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Rachel Nussbaum
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I didn’t know I was immortal until my arm was being hacked off my shoulder.

Honestly, it happened because I’m a drunk fucking mess. The car had already passed us once down the saddle road. It was the usual crowd, white-trash wasted on a Friday night and walking from the pub to someone's cabin with the promise of more alcohol. Eventually, we realized it was midnight and another eight miles away, so the majority of the group turned back to town.

“Whatever pussies,” Janet said. It was her family’s cabin. “I don’t get tired.” 

“Bitch, we don’t sleep,” Arin slurred, totally plastered.

Me? I was drunk and moody and I just wanted to punish myself like I usually do. So, I stumbled through the night with two kids from my old graduating class. I didn’t know them particularly well—but like me, they were permanent fixtures of the only pub in town, and tonight, they were offering Wild Turkey. 

That was more than enough for my dumb ass. 

It happened when we’d stopped for Arin to piss. Janet squinted down the road and frowned. 

“Didn’t that car pass us earlier?” 

They revved the engine and tore down the road, right into Janet. She folded in half like a paper doll and her body flew off the shoulder into the woods. Before the bile even worked its way out between my lips, a pair of arms yanked me into the car. 

Still drunk and dizzy with panic, I faded in and out. I was yanked from the vehicle. Dragged into a cabin. Thrown into a tub. Pain dug me out each time I thought I’d escaped into unconsciousness. I looked down at my naked torso; they were slicing into my side, they pulled this gooey, pulsating lump out of me and oh fucking fuck it was my kidney.

I shouted. I flailed and kicked, trying to push them away. 

“Put him out of his misery, fuck,” one cursed. 

His friend picked up an axe by the door.

Each swing sent a new wave of blinding agony through me. A hit to my chest knocked the air from my lungs. Then my arm. They hacked away at my shoulder mercilessly, my tense muscles snapped apart like rubber bands. When the blade splintered and broke through bone, I screamed so loud I vomited again. More bile, and blood now too. 

I wasn’t passing out. Wasn’t dying. All I could do was feel. Feel the alcohol-induced numbness I’d carefully cultivated over the years rip apart like tissue paper. Eventually, my arm slid down the tub and the jagged stump squirted blood in their faces—I was a sobbing, whimpering mess in a pool of my own fluids. And it would have been a fitting end for me—if it would just. Fucking. End. 

“How is he fucking still alive?!” 

Out of the fuzzy corners of my vision, I saw a log fly out from behind his head. It cracked as it made contact and he dropped the axe. 

And in the next instant, Arin was there, and he scooped up the axe and brandished it wildly. 

“Who wants a piece?!” he yelled. “I will fuck your shit up!” 

A face hovered over me. 

Janet. 

Her lip was split and her front teeth were missing. My head bobbed and I realized her body wasn’t straight. She was twisted at the spine, legs facing to the side. 

“You’re okay now, Derek.” she said, wincing as she bent down to pick up my arm. 
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We drove the sickos’ stolen car to Janet’s cabin. I found out later Arin had killed one of them with the axe. Once I had healed, I helped bury the body. 

But I’m getting ahead of myself. 

Janet laid me out on the floor before pouring some whiskey down my throat and taking a big chug herself. I watched in absolute horror as she braced herself against the wall and Arin gripped her torso and twisted her spine back into place.

“Fucking OW!” she yelled.

“Sorry,” Arin mumbled. “You good?” 

“Ugh. Yeah.” 

Janet cracked her neck and looked at me. 

“I don’t really know where to start with this,” Arin said. 

“Grab my sewing kit.”

They waited for the alcohol to kick in. Janet gave me a towel to bite as she got to work stitching up my wounds. Arin hopped back and forth, asking me if I needed anything to drink, or if I wanted to watch TV while we waited.

“You’re doing great, man,” he said as Janet finished closing the gash on my side.

My arm was a bit harder. Janet unwound two rolls of duct tape trying to secure it. Pain radiated through my stump the whole time, but when we were done, I could feel the tingle of my limb return.

“Too soon to ask for a fist bump?” Arin asked. 

Janet smacked him. 

They explained it as best they could while they helped me onto the fold-down futon. Janet found out when we were sophomores, during a hunting accident with her uncle. Arin found out about it in our senior year, when he crashed his jeep off a bridge. 

“How did you know... me too?” I mumbled when I finally found my voice.

“I think it’s everyone from our graduating class. Going theory—everyone who went on the class trip to Alaska in freshman year,” Janet explained. 

The class trip. There were twenty-one of us who raised the money to make it. 

“You know how Mr. Murphy said it was super crazy rare to see the northern lights in May?” Arin asked. “And how they were insanely swirly and bright?” 

“I didn’t make the connection until Arin’s accident, but now I’m pretty fucking sure whatever that was, it wasn’t the northern lights. And it changed us.” 

I looked down and blinked at my body. My fingers were twitching. My shoulders were shaking.

“Derek?” Arin asked. “What just happened was so, SO fucked up, but I... it’s gonna be okay, you know?”

His hand hovered over my good shoulder. Janet passed me a bottle of water then, and she held it to my mouth as I drained it. 

“Don’t leave me alone tonight,” I whispered.

“Course not,” Janet promised.
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Janet, Arin and I graduated three years ago. We didn’t know each other well—sometimes ended up in the same booth at the diner, but so does everyone when your graduating class is forty kids. I always wondered why they hadn’t gone on to better things. Those who get trapped to rot here, their parents either run a business in town or they grow weed out on the ridge. Guilted into staying, inherit a business you never wanted. 

I’d wanted to get out—I just couldn’t find a college that would take me. And that had hit me hard back then. I turned to alcohol very quickly. Numbing down the sadness that crept up every time I remembered I was still here. 

For a long time, I thought I was cursed.

In a way, I was right. 

It took a day for my arm to reattach itself. Janet said it would probably have grown back, like her missing teeth (and apparently my stolen kidney) did, but she didn’t know how long it would take. 

I drank more in those few days than I did since graduation. The haze was barely enough to numb the pain of healing, but I was so drunk I didn’t care. 

“...You don’t think they’ll go to the cops, right?” Arin asked after we finished burying the body. 

“Not a chance,” Janet said, lighting up. “They’d out their operation.” 

“Who were they?” I asked. “This stuff happens in cities, but out in the boonies?” 

Janet held up her joint.

“This is the Emerald Triangle. You know how many people get illegal jobs trimming?” she asked.

I nodded. I’d spent summers trimming myself.

“Did you know more people go missing up here than anywhere else in the state?”

Fuck. I’d seen missing people posters, but I didn’t think it was that bad.

“Shitting dicks, are the farmers farming bodies?!” Arin asked.

“Nah, but it’s easier to bury a migrant worker than pay him out,” Janet said. “It’s sorta like the wild west, cops turn a blind eye. If someone were to start snatching up nobodies, this is a good place to do it.”

“Motherfuckers,” Arin said. He spat on the grave.

I clenched my fists and spat too. Janet sneered and tossed her joint down before stomping it into the dirt.
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I’d been trying to sleep off my most recent hangover when there came pounding at my door. With bleary eyes and unchanged clothes, I pulled the door open and squinted in sunlight. 

Janet.

“Arin said you quit your job.” she said. “You okay?”

I winced. I had quit—I still lived at home, it’s not like I needed the money. 

“...I was afraid to go outside after I got shot, too,” she said quietly. 

We sank down on the front steps of my porch.

“Gun misfired and took my jaw halfway off,” she said. “My uncle nearly died when I sat up and cussed.” 

Janet chuckled. 

“He’s a paranoid mountain man, convinced me to keep quiet. Said the government would wanna vivisect me.” 

“They probably would,” I realized. 

“I know. I thought it was just me until Arin. I was walking back to the cabin one night when I noticed a car had gone off the bridge. By the time I hiked down and found him he was twisted up like a pretzel and still managed to drag himself thirty yards away from the wreck. Boy doesn’t know when to quit.”

I kicked the dirt. 

“He’s lucky he has you,” I said.

“You know, you’re our friend too now, Derek. Something like this unites us, you know?” 

Janet reached into her pocket and handed me a paper bag.

“This was Arin’s idea,” she said. “Thought it might help you feel safer.” 

I took it from her hands and reached inside. A pocketknife. It was obvious Arin had picked it out—the blade and handle were iridescent and shimmering. It was hard not to smile.

It had been a long fucking while since I felt safe.

“You want to come out with us tonight?” Janet asked.

I held the knife tight. 

“Yeah. That sounds good.”
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It took a month or two for things to feel normal again. I got my job back, I’d go out drinking with the usual gang on weekends. I still had panic attacks, but Arin taught me breathing exercises, and Janet would hold my hand under the table sometimes when I got quiet. Hanging out with them made it a lot better. 

One thing that was different was pain though, and how it affected me. 

It started when I stepped on a nail in the workshop. It went right through my shoe almost out the other side of my foot, but I had to play it cool. If my boss saw, he would call an ambulance. It was half an hour before I could take a break long enough to pull it out and bandage it up, and all that time the pain spiraled and twisted inside me. Without the haze of alcohol, it was so sharp. Hurt so long, so bad, that it started to scrape against something in my brain that said—

This feels good.

I stopped drinking as much at home. Just... to test things out. With my knife. Probably would have gone farther if I hadn’t opened my eyes and saw how much I was bleeding.

NOPE. Not ready to go down THAT road. 

I buried it and focused on my new life, on spending time with my strange new friends. Until one night at the bar, Janet’s grin faded and her eyes went dark. 

“By the door.”

I looked at the three sleazy men who just walked in.

Arin gasped.

“Fucking fuck,” he whispered. “It’s them.” 

Immediately, my stomach full of beer soured. They sat down silently in the corner, eyes darting across the bar. 

Looking for victims.

I grit my teeth. More than sick, I felt livid.

“Derek, are you—”

“I’m gonna kill them.” 

Janet blinked at me.

“You don’t have to help me,” I said, clenching my knife. “But I’m gonna.” 

“Derek,” Arin mumbled. “This is... before, that was in self-defense. We only didn’t call the cops cuz it woulda outed us.”

“You know the cops won’t do shit. We have to do something,” I whispered.

“I’ll be bait.” 

Both our heads swiveled over to Janet.

“I’ll make a big show of getting wasted and go outside. I got my hunting knife in my boot. We’ll take ‘em by surprise on both sides.”

She turned to Arin. 

“Arin, you can walk out now and neither of us will blame you.”

Arin looked down, brows furrowing. 

“Fuck it. I’m undead. Let’s send these sick puppies to Satan.” 
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I drove us back to the cabin with three bullets in my back, two bodies stuffed in the trunk, and one sat up in the backseat with Arin. He’d put his sunglasses on it. 

It felt good, slicing that hick’s belly open while Arin held him, watching his intestines bloom out as the flesh split. Killing was well worth getting shot. And now, feeling my shredded muscle pulse around the bullets, it was starting to feel—

Nope, nuhuh. Not the time. 

But as Janet plunged the pliers into my torn back, my toes curled.

That was hard to ignore.

She bent forward to grab me the bottle of whiskey we used to take the edge off last time. 

I chewed my lip. Fuck it, I knew I was twisted now. But I didn’t know the next time I’d get an opportunity like this. 

“I’m um... I’m good.” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

I winced, waiting for Janet to comment. She just put the bottle down and slid the pliers back into my wound.

Fuck me. 

“Left or right?” she asked.

“Left,” I mumbled. 

Janet cursed and tossed the pliers down.

“This isn’t helping. Mind if I use my fingers?” 

My brain went soft—I was nodding before I could stop myself.

I tried to keep quiet as Janet dug into me. Tried to swallow down the embarrassing sounds before they could escape my throat. Tried to ignore how hard I was growing in my jeans as she twisted her fingers inside me. 

My eyes were shut tight when I felt her breath against my ear.

“Feels that good, huh?” she whispered. 

Right as my body tensed, she twisted her knuckles.

The jolt that radiated outward made me moan.

“Sorry,” I gasped. 

“S’okay. It’s like that for me too.”

Janet’s nail skimmed across the bullet before boring into neighboring tissue. I was breathing heavy now, there was no hiding it.

“Pain and pleasure come from the same chemicals in the brain,” she said, flicking her fingers. “For people like us, who can stay conscious through more pain than any normal person can take? It makes sense that our wires would get crossed.”

She finally got a grip on the bullet and yanked it out. I was shaking, whimpering from the loss. 

“More?” Janet asked, tracing the wound.

“Yes,” I gasped. 

I could practically feel her smirk as she sunk her fingers back into me. I leaned back into her and she braced my shoulders against her chest.

“Here, wait...”

Janet looped her legs around me from behind—her lips brushed against my ear, teeth scraping my jaw. She trailed her other hand up the front of my chest, and pressed down to push her fingers into me deeper. 

And it hurt so fucking good it made my eyes tear and roll back at the same time.

When Janet’s movement slowed and I finally came back to myself, I realized the bathroom door was open.

Arin was there. Face flushed and eyes dark. 

“I, um. I finished digging the...” He stopped and swallowed. “I-I’m sorry, can I watch? Please?” 

And fuck, if that didn’t do something to me. 

“Yeah,” I said, and I think Janet liked that too, because she wriggled her index finger against what had to be a rib and I lurched forward.

“Fuck yeah,” I groaned. 

Janet hooked her legs around my thighs, spreading them apart as Arin knelt down in front of us. He looked an equal mix of nervous and awed. 

“Wow,” he whispered, like the sick scene he’d walked in on tumbled out of his spank bank. 

“You can do more than watch,” I whispered. “If you want.”

Arin shuddered. I tucked my hand into my pocket for my knife. He didn’t hesitate to reach out for it—his palm lingering in mine. 

“Tell me what’s good for you?” he asked. 

Janet bit into my neck, and I whimpered helplessly as Arin took the knife. 
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“I think I probably need therapy,” I said, hours later.

We’d bathed and Janet had stitched and dressed my new wounds, and the three of us were now piled on the futon—Janet on my left, Arin to my right. I still felt giddy. Basking in the afterglow. 

It’s weird, knowing something is objectively reprehensible when it feels absolutely right.

“I think society as a whole needs therapy,” Arin said, snuggling into me. “All people should always get therapy.”

Janet traced my side.

“Immersion therapy?” she suggested.

Arin kicked her under the blanket. 

“Horny bitch, calm down!”

I snorted and rolled over.

Janet and Arin fell asleep while I laid still, mind buzzing. I thought of the lives we’d saved by killing those hicks. I thought of my new friends, my new desires. I thought about how when I got home, I was gonna pour out my bottle of Wild Turkey. 

I thought about how for the first time in years, I didn’t want to numb my wounds anymore—I wanted to feel everything. And that thought made me feel warm.

Warm and alive. 
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CONFESSIONS OF A DRUNK ASSHOLE
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Robert Essig
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Jed could see she felt no shame. If she had, she wouldn’t have been able to fall asleep after he left. This infuriated him. It was all he could do not to kill her when he found out about the affair, all he could do to put the shotgun back in its case, shuffle his sorry ass back to his truck, and return to the local watering hole to mope about his woes through the elbow-hinged dance of the perpetual beer drinker. Pour another one, Sam. These sorrows gone be awful hard to drown.

But this! Mary Lou should be up with red eyes and wrinkled tissues clutched in her hands, waiting for him with apology-laden breath. Where were the tears? The apologies? Why weren’t her lips firmly planted on Jed’s ass? Why weren’t things going like he saw them in his mind?

Sure ain’t the way it happens in the fuckin’ movies.

The shotgun was still locked in its case in the living room. It would make too much mess. Jed approached the bed clutching a pillow, his face a contortion of gleeful anger. Looking down at his wife he no longer saw the woman he once loved. No sirree. All he saw was a dirty whore.

Mary Lou screamed into the pillow. Jed had to hold tighter than expected. She shifted violently and for a moment there Jed felt like a bull rider trying to get his eight seconds. The thought made him laugh, and then he took a swift knee to his balls. He pulled the pillow away.

“The fuck, bitch?”

Gasping for breath, she took this moment to swing an arm at him. Jed was quick to deflect. When their wrists met, he heard a crack and recoiled, fearing that he’d broken a bone. Mary Lou screamed. Horrified, she held up her quivering arm. The hand just sort of dangled from the broken wrist. A bone had popped through the skin. Just a sharp end where it broke off. Blood leaked and Jed cursed.

“Well goddamn. Look what you did now, you dirty cunt. You up and broke your fuckin’ hand off. Fuck! You’re bleedin’ out!”

He left the room in a tizzy, slamming shit around in the next room. When he returned he had the shotgun in hand. Now he was crying, and yet he looked as angry as a rattlesnake in a septic tank.

“I didn’t want to have to do this!” 

Jed approached the bed, eyes blurry, and pulled the trigger. 

Mary Lou screamed—

—And kept on screaming. 

Jed wiped his eyes. “The fuck.”

He’d blown off her broken hand. It now decorated the bedpost and wall in impressionist gore, like a toddler had dipped a paintbrush into a fresh wound and went to town.

“Fuck me!”

Jed made quick work of cracking the old shotgun and replacing the empty shell with a fresh one. Mary Lou whimpered and screamed and sobbed
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