
  
    [image: The Miracle Man Eats]
  


  
    
      THE MIRACLE MAN EATS

      A RED RAIN SHORT STORY

    

    
      
        PETER M. BALL

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: GenrePunk Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Brain Jar Press

        PO Box 6687

        Upper Mt Gravatt, QLD, 4122

        Australia

        www.BrainJarPress.com

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2024 by Peter M. Ball.

      

      

      The moral right of Peter M. Ball to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      
        
        Cover design by Brain Jar Press

        Cover Image: Mutated Man, © Christianmullerart/Deposit Photo

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        The Miracle Man Eats

      

    

    
      
        Be The First To Know

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Peter M. Ball

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE MIRACLE MAN EATS

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m sitting on Langston’s couch with a cigarette between two fingers and a half-eaten slice of three-cheese pizza on a plate in my lap. Langston fusses in the kitchen, making us both a cup of tea. He’s worried, and he’s right to be worried. I’m almost done, he tells me. Then you can lay it all out, yeah?

      He returns with a cup of rooibos. The last time I drank rooibos tea, I broke out in hives. Langston knows this, but he’s forgotten. Tell me what happened, he says.

      So, I do, and this is what I tell him.

      We’re in the quiet lull before the evening shift when Vince seats the Miracle Man at the corner station. There’s two of us on, me and Laura, and it’s her station, but she doesn’t want to get close. Vince grumbles at her, then grumbles at me, then tells me I’ve got to serve him.

      Fine.

      The Miracle Man, back from the dead. Stitched together from seven different cadavers, but there’s a living brain behind it all I’d seen him before, on YouTube, on TikTok, but it wasn’t a thing like seeing him in real life. Cameras focus on the obvious things, pull your eyes to the black seams where they stitched him together, but you loose track of that when you’re up close in the real world, you know? What stays with you is the way he lists to one side, the sallow cheeks, the absence of a smell your brain expects but can’t place. Like walking the meat aisle at the supermarket, surrounded by all that bloody flesh, but you’re sealed away from the horror of it by bright lights and a thin veneer of plastic wrap.

      What stays with you is the fact he’s walking around without a gun, because the dead ain’t going to eat him, not given how they sourced the parts to bring him back. God, Lang, can you imagine that? Not having to drill? Not having to check for bites? Not having to check you’ve reloaded every time you leave the house? It seems like heaven, don’t it, until you figure out the cost.

      Still, none of that’s on him, you know? I treat him like any other customer. Hey sir, how you doing today, all of that. I give him a menu and run through the specials and promise the lamb and vege gratin is better than it sounds. I ask him if he’s ready to order.

      Sure, he says. I’m ready.

      Hasn’t even glanced at the menu yet, but that’s no skin off my nose. I ask him what he’s after and he hems and haws a moment, clearing his throat. I think I’ll start with the gratin, he says. A toasted chicken and avocado sandwich, he says. With a side of fries. A slice of the apple pie with ice cream, and a latte with skim milk.

      Regular or large, I ask him.

      Large, he says. Hot as you can make it. I like things hot, these days.

      Chef makes a killer chili, I tell him. Fills you up real good, tastes like a slice of heaven. Spicy, too, if you like the other kind of heat.

      Fine, the Miracle Man says. I’ll have that too. And he hands me back the menu, still not giving it a glance, just watching the whole diner like we’re a snack-packs walking around, like, and I can tell we’re all just nervous, yeah? Everybody’s thinking about him, and how he got built, and what they’ll do if his miracle ain’t so miraculous. If he’s just another deader, ready to go out and chomp some brains.

      But my job ain’t to fret about that none. I just take his order to the kitchen, turn it over to Bowie. He takes it, and he puts two-and-two together, and he pulls that face he gets when he’s gearing up to argue, but I cut him off. Just don’t, I say. We can’t make a scene about this.

      Like hell we can’t, Bowie says, but he leaves it at that, thank heavens. He gets to work and starts the grill and gives me the space to go refill the coffees of the old couple in the last booth, and all the while Laura’s over in the corner, bitching to Vince about all this. It ain’t fair we got to serve him, she says. It ain’t right that thing is here.

      Only she says it loud, not really a private conversation. A little performance we’re all meant to hear.

      You ain’t serving him, Vince says. Megan’s covering the table, so shut your lip.

      I ain't working with in the same room as a deader, Laura says. I’m walking out, right damn now, if you make me.

      Don’t let the door hit you on the ass, Vince says, like it ain’t no big deal if she goes.

      Which is how I end up covering the whole damn floor, right before shit goes to hell.

      I like to think I don’t hold grudges. You know me, Lang, I let folks be who they gotta be. I don’t blame Laura for walking off, and I don’t blame Vince for pushing her into it. She’s got a right to say her piece, and he’s got a business to run, you know? But it don’t change the fact that I’m in the weeds now, and I blame her more than I blame him. The next ten minutes, I’m running like a crazy person, and Vince pitches in, but you know how Vince is, yeah? Never quite the savior he thinks he is, on those moments he deigns to work the floor instead of jawing with the regulars while he makes their coffee.

      Things go wrong and nobody gets their food on time, you know? But you do your best, and you smile at folks, and you play it like it’s no big deal, and most folks can be understanding about it. Most folks, but not everyone, and the whole time the Miracle Man’s food is sitting underneath the warmer, I’m getting worried about how he’s going to play it. Getting worried about him getting hungry, like he might snap and eat us all.

      He’s been waiting fifteen minutes for his coffee because Vince isn’t working the machine, and his tagine is waiting for pick-up. So I haul ass and get him the coffee first, offer up my apologies. I’m so sorry about all this, sir. Busiest part of the evening and all that.

      Fine, he says. It’s fine, and his lips peel away from his teeth in a way that’s probably meant to be a smile. I can tell you’re busy, he says. I’m so sorry if I’m part of that.

      Not at all, I tell him, then I go get the first course of his meal. When I get back with the tagine I notice he isn’t drinking his coffee at all. Just stirring in sugar, cupping the mug in one hand, soaking in its warmth. I deliver the tagine and he smiles at me again, and a part of me wants to shrivel up and scream to block the memory out. He doesn’t reach for a knife and fork, doesn’t try to season the tagine. Just pulls the plate a little closer, lets it cool at his elbow.

      We’re busy as hell, but I still notice. I still drop by and do the whole thing: everything going okay, sir? Your sandwich will be out in a second.

      It’s fine, he says. It’s great. Appetite takes a bit to kick in these days, but when it does, I’m ravenous.

      Well, when it happens, you’re covered, I say. Chef makes a kick-ass tagine.

      It smells delicious, he says, which is more polite than he ought to be. Bowie’s learned to cook on a fry grill at Mickie Ds, scored a job as our cook because we needed someone and our last chef got drunk and got himself eaten trying to walk home from the Valley. Vince needed someone and Bowie was the best choice we had, and he’s okay, but sometimes I’m telling the customers what ought to be true instead of what is, you know?

      But the Miracle Man, he seems real happy. He puts his nose over the tagine and breathes in deep and smiles his lopsided smile. He arranges his napkin and moves his cutlery around and makes a show of really loving the meal seated before him.

      And he doesn’t take a bite, Lang. Just moves it around the plate some. He doesn’t take a bite and he’s still got four courses to go, and I start to get worried.

      The crowd’s thinned out some by the time his chicken sandwich is ready, and I bring it over with another coffee. Gift from the manager, I say. For being patient. Been one hell of a day.

      Thank you, he says. I appreciate that. He says, this tagine is rather specular. My compliments to the chef.

      I’ll pass that on, I tell him.

      Please do, he says. I mean it. I don’t often choose to eat out like this, you know? Not since…

      He waved a hand at his face, and his meaning is clear. Not since they rebuilt him out of the dead, brought him back to life.

      I’m real sorry about Laura, I tell him. The other waitress, before. She ain’t got no right to make a scene like that.

      It’s fine, he says. It happens.

      It’s gotta suck, I tell him.

      I make the best of things, he says. They say a positive outlook helps.

      Still, I say, it wasn’t professional. How was your tagine?

      Great, he says. It’s all fine.

      My eyes fall on the plate. It still contains the same quantity of tagine, just churned up by a knife and fork.

      You sure?

      Then he does this little glance, like most folks do when they’re embarrassed, but I don’t think his body can blush no more. It just keeps on keeping on.

      Thing is, he says, I don’t eat much anymore.

      Ordered a lot of food for a man who doesn’t eat, I tell him.

      I still get hungry, he says. My stomach doesn’t work right, but I used to love eating. I like to sit and remember and smell the food, feel the warmth of things straight from the oven. Reminds me I used to be somebody else.

      His laugh sounds like an emptying drain. He spears the sandwich with a fork, cuts it open and watches the cheese stretch. Playing with food like a little kid.

      I used to be lots of somebodies, he says, a private joke as he makes the best of things.

      I go off to take care of my other tables. Deliver chili to an older couple, down in the corner. Take care of the two kids on their first date, snacking on fries while they drink chocolate milkshakes. There’s a few lawyers floating around, guns in shoulder holsters. Extra ammunition packed into their briefcases. They keep ordering bottles of red wine, a celebration of something. One cracks a joke about representing the Miracle Man if he sues the restaurant on account of Laura’s behavior. That one’s not funny either, but the other lawyers laugh along with him. I don’t like the lawyers much. They’re too loud, too aggressive
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