no no no no no no no no no.

Coyote: And you believed me?

Rabe: I made other plans C. I moved on. 

Coyote: Don’t mean you can’t move back, right?

Coyote: ?

Coyote: ?

Coyote: C’mon. You know you want to.

Coyote: ?

Coyote: ?

Coyote: ?

Coyote: ?

Coyote: ?

Coyote: ?

Coyote: ?

Coyote: Shit.
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Rabe left that little conversation to die the way all Coyote conversations died – of malnutrition. The only way to end a Coyote text was to starve it. 

Besides, he had a funny feeling in his gut. Butterflies fluttering down there. Or maybe blind, hairless mole rats burrowing into his intestines, going for his kidneys. Now wasn’t that an endearing lunchtime image to hold onto? O.K. Focus. It was as if he were forgetting something. Or someone. Or... Something else was going down. But, what? What? Why couldn’t he think? Why couldn’t he breathe?

The wind went from cold to hot. In a millisecond. He stumbled forwards. Was it feeling a little cooler now? Or even hotter now? Nope, he was freezing! SHOOT! His internal thermometer must be broke, broke, broke. He stumbled mall-wards again. Then he stopped. And... yup! – he was hot again! He felt his forehead. It felt unnatural. Very hot and sort of very dry (Rabe was not naturally a hot and dry sort of individual, at least he didn’t remember himself being that way a heck of a lot in the past – or had he? – nope – he was sure – he was more of the cool and moist type – rather than the opposite – if that were a thing – which he was saying it was – so, yeah, it WAS a thing – Rabe was a cool, moist man – as moist and cool a man as you’d be pleased to meet, he didn’t care how it sounded, that’s what he was, he was born this way, so, yeah, this hot, dry stuff was NOT him, NOT natural, NOT at all his thing, it was just NOT). And with that last thought rebounding in his head, Rabe stumbled another step forwards.

And... the wind had gone cold again. And... suddenly it was hotter than Satan’s house cat (poor cat!), yup, the gel on his head was melting into strange shapes, after going concrete hard in the cool wind just a second ago. And... he got plastered with bits of newspaper and chewed-on soda straws. And... he felt someone staring at him. And... well... that stare didn’t feel none so friendly, neither. 

Rabe looked over his shoulder into the wind. The hundred foot smile was following him. He took a step. The wind got cold. The smile moved forwards. He stopped. The smile stopped. The wind got hot again. Durn! 

He wasn’t getting away from that following smile. Ever. It was coming for him. Yup. There it was. Smiling. Following. Why? He couldn’t think why. Didn’t it have better things to do? He felt his skin, his cheeks, his neck. Still hot. Still dry. O.K. Yeah, being pursued by billboard-sized teeth, well, t’weren’t helping his bodily processes much neither, was it? No, it and they were not. 

And now his stomach was hurting too. Sharp and, yes, biting pains. Just like little pointy mole-teeth, biting and gnawing. Help! And his forehead was getting hotter. So hot. And his hands were freezing now. Like two blocks of hand-shaped, red-pink, sunburned ice cubes. And were those sunburnt ice-cube hands of his shaking? Were they? They were! He raised his frosty, frozen hands up in the air and watched them for a second, shaking limply in the hot morning breezes there in front of his incredulous eyes, and in front of those bright, shiny and shining, interested teeth.

He blinked. More than once. A lot of times in fact.

He still saw his cold, frozen hands. He still saw those pursuing teeth. Yup. His hands weren’t going away. Those teeth weren’t going away. The blinking didn’t help a durn bit. In fact, if anything, with each blink, his hands seemed to be getting pinker and more cooked and the teeth seemed to be getting brighter and shinier and sort of teeth-ier. You know, the teeth were shining up like they were polished and blazing away FOR A REASON. They were up there as if they MEANT something. Something big. Huge. Powerful. Connected. Eternal. Up there was fluorescent, iridescent, probably radioactive Tooth-filled Universal Meaning beaming down on top of Rabe from on high, raining down upon him and washing over him and bathing his young Texan life with some kind of supernatural something or other and Rabe was clearly powerless, nay helpless to stop it nor deflect it away from said young Texan life in any appreciable manner whatsoever. If you’ve ever had that feeling, you know, it’s not a good feeling folks.

So. Yeah.

OK.

Not a good feeling at all. AND... He still felt sick. And hot. And burnt. But now he was pretty much plumb terrified to boot. 

Fine. Rabe, you are having persistent toothy attacks of a divine truth-filled nature targeting you and you alone in your very own, local mall parking lot over your very own local mall lunch hour. So. This is happening, Rabe. Right now. It’s happening. So. Now what? What’s your next step, boy? What? You can do this. What is your next move?

Well... All righty then.

If that were true, that must mean...

That must mean...

It must...

Well...

He had no idea what that meant.

Nor did he have clue one about what to do about it (did he have to DO something about it? – why did he have to DO something about it? – his lunch hour was already shot to H E Doubletoothpicks as it was – why did he need to be off and DOING SOMETHING more in it? – wasn’t it FULL? – wasn’t it ENOUGH? – wasn’t HE ENOUGH? – when did all these EXPECTATIONS, from god-like teeth, family, jobs, etc. etc. etc., when did all this etc. junk ever END? – WHEN he asked? – WHEN? – was that such an unreasonable question to ask? – no, it was not – WHEN? – WHEN? – WHEN?).

Calmate, Rabester. Take a deep breath. Take more than one. 

<BREATHE> <BREATHE> <BREATHE>

And, to top it all off, with a big, old, gimongous cherry on top, Rabe had no idea why it was happening, happening to him that is, at this specific moment, at this specific place.

<BREATHE> <BREATHE> <BREATHE>

Yup.

Why now? Why him?

<BREATHE> <BREATHE> <BREATHE>

Well...

<BREATHE> <BREATHE> <BREATHE>

Actually...

Uh...

Now that he thought about it...

Yeah, he still had no idea what any of it meant.

<BREATHE> <BREATHE> <BREATHE>

Yup.

None whatsoever.

Not even a single one.

No ideas.

None.

Well...

Maybe...

Maybe he had JUST ONE idea.
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But first, before he thought about that, Rabe stopped and spat (carefully) behind a parked Cadillac (careful, that is, to spit downwind of the Cadillac and himself, he didn’t care if he hit the teeth and all, heck, those teeth were ruining his whole life, well, at least they were ruining his whole afternoon and all, maybe they deserved some spitting on, huh?).

So. Yeah. He spat. The downwind spitting not something he usually did, you understand. Spitting, with the wind up or down or even sideways, wasn’t a habit nor proclivity nor quirk nor anything of the like that Rabe partook of customarily. It was the truth. He didn’t. Cross his heart and hope to die. He wasn’t the spitting type.

Although, truth was, Rabe had been doing a fair amount, maybe even a lot of spitting this morning. Public spitting even. Yeah, Rabe didn’t usually EVER spit in public (as has been noted already). His ma would kill him if she caught him at it. Kill him and die of shame afterwards. His ma’s death of course causing Rabe’s pa to go into a decline and die of a broken heart subsequently (or of hunger, since his pa was constitutionally incapable of cooking food for himself, that was a proven fact in the Johnson household). So. Spitting = a sort of homicide-double-suicide. Those would certainly be the train of events that would ensue if Rabe publicly and willfully made it his custom to spit whenever the urge hit him.

As a result. Rabe didn’t. Urge or no urge. Spit, that is. Publicly. Or any other way. He might spit in private, in an enclosed bathroom with a lockable door if there were a clean and working sink handy and readily available. But, yeah, otherwise, not a chance in heck he’d do it.

Well, usually, before today, that is – there’d be no chance in heck.

But for some reason, there were a lot of heck-chances today. Today, his mouth had felt very spit-worthy. Today, it was a sort of compulsion. He needed to clean it (and himself) out somehow. What he really needed was a swimming pool of cleansing Listerine to swim around in, do the sidestroke through, really get squeaky clean and tingly, minty fresh, maybe thrash about in there for an hour or three. But you never found a cleansing Listerine pool when you needed one, did you? Nope. Not if you were named Rabe Schuyler you didn’t.

Yuck! He spat again (discreetly). What was it with his mouth and spitting today? What? He had no idea.

Well...

Yeah...

Maybe...

Like he’d said, maybe he did have some idea.

Maybe those chocolate maple-glazed donuts he’d found and inhaled this morning – the last dozen or so in the box in the back of the filing cabinet behind Mabel’s desk (filed – yes – under the letter “D” – Mabel was nothing if not meticulous), well, maybe those unprotected and forgotten donuts had been sitting there for like way, way, way too long, like maybe since last month end? Or longer even? Rabe had no clue. 

But he was starting to get some (clues that is). And them clues were Not Good. He was beginning to suspect he’d been involuntarily Donut-Tainted (DT’d) this morning. More than just beginning to suspect DT’ing, in point of fact, if the truth be told, his suspecting was beginning to verge on something resembling an aghast DT certainty – or even a form of fearsome DT dread – one of the worst and most virulent of dreads, for your average office-file-cabinet donut pilferer. Yup. Not good, folks!

So. Yeah. His stomach did a back spring then a somersault. Not something an honest stomach ought to do, all on its own. Then he grimaced and went to spit again, feeling more than a little sick and uneasy now, but thought someone was watching him, so then he didn’t. Later on he realized it was that simpering, following smile again that he felt a-waiting and a-watching over his shoulder, and he could’ve and would’ve spat freely in front of it to beat the band, but by then, spitting and beating the band were the very least of his problems that lunch hour, so, in retrospect, he kind of wasted that realization, didn’t he?

Anyways... So. Yeah. Back to the donuts. And the donut box.

So. The donut box had looked suspiciously familiar. And sad. And tatty (Rabe just loved that word – tatty – a thoroughly under-used and much-maligned adjective in his considered opinion, it sort of tripped off the tongue – tatty, tatty, tatty, see?). Anyways... Sticking to the donut box... So. Yeah. That donut box was tatty. And old. Clearly. And stained. And sad (had he mentioned sad already? – the box had had a sad, melancholy air about it – if donut boxes were ever properly associated with the sad and melancholic well this one would surely have been that and then some). So, the sad, depressed look of the donut box had pulled at Rabe’s heartstrings and drawn him to scrambling around in that detritus at the back of the “D” drawer (well, he was hungry too, there was that, but still...), yeah, the box was SO plainly not a resplendent winner’s donut box, but more of a shirking, malingering, cowering, underdog donut box (when rooting for dogs, Rabe usually rooted for the underdog and this box was obviously that kind of dog), so, yeah, since the box was so pathetic and weirdly well-filed and filled with fried, high-caloric, sugar-encrusted carbs, well, incontestably it had deserved and merited Rabe’s full and undivided attentions immediately and totally, and so, yeah, that’s what that box got this morning, it got tons of Rabe-attention afterwards. More than tons, in fact. 

Yeah, the box was pretty old looking and underdog-like and appeared to be abandoned and lost and suchlike. And the donuts were resting higgledy-piggledy in a pile all in one corner on its grease-soiled insides, and, well, by all appearances, they weren’t none of the freshest variety neither, and all that should’ve been a warning now, shouldn’t it’ve? Yes, it should’ve. So Rabe might have hesitated. He might have, he ought’t have. But, of course, the fact was, he didn’t and he hadn’t. Yup. So, there it was.

You know, Rabe had an impulsive character. It was a DNA thing. It came from his ma’s side of the family. At least that’s what pa said. Ma got habitually quiet as the tomb whenever pa started in on ma’s family, so Rabe didn’t have a lot of data to work with to determine the truth of family nor DNA matters. Well, there WAS that one summer when Rabe was 6 when all of ma’s many brothers and sisters took up parachute jumping and pa had to hide the car keys one Saturday to prevent ma from stepping out of a plane 10,000 feet over the Midland County Fairgrounds, but Rabe wasn’t sure that counted as impulsive or just staggeringly and beautifully brave (on both his ma’s and his pa’s part). 

So. Yeah. Rabe liked his ma. She was a keeper. She was amazing. It was a mutual feeling. They were like two happy peas in a pod going through their happy pea-pod lives together except that they were sharing that same pod with a grumpy old Johnson bean (pa). It was a trial and a torment at times. The age-old problems of associated cognitive dissonance resulting from family life and suchlike and whatnot. Yup. That same old, old Cognitive Dissonant Associative (CDA) story everyone’s heard tell of in families since bro Cain met bro Abel. Very much same old same old. But, truth was, in spite of all that CDA junk hanging around the family manse (or maybe because of it) Rabe was tough. He gutted through it all. He did what he had to do and took care of business and got by and made it work and faked it til he made it and suchlike and whatnot, and you know what? Don’t worry about him none, ‘cuz this boy was doing FINE. FINE AND DANDY! Really, he was.

Mostly.

Well, a lot of the time.

It depended on the day you asked him, actually.

Anyways...
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So, yeah, re: Donuts, well, Rabe came, saw and devoured those donuts. Quick. Like a bunny rabbit. He dove in. Without inhibition. Utilizing all his quick-decision-making, ma-given, impulsive DNA to do it, too.

In his own defense, Rabe WAS starving. And the box was so adorable in its bleakness and its desire to please and be loved. And the donuts were glorious lumps of chocolaty, maple-y, sugary fierceness waiting to fulfill their well-deserved destinies as traditional, celebratory, office-associated morning-pastries and they couldn’t be all THAT OLD, could they? Why would they be in a file cabinet under the letter “D” if they were old? Wouldn’t they be in “G” for garbage? Or “S” or “R” (or both) for spoiled and rotten? Mabel (pa’s ancient, omniscient, omnipresent and tried-n-true jewel-of-an-employee bookkeeper – the jewel part of the preceding description being Rabe’s pa’s very own words), well, Mabel wouldn’t make an embarrassing filing mistake like that, now would she? Nope. She would not. She would not and could not. It just wasn’t in her jewel-like Mabel nature to do such a thing.

Unless.

There were in “D” for danger!

Oh my.

Durn it!

And. Oh. Wait. Oh yeah. That box HAD had a cover that said “Happy Thanksgiving!” on it.

And this WAS the middle, well, nearly the end of July.

So yeah, there was that too. 

Durn! Durn!

And... Now that he pondered on this D-situation just a bit longer... Yeah, the maple had seemed the slightest bit overly crunchy too. Like something this morning other than donut and glaze had been up inside there, inside his mouth, mushed and masticated by his efficiently and rapidly chewing famous Johnson molars (Johnsons were known, of course, for their excellent teeth – a fact which made the irony of the eldest son of the Johnson clan being hounded and pursued by wrathful, god-like chompers even more cutting – yes, Rabe was well aware of the way irony cut both ways this lunch hour today, all too well aware...). So. Yeah. Some crunchy microbial mass or fungus must’ve been mixed up in the middle of that donut dough, and now that he thought more on the subject, he remembered feeling that crunchy microbial mass stuff getting stuck in his teeth and in his throat as he’d chomped away on those donuts’ strangely textured, sugary maple goodness, yeah, he remembered that, the squishy crunchy part, yup, it had ACTUALLY happened. All morning long it had ACTUALLY happened. He REMEMBERED it. YUCK! He’d been poisoned!

SHOOT!

Yeah, Rabe had hoovered up that entire box of ancient Thanksgiving cheer in a sort of vengeful fury (he’d missed breakfast, getting up too late, his ma had already made pancakes and bacon – well, chorizo – and eggs, she’d eaten, washed the dishes, waxed the kitchen floor, read the Picayune, re-organized her spice rack and taken off for her stint at the Permian Basin American Rose Association Museum of Unusual Roses (her beloved – pun intended – PBARAMOUR – the “B” is silent y’all, by the way), so, yeah, she’d been up at the crack of dawn and had done what was needed and had scooted off towards parts unknown (or rather towards parts PBARAMOUR), and she’d never looked back, well, she’d never looked back PARTICULARLY at her starving and forgotten and over-sleeping son, that was for durn sure, and that was that, this morning). 

So yeah. Those donuts had screamed out at Rabe “Consume Us!” as soon as Rabe’d stumbled upon them hiding out in “D”, while he was refiling the latest DMV invoices for some of the company vans (Mabel insisted that Texas DMV meant file those invoices under “T”, Rabe professionally and politely disagreed, they both refiled each other’s DMV invoicing whenever they had a chance, one of the many, many Filing Wars going on in the office that made office life vital, enriching and challenging and kept you on your toes the whole day through), so, yeah, Rabe had yanked open the “D” drawer, a fistful of DMV paperwork in his, well, in his fist, and those donuts had screamed out commands at him and Rabe had complied, fallen in, set to it and done just what they commanded, and thus, Immediate, Frantic and All-Consuming Consumption ensued everywhere. Yup. Without a second’s hesitation. Despite the loud, jarring crunching (and poisonous) sounds of the pastries in question. Yup. Thems were CLEARLY NOT normal donut sounds. Not even close. Now that he thought about it. Now that he REALLY thought about it. Like really, really. Nope. Not normal. Not right. Not even in the ballpark of right! SHOOT!

Maple-flavored microbes. Yuck. That would be one messed up mid-morning snack. If it were true. Was it? He ran his tongue over his molars one more time (a big mistake – very gritty) and spat (swiftly, but decorously and subtly, if he didn’t say so himself) downwind again, behind a parking lot light fixture onto the steaming asphalt of the parking lot. He looked down at the wet blob drying there, trying to see if he could see anything moving in the spittle. Another big mistake! Yuck! It was an odd color and disturbingly lumpy. And... He could still feel something in his teeth. Something sandy and maple-y. And was he tasting fish? Was his mouth fishy? Fishy maple? This WAS NOT happening to him! Yuck! Double Yuck! 

He’d ingested foreign materials! Foreign! Materials! Possibly living! Possibly even marine? Help! Help him! He was a carrier! Of living, foreign, possibly marine material!

So maybe he WAS, ACTUALLY seeing VISIONS. Poisonous, Microbial Smile Visions! (PMSV’s!). Induced by a maple-based, parasitical, marine-like something or other! Maybe he was drugged, diseased and infested by donut-beasties and so forth and such with, and maybe his brain was infused and teeming with psychogenically active, psychotic alien organisms of unknown provenance (well, we know they were donut-bred, but, hey! – that’s ALL we know at this point, folks!). So, yeah, infesting organisms, organisms that probably arrived inside Rabe with agendas wholly of their own choosing – having purposes and goals that had nothing to do with what Rabe wanted to do with his life nor with his own deeply-felt purposes nor with his own carefully thought-over goals. Yup. It was all becoming clear to him!

You know... Maybe he was a sort of zombie-Rabe now. A shell of his former self. No longer human. Terminally infested. Terminally crazy. Terminally alien. Those Trojan-horse Thanksgiving donuts had morphed him into a DONUT POD PERSON. And now he was doomed to see snarky smiles forever, in his new Donut Pod Person existence. Smiles. Snarky ones. Following him. In the air. Everywhere he went now. Snarkiness was going to be his reality, his only reality. Yup. That and smiles! Snark and smiles! Help! Help! He’d fallen down and could NOT get up and now he couldn’t see but to see those durn smiles! Everywhere. All the time. Following, following, following him. Yup. That was a rational man’s explanation for what was looking over his shoulder at him this very minute. Not weather balloons. Not swamp gas. Nope. Truth was, Rabe was gassed up in his brain! Gassed up and gassed out in his very own back mall parking lot! Who wouldda thunk it?

SHOOT! And DOUBLE SHOOT! A Gassed Up Donut Pod Person! Pitiful. Just pitiful. Life as he knew it was over, over, over and done with. And he hadn’t even gotten a chance to get together with The Union Electrician Santiago again and his exceedingly distracting body parts! A crying shame. Not that his on-again, off-again boyfriend Royal would’ve let him get together with Santiago any time soon – not without WWIII and WWIV following up close behind. But, as his ma always said, where there’s life, there’s hope. So maybe, someday, Rabe WOULD see Santiago’s body parts again. Maybe. So that was one POSSIBLE good thing. One not-pitiful and one not-pathetic thing going on right now. A little hope in that department, huh?

And Rabe was still alive. Last time he checked. Sort of. Kind of. He was living his co-called life. He was sure of it. Yup. Living his life. He was doing it. Doing the living thing. So hope was still a thing too, in the sense that his body was still working and his heart was still pumping, etc. etc. etc., yes there was definitely some hope remaining there as well, right? Yup, so, yeah, there was hope-a-plenty and Rabe’s ma was a devoted and hardworking harbinger of it, and he was his ma’s son, and. well, yup!

You know, Rabe trusted his ma when she spoke about hope. She was a woman wise in the ways of life and hope. Wise as the day is long and the earth is wide. And you know, his ma, well, she had to be a mistress of hope. Hope was kinda a requirement in her normal, everyday life and her current situation. Why? Well, she was married to Rabe’s pa, now, wasn’t she? Yes, she was. And there you have it – point, set and match. So... Anyways...

Rabe spat again. Didn’t even check to see if it were downwind. Which it wasn’t. He looked down. Yup. Thought so. He’d involuntarily (and thoroughly) spit-shined his shoe. He rubbed it off with a piece of newspaper that had flown into and bonded onto his windswept gelled hair. He looked for a trash basket to put the used, spit-soggy newspaper into afterwards. Thought – what am I doing? – boy! – aren’t you surrounded by blowing trash? – do what comes natural! So. He did. He (guiltily) just let the wet piece of newspaper fly off in the hot mall parking lot wind. Kept right on walking. Towards that distant (trash-covered-over) set of mall doors. In that hot hurricane that was blowing its weeds and its trash at him constantly. Feeling infested. And feeling terminal. And eminently donut pod-ish. And crazy. You can’t forget that. The fact he was probably donut-crazed RIGHT THIS VERY MOMENT! SHOOT! 

Yeah, it was a heroic walk he was making, he thought, under the circumstances. A sort of staring-fate-and-death-in-the-face-and-walking-on-anyways moment in his young West Texas life. Right? He rubbed his tongue against his back teeth, over and over again. Swore he could feel UNNATURAL grit. He spat one more time. Behind another light pole. Missed his shoes this time (yeah!). No one saw (except the smile). Yeah, you know, in general, people never seemed to notice Rabe. He was Odessa-Midland’s O-M Most-Invisible man most of the time. Except when he wasn’t. Then he was the O-M Most Wanted. Yeah, it wasn’t easy being Rabe Schuyler Johnson II. It just was NOT. That was the gospel’s own truth on the matter. He wasn’t whining. He was just sayin’.

<SIGH>

Yeah.

<SIGH> again.

Ask anyone local. They’d tell you. They’d tell you and then some. Rabe was what you might call infamous in some quarters.

Or invisible.

Infamy. Invisibility.

You take your choice.

Sheez!

This town could drive a man to drink!
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Which was, ACTUALLY, Rabe’s whole plan for this noon (being driven to drink that is). Had he mentioned that already? Sure he had. He wasn’t ashamed to say it. Of course, he wasn’t. Well, maybe he was just a little bit. Day drinking? At a mall? It wasn’t the best of looks for a guy, right? So he was both not-ashamed and sort of dying-on-his-feet-here-of-mortification, both at the same time. That was one reason he was going in the BACK door of the mall here. It was called Plausible Deniability, folks.

Yeah, it never paid to advertise yourself none too much now did it? Who ever said there is no such thing as bad publicity, well, if there were a person saying that, Rabe could feel perfectly confident in maintaining that THEY had never lived in a small West Texas town while they were being badly publicized, he knew for a fact that NO, THEY CLEARLY HAD NOT. OR THEY’D KNOW BETTER, MUCH BETTER and they’d be all the more embittered and jaded for being publicized in such a manner! – and furthermore, they’d just... well... they’d... anyways... Point made and underlined, huh? Enough said, right? Besides it was too hot ( and too cold) for him to be getting himself so riled up and such. He had (much) bigger fish and (much) bigger margaritas to fry here, guys! Much, much bigger! Yup!

So. Yeah. Rabe sort of aimed himself at the mall’s back doors and skulked and zipped and zagged between the cars and tried to keep a low profile while he was doing it, and that’s what he did for what seemed like an exceedingly lengthy amount of time.

Skulk. Zip. Zag.

Skulk. Zip. Zag.

Man Alive! This back-lot walk of his was sure taking a LONG, LONG time, wasn’t it? He didn’t remember the back lot being this HUGE. It just never ended did it? It just went on and on and on and on and...
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So...

Rabe continued walking, zipping, zagging, etc. And being, in general, generally bored and irritated. And because Rabe was being generally bored and irritated, well, Rabe starting (stupidly) messing with the smile, just a little bit. Of course he did. It was there. Rabe was there. It was just waiting to be messed with. It seemed like a fun, appropriate thing to do to pass the time. Irritate some god-teeth? What could possibly go wrong?

Soon, he noticed something odd. If he walked towards the mall, the wind went cool, soft and mild. If he walked away from the mall, the wind went hot, spiteful and furious. He experimented a little. Yup. Towards the mall – cool and comfortable. Away – hot, steaming and painful. He was trying to bug the teeth, be a teeth-manipulator, but instead, he himself was the one being teeth-manipulated! Shoot! It was seven kinds of humiliating. And it was more than a little annoying. Yeah, the more he pondered the situation – it was all kinds and types of humiliating and embarrassing for The Rabester here! It was like Rabe was a below-average-IQ SHEEP-being in the process of being shepherded around hither and non by an impatient, sadistic, smirking, snarky SHEEP-DOG-being. Sheep-being and dog-being. That about summed it up. Something like that. If that were a thing. And why wouldn’t it be? It was so def. happening to him right this very minute! The REALLY annoying part of it was – the sheep-dog-being thingy was getting OFF on that fact! Yanking and jerking on Rabe’s leash! Did sheep have leashes? Uh... Anyways... It was outrageous, right? Right? Rabe the sheep should be doing that to the sheep-dog-teeth! He should be a dog. Or some teeth. And NOT sheep teeth neither
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