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BOOK 1: THE PIG
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Sissy looked at the shot glass full of pig semen and threw it back neat. Without hesitation and in a smooth, single gulp, she swallowed it all, smiled into the camera and licked her lips as though she’d just tasted exemplary cuisine, and then—

“Sissy? What’s the... No!”

—then blanched and threw up on the floor.

“Fuck, Leonard! This is sick!” she sniped, more falling out of her mouth as she did so. “That stuff tastes like... uuuuck!” Then she—

RRRRRRALF!

—threw up again.

Leonard was appalled. Sissy was appalled...

Even the pig was appalled.

***
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But more than likely one may pause to wonder how—and more critically, why—the aforementioned pig semen found its way into the shot glass.

This is the story of that conjecture, and it’s true

It’s called The Pig.

***
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It shimmied and mewled, chortled and spat, jerked its rotund body each time one of the girls tried to grab its... well, its dick.

“Owwww!” Snowdrop yelped. “The fucker bit me! It bit me on the back!”

It was not a large pig, mind you, not like the 1200-pound Berkshires Leonard had helped his daddy raise back at his Davidsonville, Maryland farm decades ago. Leonard, in fact, had lost his virginity, so to speak, to a Duroc 500-pounder named Lacie. Boys, after all, will be boys. Leonard would always remember that day, as millions would—the same day John Fitzgerald Kennedy had been assassinated in Dallas, Texas by, contrary to what most believe, a custom-loaded 221-caliber mercury-tipped round fired not from a Mannlicher rifle but a bolt-operated Remington match pistol. The weapon was fired by a man named Jimmy Sutton who worked for another man named Charles Nicoletti. All that aside, Leonard had been 14 at the time, in 8th grade at Sligo Junior High. “Somebody shot the president!” Leonard exclaimed after rushing home from the bus stop.

But daddy wasn’t in the house.

“Daddy?”

Leonard had eventually found him instead back in the first barn, kneed right up behind an ever-cooperative Lacie. It didn’t take daddy long to finish his curious business before he hoisted up the overalls and got back to work. “Good girl, that’s a good girl. Better pussy on ya than my wife, s'for sure. I got sick’a stickin’ my pole in that hole twenty years ago, but—Christ, Lacie!” JFK long forgotten, Leonard followed suit, figuring that a boy should emulate his father whenever possible.

So much for male virginity and sexual innocence.

But that was a over 20 years ago, and this was the here and the now, the here being one of Vinchetti’s safe houses 120 miles out of Trenton, New Jersey; the now being the summer of 1977. It was a nice area—used to be a farm itself by its looks: plush rolling hills as far as you could see, some busted barns which made for appropriate “Sets,” given the required “Theme” of most of Leonard’s, uh, “Work.” See, Leonard made “Cinematic productions” for “The Mob,” features which necessitated the compliance of a very special kind of “Actress.”

“Come on, Snowdrop,” Leonard insisted, the Canon Scoptic settled on his shoulder. “Try to visualize your presence.”

Snowdrop sighed, her sunglasses drooping. A tattoo on her left buttock read: WELL USED. Flaccid breasts dangled as she reached under one more time, and then—

“Owww!”

—the pig bit her on the back again.

***
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The girls—correction, the “Actresses”—didn’t generally last long. Most had been drummed out of Vinchetti’s revolving prostitution networks along the east coast, and most, if not all, were clinical heroin addicts of considerable time span: ten years or more. To make a long exposition short, Paul Monstroni Vinchetti aka Vinchetti “The Eye” was a district boss in what the Justice Department referred to as the Lonna/Stello/Marconi Crime Pyramid, an armature of that mythical human machinery known as the Mafia. Quite a bit more powerful in 1977 than, say, 2007, where its resources dwindled considerably, yes, thanks to “Rats” fleeing to the haven of the Federal Witness Protection Program and Identity Reassignment. Back then the so called Mob easily retained much of its hundred-year-old stranglehold on anti-societal supply side economics. But two decades later would prove a different story as Tax-exempt Indian Reservation casinos neutered the Mob’s grip on gambling profits, while the Jamaican middlemen had completely shut out Italian types from the lucrative crack trade, along with little helpers such as shadowed CIA units and a certain airport called Mena in a certain state called Arkansas which ferried in dozens of tons of cocaine in a peculiar arrangement with certain Nicaraguans and Mexicans in exchange for hundreds of millions of dollars per year payments in order to even more peculiarly provide military supplements to certain well-known enemies of the Mexicans and Nicaraguans, the security of which, for greater than a decade was provided by, in exchange for 10-percent net, a certain governor who would later be elected President of the—

Well, no need for prattling. In essence, and for a number of reasons, the Mob lost its command of most of the money-making schemes that had made it famous. All that remained was book-making, one half of the national heroin trade (the other half being divided with urban Chinese), street prostitution in heroin districts, and—Pornography.

Depending, however, upon one’s definition of such. The Mob’s biggest blow in this franchise came in the early 80s along with the advent of Video Cassette Recorders. In the wink of a jaded eye, gone were grainy “Loops” of yesteryear, the 8-millimeter porno stalls, and the anonymous “Stars” of such endeavors. The mass-marketing and hence popularization of VCRs obliterated the demand for the grand old loops. Now, when you wanted to viddie some smut, all you need do was jaunt to the neighborhood video-rental establishment and for a scant three bucks took home the new kings and queens of sexual cinematography. No longer called “Smut,” no longer known as “Stag films” or “Fuck flicks,” a new day had dawned for the notion of having sexual intercourse in front of a camera. It was an industry now—the “Adult Video Industry”—and it has fast infiltrated hometown America to the extent that the Mob’s firm hold on mass-market pornography was all but lost. It was all Hollywood now, with stars, trade journals, and even awards!

A snippet did remain, however, akin to a crumb dropped from a very large dinner table, and this crumb was referred to, simply, as “underground.”

For the remaining sick fucks who could not be satisfied by the more tame offerings of the “Industry,” and such ever-recurring names as Marc Wallice, Peter North, Chaisy Lain, and Debby Diamond; and such titles as Mr. Hollamd’sPenis, Backside To The Future, and Desperately Humping Susan, a demand, too, remained.

The unmentionables. The stuff that, be it by design or by provisions of Section 18 of the United States Code, could not be found at the local Metro Video Center. “Underground,” it should be added, was the term used, in parlance, by federal law enforcement officials, and this phenomenon is cited by those same officials to represent a couple hundred million dollars per year in gross monies. A good half of this is taken by child pornography—ultimately nefarious and heavily pursued by all forms of law enforcement.

But back then, in ‘77?

It was a smorgasbord of underground, and our friends from Sicily controlled it all! Things that hometown America scarcely even knew existed.

“Scat” flicks.

“Nek” flicks.

“Snuff” flicks.

“Freak” flicks.

“Wet” flicks.

And—

***
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The German shepherd copulated with the woman in a manner that could only be described as frenetic. Great, great! Leonard thought, zooming in the Canon Scoptic 16mm for a from-behind crotchshot. Rocco’ll love this one! The dog’s penis, like a glistening pink bone, fired in and out of Sissy’s vaginal ingress. “Cut!” Leonard loudly announced.

Snowdrop, who was supposed to be rubbing the dog’s testicles from behind, was out for the count. That quarter-gram of skag had zapped her; she’d be unconscious for a good four hours. The street stuff Rocco and his soldier brought up every week or so was sometimes deceptively potent; sometimes it wiped the girls out for a full day. Not that unconsciousness forestalled action—dogs would copulate with unconscious girls, as would men—but this week’s dupe order called for action, and this was to be the last cut before Leonard put it on the editor, it being a neat little ditty entitled Dog Day Afternoon, and you can rest assured that the names Al Pacino and Lance Henriksen would not appear on the credits.

Sissy winced in borderline withdrawal as Snowdrop sidled over unconscious in the foreground.

“Sissy, you’re supposed to look like you’re enjoying it, not like you’re at your grandmother’s funeral,” Leonard pointed out during the cut. The dog, however, remained oblivious to the director’s order, and just kept humping away as Sissy squirmed anxiously beneath. “Goddamn it, Leonard!” the dropout from Crofton, Maryland objected. She was 26 but looked 46, ten years of “Slamming” skag wringing her life and looks out like water from a dish rag. When most little girls were playing with Barbies, poor Sissy was forced to grin and bear it while her father sodomized her twice or thrice daily, beat her, burned her, and kept her locked in a disused pantry for the entirety of her formative years. Upon escape, the dark devil of fate had led her to Vinchetti’s open arms and the self-medicating bliss of addiction. She’d turned “Beat” by 19, rode the “Circuit” for the next five or six years, and now here she was—all 100 pounds and collapsed veins. The end of the line.

“Push him off!” Leonard shouted. “Don’t let him—”

But, lo, too late. The shepherd’s copulation slowed, then ceased. The dog wandered off, sated now, snuffling at the floor and leaving its human sexual cohort with a vaginal canal full of dog sperm.

Leonard turned off the camera.

“Come on, Sissy.” Leonard wiped sweat from his brow, frustration and floodlamps baking him. He couldn't help but make the warning: “Rocco’ll be here tomorrow night. We need one more wet shot for this movie, and I’ve still got all the processing and editing to do!”

“Fuck wet shots and fuck Rocco and fuck you!” she yelled back, but it was a most peculiar image. She lay perfectly prone and motionless on the floor as she made this protestation, dog semen leaking from her sex. She looked like a corpse yelling. “I need to fire up, Leonard! I’m stringing out! I-I... I wish I was dead!”

You will be if this movie isn’t ready for Rocco.

“The heroin’s all gone, Sissy. You and Snowdrop used it all. From now on we’ll have to ration it. We can’t have this. You know how Rocco gets when he’s mad.” She turned her head, a plea in her eye. “Leonard, I’ll do anything for you if you... if you... kill Rocco.”

Leonard about wailed. “No talk like that!” Leonard was lucky to be alive himself, considering his marker, which via their oral contract would be paid off in another month or so. It was rumored that Leonard’s predecessor had tried to book. Rocco found him in a White Castle in New York City, then brought him back to this safe house and did “The job” on him. Part of “The job” involved cutting the man’s face off and Fed-Exing it to his mother in San Bernardino. The rest involved... Well, more on that later.

“Don’t even think things like that, Sissy! Take what you can get! Jesus Christ, you girls are impossible!”

Then Leonard stalked out to the pen—

“Here, boy, here—”

—to get another dog.

***
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He called the feature The Confessor, a meld of Bergman and Polanski, with bits of Hitchcock and Fulci tossed in for spice. The unnamed “Writer,” broken in spirit and in love, is transported to an otherworldly vale where he meets... the countenance of truth...

It was originally a short story Leonard had had published in a college literary journal.

—————
[image: ]


THE CONFESSOR

by Leonard D'arava

The thurible sways. The confessor, dressed in black, looks down from the smoking plinth.

The writer stands in ashes.

“Why are you here?” comes the voice, but it is no human voice at all. It sputters like rushing water, like dead leaves in the wind. The voice is incalculable.

“Absolve me,” the writer replies. Stand tall, he thinks. Be brave and you will prevail. “Forgive me in my state of disgrace.”

The pause howls. Then: “But I am not your confessor.”

These words, black as the confessor’s raiments, make the writer feel barely extant. What is manhood—no, spirithood—but courage and faith? He’s here for more than absolution. He’s come for truth. He’s come all this way, to this terrible vale, to ask: What is truth? What is truth really? But now that he’s been granted his moment of petition, his resolve flees. His courage and his faith flee, too. At once, he feels worthless before the immobile figure in black.

“So, you’ve come to ask a question,” it bids.

The vale’s graven dark oozes gossamer mists as if through pores. The writer thinks of sepulchers and uteri, of palls and wedding gowns and newborn pudenda and autopsy saws and grave-dirt; he thinks of the fornication of opposites.

He’s not quite certain what the vale is. An interstice, perhaps. A rive or a threshold. Whatever it is, it’s far and away from the world. He senses higher orders beyond: orders which bar the admittance of any imperfection, but not heaven. Heaven is a different place. The writer thinks of life and death, yet he knows he is not dead. Maybe he’s just still learning.

Or perhaps this is the end. Perhaps he’s learned all he’ll ever learn.

“I see too much,” he confesses. “I feel too much.”

“You blame your loss on sensitivities?”

It’s as though the notion is absurd. “I...” the writer attempts, and nothing else. It’s not forgiveness for his sins that he craves—that’s another realm. He craves to be absolved of all he’s misconstrued, and of his failure to calculate truth, real truth and what it adds up to. He feels like a seer who’s seen all the wrong things.

“Tell me what you’ve seen,” the confessor says.

The behest dilates in his mind, a black flower. What has he seen, though, that could be so deluding? Sadness? Dissolution?

“Despair,” he finally answers. “Too many lives and too many hearts pushed past the point of collapse.”

“Ah, despair.” The confessor raises a finger. “And what of your own life? Your own heart?”

“I don’t know. Regret, I guess.”

“But you’ve been given so much.”

“I know! Forgive me!”

The vale shimmers in its fulgent mist. The confessor says, “But I am not your confessor.”

The darkness, too, is incalculable. It’s midnight now, wherever this place really is. It is the moment of reckoning’s totality, the holy hour of the Druids. The full moon’s bright light cuts the writer’s features down to the starkness of bone, and the fragrant smoke which eddies off the thurible reminds him of the scent of her hair.

“You deserve nothing,” the confessor asserts, “Because you’ve lost... everything. Are you listening to me?”

Yeah, I’m listening. This fact, this aphorism, crushes the writer. That’s how he feels. Crushed. I am a crushed man, he muses. It’s almost funny.

“Be brave, though, seer, and you will prevail.”

Will I? he wonders. But it must be so. The writer’s love was gone, taken away or lost—it didn’t matter which—by the decrees which ruled and ruined the world. Sometimes he espies the world of nothing but a demesne of rain and failure. Yes, he’s lost his love; that’s what had bidden this ultimate question. He felt desperate to pursue the truth out of his own doubt of it.

“I’ve lost my love,” he finally admits.

“Yes,” the confessor says. “You have.”

The thurible sways closer, its arcane blue embers for the first time revealing glimpses of its bearer’s face. The writer shudders. It’s a terrible visage. A mouth like a knife-cut in meat, and chiseled slits for eyes. My God, the writer thinks. The blue glimpses steal everything left in him at once. If he’d ever had any courage, any courage at all, it was gone now. If he’d ever had any faith...

Gone. All of it, gone.

The confessor points down with a finger of black stone. Derision looms in the unearthly voice. “Look now, seer. Into yourself.”

My God, panics. What is truth? What is truth really?

Her words reach back to him like corpse hands reaching back from death. That’s the saddest part of all. Her words are ghosts. Her words a tiny specters.

—I’m proud of you—

—can i have a kiss?—

—i would do anything for you—

—me, too—

—you do, huh? well i love you more—

Next: visions. Memories pouring into light.

She’s so beautiful beneath him, he’s astonished. It rifles through his eyes into his head: her raw, naked, indefectible beauty. Even her sweat is beautiful, the sweat on her breasts and legs, on her angel’s face, the beads of sweat nestled like jewels in the lovely little plot of fur. She’s shining, glowing, in this avatistic beauty, wet in flesh and real blood, real love. Perhaps the only moment of genuine truth in his life collides with him now in the vivid image, like hammer to piton. Even if it’s only a shred of a moment, it’s still perfect. Her voice is a tiny plea impoverished out of the desperation to communicate that which reduces words to total inferiority and sails away beyond anything even remotely conveyable through primitive human utterance. Her plea is this: “I love you.”

The writer falls to his knees, in ashes.

“Seen enough, seer?”

“I’ve buried my own faith myself,” the writer croaks. “All my courage, virtue, insight, all my truth. Forgive me.”

“I am not your confessor,” the confessor repeats. “You can only forgive yourself.”

The writer’s fingers worm through the ashes. The ashes are warm. He lowers his face and kisses the pallid puffs, thinking of his love and how brightly it let him see the world.

“You can stay here forever if you like. But where is the truth in that?”

The writer’s eyes widen; it was a good question. His lose has made his face a wet, ashen mask, and on high, atop the plinth, the confessor slowly leans back and begins to laugh. The laughter blurts outward like a gaggle of black birds.

So, this was the essence of self-knowledge? To be laughed at? He expected unimpeachable sagacities, not mockery and humiliation. He expected blessings.

He expected an answer to his ultimate question and now was being crushed for even daring to presume to ask.

“It is your own pretension that crushes you,” the confessor remarks.

“I know,” the writer says.

“It is you conceit and all you take for granted. You’ve let selfishness and self-pity make you blind.”

“DON’T YOU THINK I FUCKING KNOW THAT, YOU STONE-FACE OBSIDIAN MOTHERFUCKER!” the writer bolts up and suddenly screams, spittle flying off his lips. “DON’T YOU THINK I KNOW?”

But the confessor’s voice turns clement, sinking to the softest suboctave. “You’ve created loss out of gain—a golem made of clay with your own hands. The maker destroyed by what he makes.”

What is truth? the writer thinks again, disgusted. What is truth really? The thoughts bleed across the scape of his mind. Was it really selfishness and self-pity? He would do anything for her. Anything. He would cut parts off himself for her.

The vale’s silence descends... like death. It’s an atrocious contrast against the fullness of the writer’s revelation: the verity of his love, and all the vision that his love gave him, vision in the broadest and most inscrutable sense. The contrast makes him want to throw up right there at the confessor’s black-marble feet. Yes, contrast. All the world’s love against all of its loss. He sees beautiful flowers tossed into pits of excrement. He sees maggot-filled bodies and stray rot washed up onto beaches of pristine, white sand, and the stretched brown bodies of the starving, dead children found raped in culverts, and the Belsen SS catching babies on bayonets.

“Is that all there is?” the writer sobs?

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know what to think, goddamn it!”

“Then look behind it all. If you’re perceptive enough, if you’re smart, you might see something. Tell me what you see.”

“I...” The writer shuts his eyes, fails again.

“Do you see angels or devils?”

“Angels,” the writer moans.

“Yes, and they smiled on you once. Try something new.”

“What?”

“Smile back.”

Her name explodes from the writer’s throat. The vale quakes with her name and what it really means. The shout nearly tears his lungs out of his chest.

After a silence, the confessor asks: “What have you just done?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” the writer wearies, still on his knees in the ashes.

“Of course You don’t, because you’re stupid and weak like everyone else. So, I’ll tell you. Do you want me to tell you?”

“Yes!”

“You just answered the very question you came here to ask.”

Suddenly the writer feels seized, paralyzed.

“You can go back now,” the confessor says.

“What?”

“You are absolved.”

Only now does the writer dare to look up. The confessor is walking away, leaving trails of mist. All that’s left to meet the writer’s gaze now is the radiant white light of the moon.

—————
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That was the story. Not bad for a 19-year-old college kid. He’d been majoring in Literature at St. John’s—the art college in Annapolis, when he’d written it, and the story actually went on to win some minor literary awards and was later included in a fat Penguin anthology entitled The Best New American Writers of 1970. Regrettably, Leonard’s MSAC grant ran out the year before and he’d had to leave the St. John’s campus. But over the next few years, the story stuck in his mind and began to transform into something else, just as his creative interests were transforming. Like “The writer” in the piece, Leonard began to see. He was a seer. He began to see The Confessor as a quasi-literary film. He studied the film greats of the era and their masterpieces. He studied film, also, on a technical basis. Suddenly Leonard had a goal in his life.

“I’m going to make a film,” he told himself one morning.

Lots of people made independent films, and the really good ones launched the creator’s career. Leonard knew he had what it took to make a film of unparalleled symbolic importance.

He had what it took, all right, except one thing.

Money.

One step at a time, though. First, he procured a job—as janitor—with Maryland Public Broadcasting, Channel 22. This was a tax-funded PBS enterprise, located on Hawkins Road in Davidsonville, Maryland, directly across, in fact, from a famous nudist colony called Pinetree. (If one ever wants to visit the nudist colony, just drive down Maryland State Route 450 and look for the blinking, 780-foot tv tower. You can’t miss it.) Anyway, while cleaning studio floors and taking out garbage for $1.55 an hour, Leonard watched the studio’s technicians with a focused eye, learning their tricks, and in his off hours even worked with said technicians. He learned how to develop film, using the station’s fleet of automatic processors. He learned how to run the cameras (good cameras: Canon Scoptic Series, Chinon sound models, and Beaulieus!), the track lights, and the big professional grade Sankyo film editor.

Then, one night, he stole the cameras, the track lights, and the big Sankyo film editor. He was promptly arrested by the Anne Arundel County Police—their city substation was located less than one-mile from Channel 22—and was even more promptly convicted of breaking and entering and theft of state property. He received an 18-month sentence in the County Detention Center on Jennifer Road.

It was musing of his future film that got him through it. Leonard, being a slim young white man with no street smarts was very positively received on D Block of the center. He was raped with absolute gusto by fellow inmates with names like “Cadillac,” “Shooter,” and “Tyrome.” On his first night of occupancy, in fact, Leonard met his cellmate, a terrifying African-American man with shining skin, zero body fat, biceps akin to apples, and an afro like the black guy on Ironside. This man’s name was George. “Hi, I’m Leonard,” Leonard introduced himself, offering to shake. The gesture was not returned. Instead, George replied to Leonard’s greeting with these words: “Ah’ll beat myseff off wiff my hand affa I woke yo’ ass.” George kept his word, most every night, and often traded the use of Leonard’s anus to other members of the general prison population in return for cigarettes. “You myyyyyyy bitch,” George reminded Leonard on such occasions. “You give yo’ boy-pussy an’ yo’ mouff ta who I say or I’ll’se bust you up.” Leonard believed him and soon became the cellblock bitch. His rectal sphincter acclimated rather quickly, and just as quickly Leonard learned to perform fellatio with a commendable degree of proficiency. “Swallows my nut, bitch, alls of it!” Leonard didn’t think about the act, nor of the taste which followed often in dizzying volume. Instead, while sucking virtually any penis put before his face, Leonard reflected upon his movie. He storyboarded every frame in his mind, calculated every scene, every camera angle, every lighting effect. Before he knew it, the deed was done. And the same too for rectal coitus. The casual disregard for the act of non-consensual sodomy truly astounded him at first. Upon Leonard’s very first shower while “In stir,” he scarcely had time to lather up before an elephantine penis had found its way fully into his colon. “What—what are you doing!” Leonard wailed. “I’se heppin’ myseff!” his query was answered from behind. And hep themseffs they did, to their heart’s—and groin’s—desire. Leonard did not by any means enjoy being sodomized, nor did he enjoying sucking rank penises and swallowing bitter convict sperm. But he was perceptive enough to realize that compliance was the only way to increase the chances of leaving this stone motel on both feet. So, he did his time twice, in a sense. He grinned and bore it. All the while plotting each frame of his movie to the most diminutive detail.

After nine months, Leonard was paroled on good behavior. The film was all he cared about now, his only goal. And he reckoned that in his experiences as an incarceree, he had paid for his sins doubly. “Please, God,” he prayed one night. “Don’t let me get caught again...”

And God did indeed answer Leonard’s prayer, for on that very same night he stole a red Chevy Chevette from the front of a house in Edgewater whose owner had left the keys in it, and he went right back to Channel 22, whereupon he restole the cameras, the lights, and the big Sankyo film editor. He stole some $1700 from the petty cash box and eight 400-foot magazines of Kodak Ektachrome 16mm film, a couple boxes of quartz replacement bulbs for the ARRILITE and Dedolight floods, and a bunch more stuff.

And this time he got away with it. Leonard could scarcely have been sitting prettier, save for one thing.

He had the equipment now, but he still lacked a production budget. So, he figured he’d procure this the old fashion way—he’d earn it. He figured maybe $2000 for set rentals, and another $2000 for design, props, effects, etc. He landed a job—for a hefty $2.50 an hour—at a classy Gambrills restaurant called The Widow’s Walk at the corner of 301 and 450. Dishwashing. Lots of overtime, and a free meal from a cool chef named Freddy every shift, and even a free room upstairs with the other dishwashers who were all illegal immigrants from red China. I’ll have that four thousand in no time, Leonard figured.

This was what it was all about, wasn’t it? Working hard to get what you wanted. Getting out there in the work force and doing it.

“Leonard!” came the fierce whisper. “Let’s do it!”

This mysterious bid came to him late one night, not a week after he’d begun the job. A Friday night, well past 2 a.m. Leonard finished the last of the “Pot pans,” as they were called: alloy metal plates on which seafood entrees were broiled, and a motherfucker to get clean. It was nearing time to turn in but he still had to empty the drain can beneath the salad bar which collected the water from the ice that had melted. Upon doing so, in the dark, paneled warrens of the sedate restaurant, a sleek hand latched onto Leonard’s arm. The hand was hot, urgent, moist. It startled him...

“Leonard! Let’s do it!” she whispered. “She” proved to be the restaurant’s hostess, a stunningly attractive women in her late 20s named... well, let’s not use real names here since this is a true story. Let’s just call her “She.” Short, honey-blond hair perfectly straight, and perfectly straight bangs. Huge, luminous eyes, ocean-blue. And a body like the new girl on Charlie’s Angels. An aura of desire seemed to radiate off her, along with something else that smelled like it might be derivative of some alcoholic beverage. “I’ve been hot for you since the day you walked in here!” her whisper complimented. Of course, Leonard had heard that she was hot for any male human being in the place but that hardly mattered, right? Leonard’s sexual experience in life was, at this point, limited solely to a few Duroc pigs as a youngster back on his father’s farm, and the forced rectal plumbings he’d been treated to at the County Detention Center. But this?

This was the real thing...

In a moment, that lovely hot little hand on his arm became the lovely hot little hand on his groin. “Mmmmm,” she remarked. “I can tell you like me.” Leonard liked her, all right, as the response of his sexual amines affirmed. He came in his pants after just a few crotchrubs. But... she was so nice! “Don’t worry, I’ll get’cha ready again in a minute.” She dropped her cute little hostess top, bearing perfect apple-dumpling breasts, and then her tongue was snaking down his throat. Her hips ground against his as she wedged him between herself and the salad bar counter, moaning into his mouth. Next, she was sucking his tongue with the same dexterity that Leonard had previously sucked a multitude of penises on D Block. The sensation was exotic, and his blood seemed to turn to hot mist all at once. She pulled up her cute little hostess skirt and dragged his hand between her thighs. “Feel my pussy, Leonard!” her whisper pleaded. Leonard felt her pussy, with adoration and awe. A small pelt of soft down and a tender, slick opening that seemed to pulsate around his investigating finger. “I need you in me now!” she revealed as her own hand found its way back to Leonard’s stifled groin. The zipper came down and the hand went in, expertly parting the already wet Fruit of the Looms. Leonard was erect again instantaneously. “Ooooo, ooooo,” she turmoiled. “Fuck me right here on the salad bar!” She sat up on the stainless steel counter, hoisting up her dress, and urgently helped Leonard pull up his dishwasher’s apron and get his size 29W 31L Levis down to his ankles. “Aw fuck, aw shit,” her breath profanely gusted when Leonard, for the first time in his life, engaged in the act of sexual intercourse with a human female. He could smell the dank, peppery fetor of his previous ejaculation, and evidently so could she... “God, your cum smells so good!” she pointed out, eyes closed, head back, and legs wrapped around Leonard’s hips. He fornicated with strained slowness, each glide of his erection into her vagina bringing sensations like rampant electric current from his feet to his genitals. It was as though his penis were a plug and her sex... a light socket. Don’t come, Don’t come yet! he screamed at himself. To stave off the inevitable, he thought about proverbial things: Mantle’s 500th homer, Paul Casanova of the Washington Senators, the Redskins recent ass-kicking of the Rams, putting Roman Gabriel in his place, the asshole. Oh, how I hate John Brodie! Leonard reflected. And Staubach! If ever there were evil incarnate on earth it was Roger Staubach for being the best goddamn quarterback in the bizz and summarily walking over the Skins at will. Meanwhile, during these reflections, P—, er, “She” was coming like a freight train on the salad bar, her feisty vagina spasming around Leonard’s penis like an apoplectic sheath, each breath a sucking shriek into her lungs. No one had heard of g-spots back then, but Leonard found it nevertheless and gave it a good thrumming. By now her chest shined like shellack, and her nipples stuck out like rose-colored thumb-ends. At each climax, her eyes rolled back in her head to show only the white (sort of like the girl in The Exorcist which Leonard had seen with his friends at the Hampton Mall twin theater) and she was even drooling in her rapture. “God, you can fuck, Leonard! It feels so good to have some good cock in me. Shit, my husband never fucks me... He’s queer.” This information surprised Leonard, for her husband was a squat, rock-faced unfriendly motherfucker named... Well, let’s not use real names here, since this is a true story. Let’s just say that her husband was “The Boss.” He owned the place. And as to the revelation that The Boss was homosexual, Leonard grew confused. If The Boss preferred sexual congress with men, why marry this beautiful, sexually charged lightning bolt of a woman?

But the answer came almost psychically, when between respiratory gusts and orgasmic spasms, she said, “The cocksucking old fuck only married me so his business partners wouldn’t think he was a fruit,” and immediately after this intriguing bit of information, her ankles locked yet again around Leonard’s clenched buttocks and she squeezed off another drenching, groaning, gusting, eye-rolling orgasm. “Come in me now!” she pleaded. “Fill my pussy up with your cum!” It was a most dire request, and it was Leonard’s full intention to fulfill it. Goodbye to the mental images of Mantle’s 500th homer. ‘Bye to Brodie and Staubach. Here were the goods, ready to launch from Leonard’s seminal vesicles and into the deep delights of—

GONG!

It felt like a sledgehammer that impacted the top of Leonard’s head just two strokes short of dumping the wares of his loins. Paralyzed, he collapsed to the floor, his inane erection still throbbing but his head throbbing too and near the brink of concussion. “Honey!” her voice could be heard from above. “He came onto me! He-he-he... was raping me!” A much more gruff voice responded, “Shut up, ya slut. Fuckin’ the help again, Jesus Christ...” Then came a sharp SLAP! no doubt the introduction of an open palm to our hostess’ face. “Get outa here before I really get mad.” Sobbing, then, and the patter of feet. Eventually, Leonard’s vision cleared and, still flat on his back on the floor in front of the salad bar, he looked up and saw the face of The Boss glaring down at him. “Fuckin’ my wife, huh?” A shoed foot stomped down on Leonard’s stomach. Leonard gagged. “Bet she told ya I was queer, huh?” Leonard’s response needed to be decrypted from the paralyzing wheeze, but it sounded something like this: “Nuh nuh nuh...” Then The Boss flipped Leonard over on his belly, and Leonard found he still could not move even a single fiber of muscle. (It was not a sledgehammer that he’d been struck with, by the way. It was a pot pan.)

“Sure she did, and ya know something, punk? She’s right.” A fat hand grabbed a bottle of Progresso extra-virgin olive oil from the salad bar caddy, then squirted it liberally into the cleft of Leonard’s buttocks. It was no real surprise what happened then. “Gonna park my car right in your garage,” came a rather colloquial promise. The Boss buggered Leonard right there on the salad bar floor, admitting a “Car” into Leonard’s “garage” that felt not particularly long but admirably wide. A Land Rover perhaps, or a Gremlin. Leonard was squashed flat, a helping hand wrenched into his hair, grating his face into the carpet. “Here’s a shit-baby for ya, punk,” The Boss then remarked and ejaculated with zeal into Leonard’s rectal vault. The soiled penis was then wiped off on Leonard’s dishwashers’ apron, then he was dragged into the kitchen and out the back door and next thrown into the dumpster.

“Ever come back here again,” promised J—, er, The Boss, “And I’ll cut your head off and fuck your neck.”

The restaurant’s back door slammed as Leonard’s back door effused a slick mixture of extra-virgin olive oil and semen.

Gee, he thought amongst the garbage. I guess that means I’m fired.
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A frisky collie named Fred finished the all-critical job. Snowdrop unfortunately remained close to comatose in the b.g. but that was all right. Sissy, on the other hand. managed to reanimate herself sufficiently enough to reassume the task of having intercourse with a dog.

Using all of her female intuition—or whatever the throes of clinical heroin addiction had left to her—she even managed to sense the animal’s impending moment of crisis, pushing away most precisely and, thank the fates, most effectively. Fred the collie then successfully dribbled its ejaculant onto Sissy’s blanched belly, providing the absolutely necessary “Wet shot” for Leonard’s camera.

“Great, great!” he shouted. “Sissy, you did it!”

Not caring to share in the celebration, Sissy threw up a few belts of low-grade bile and passed out. Fred, meanwhile, snuffled away, his business finished, and it was then that Leonard gleefully shut down the baking lights. Finally, and at last, he had the entirety of Dog Day Afternoon “In the can.”

It was 2 a.m. now. The editing job would take maybe twelve hours, and with any luck, Rocco wouldn’t be early. Leonard rushed to the darkroom and put the last film roll in the Kodak processor, cognizant of the grim, pre-industrial strains of Fripp & Eno’s Evening Star from the radio. Then he went to the fridge for a quick bite, forgetting that it had been empty for two days. “Oh, man,” he complained to the open Frigidaire. As empty as empty could be. If you looked up the word “empty” in the dictionary, there’d be a picture of this fucking refrigerator. Leonard’s gut ached; he hadn’t eaten in two days now. Rocco never seemed to bring enough in the way of necessities, be they food or heroin, and Leonard knew that if he didn’t get some grub into the old breadbasket, he’d be passed out on the floor along with Sissy and Snowdrop. Then Dog Day would not be ready tomorrow, and that was a consequence he did not care to reckon.

“Oh, man,” he said to the panty shelf. The shelf was not empty; in fact, it was loaded up... with dog food.

All kinds of dog food—Leonard had four dogs to feed. Not even a good brand, he thought. Giant brand. Couldn’t Rocco at least have been thoughtful enough to pick up Alpo or Mighty Dog? Well, he’d eaten it before on such deprived instances, he’d eat it again. Let’s see. He scanned the rows of cans. Beef & Cheese Flavor, Hearty Chicken Dinner, Big Chunk Beef, Beef & Liver. He chose the latter, hoping the liver might let him think he was dining on foi gras. The label sported a collie much like Fred, dashing happily through a field of grass; the back of the label, however, wasn’t promising.

INGREDIENTS:

WATER (SUFFICIENT FOR PROCESSING), CHICKEN STOCK, CHICKEN FAT, CHICKEN PARTS, RED #4, RED #8, SODIUM NITRITE, SODIUM NITRATE, SODIUM PHOSPHATE, BHT, BHA, ARTIFICIAL BEEF AND LIVER FLAVORING.

“Where’s the beef?” Leonard almost wailed. Even dog food was a rip-off. Ain’t life grand? He manually opened the can, plopped its contents on a plate, and began to eat.

It did not taste much like foi gras.
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Later, his belly full, he went to urinate. A ring of black fungus marked the waterline in the toilet. Bits of dried vomit flecked about the bowl—heroin addicts threw up a lot. As he voided his bladder, an impulse, then, urged him to feel his scrotum and testicle.

Not testicles. Testicle. Singular.

Hence, the happenstance which led Leonard to become deprived of one.

After his termination of employment at The Widow’s Walk, Leonard decided that Annapolis was not the berg that would make his dreams come true. He still had the rickety Chevette and one night on a lark, he shimmied it onto Interstate 95 and kept on trucking till he got to New York City. Annapolis wasn’t a film town, but The Big Apple was. They shot all the good shows there: Kojak, Mod Squad, The Man From U.N.C.L.E., and Woody Allen made all his movies there. First, he secured his gear in a U-STORE-IT rental facility off of 25th street, and he ditched the car. He found an ideal place to live for cheap rent at what the classifieds referred to as “An artist’s retreat” called the Works, and—presto!—he was set.

He still had most of the petty cash he’d ripped off from Channel 22—that would cover rent and food for a while, but he still needed his production budget.

Quite by chance, he met a man one day on Amsterdam Avenue. The man was sporty, sharply dressed in a suit and tie, thinning hair and something in his eye that might be described as “Shifty.” Leonard would pay this man no mind initially; instead, he loped dejected down the street, still caught in his desperate muse. “Just four thousand,” Leonard was talking to himself in frustration. “Four thousand and I’m set!” Then, of course, he could make his movie—The Confessor—send it to the Sundance Film Festival in Park City Utah, then the cinematic world would see his genius and he’d be rich, copping big Hollywood contracts just like George Lucas had after making Electronic Labyrinth and Coppola after Dementia 13. But it seemed the tribulations of Job just kept landing on his head.

Or... had they?

“Hey, kid. Four thou’s what you need? Is that what you said?”

Leonard stopped, turned, and looked at the well-dressed if not shifty looking man who'd spake the strange words.

“I need it to make a movie,” Leonard said without much use. “I’ve got the script, I’ve got the equipment. All I need is the money.”

“I can spot ya four thou easy,” the man zipped off. “You gotta show me the equipment, though, for collateral purposes. Then I lay four large on ya, cash, but it’s a hundred points.”

“A hundred... points?” Leonard asked, not quite comprehending.

“Interest kid. I lay four on ya, cash, and ya pay back eight.”

Leonard’s eyes bloomed. Sure, that was a steep interest rate, but where else would he get a loan? It wouldn't take more than a few weeks to make the movie, and not much more for the money to roll in. He’d clear the debt easy, even be able to pay it back early!

“You got a deal, sir!” Leonard enthused. Then he happily led the man to the U-STORE IT! The collateral was proven, and the deal was sealed. Then the man, right then and there, gave Leonard four thousand dollars in cash.

The man’s name was Rocco.
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Naivete. The oblivion of youth.

Rocco, as you may have guessed, was, among other things, a lone shark for the Mob. Leonard supposed he knew that but saw no good reason consciously to acknowledge it. None of that mattered. Only the movie mattered, for the movie was his dream. Leonard knew he’d been put on earth to make movies. And he shot the movie—the rough cut—in three days. You see, luck continued to pour forth from the sky like rain in Seattle. Not only had he gotten his loan as quickly as if he’d summoned a jeanie from a lamp, some sympathetic tenants at the Works attended the City College’s drama classes, and they eagerly had helped him out—for title credits, no money—and—more, more luck!—it just so happened that the City College Drama Department was in the middle of an adaptation of Macbeth. When the Tawes Building closed for the night, Leonard snuck in with his pals and, utilizing the impressively crafted “Witches’ scene” set, along with a terrific dry-ice fog generator, he was able to put the whole thing in the can in three nights. The costume department provided the Confessor’s black raiments, while the Confessor himself was played by one of Leonard’s new-found neighbors. As for the role of the truth-seeking writer... Leonard played the part himself while yet another buddy ran the camera. This seemed to add even more verity to the heart of the creation.

Three days and—boom!—it was done. In a manic spurt, he then edited the movie and processed the sound in another 48 hours. The postmark deadline for the Sundance Festival was just another day away, yet Leonard managed to mail the final cut of The Confessor in just a nick of time. Ten months from now he’d be rich, and he had a year to pay back the loan, and better yet, the total production costs—thanks to the “Borrowing” of the set from the college—came in at a scant $700. This enabled him to maintain rent at his cheap room at the Works and not worry about a job. Instead, he began his followup script so he’d have the next one ready for Hollywood when The Confessor won Sundance and then went on to Cannes.

It was a wonderful dream.

Then came a knock on the door. Just a few days later.

“Hi, Rocco!” Leonard greeted his friend. “I shot the movie already! It’s going to be better than The Tenant!”

“Great, kid,” Rocco cordially remarked. But behind him stood a man who had to be bigger than Bill Brundige. Bill Brundige was a defensive end for the Redskins, and he was, like, six-foot-five, 270, which meant that the guy behind Rocco was even bigger, and that was big. Big jaw, big nose, big arms, big everything. And the same shifty, beady kind of eyes that Rocco had.

“Kid, this is Knuckles. I bring him along as muscle on pickups. Knuckles, meet Leonard.”

When Leonard shook hands with this suited giant, something in his stomach seemed to drop. Why are they here?

“Glad to hear about your movie, kid,” Rocco commented, “But we gotta a bunch more pickups today. So, let’s have the dough.”

“The. Dough.” Another drop—PLOP!—in Leonard’s belly.

“You got the dough, right kid? Please tell me you got my eight large.”

“I. Uh. Eight large.”

“Yeah. Let’s have it.”

He was joking, of course! Right?

These guys didn’t look like they were joking. “Wellawellawella,” Leonard attempted.

“I gave ya four on a hundred points. Ya owe me eight. Like we agreed.”

“Wellawella-uh-uh... that was an interest rate based on a year, right?” Leonard said. “You know, like the banks?”

Rocco and Knuckles busted out laughter.

“Do I look like Suburban Trust? Kid, don’t fuck with me. It’s a week... Everyone knows that. Points tabulated on a weekly basis.”

Only now did the mammoth Knuckles speak. “He ain’t got it, Roc.”

Rocco’s leer spiked Leonard in the face. “Well, do ya, kid?”

“Nuh-nuh-nuh, no,” Leonard blabbered.

Silence, then.

“This is why we call my pal here Knuckles. Knuckles, show him.”

WHAP!

Suddenly, Knuckle’s ham-hock-sized hand was queerly covered by a black glove that had protruding knuckles. These were knuckle saps, or sand mitts, not that Leonard particularly cared what the implements were referred to as. He went down like the clichéd ton of bricks once the knuckle saps were introduced to the side of his head. Half conscious, half-paralyzed, much like when J—, er, The Boss at The Widow’s Walk had gonged Leonard’s cranium with pot pan while Leonard was two pelvic thrusts short of ejaculating into The Boss’ wife. Only this seemed a bit more severe.

These men weren’t pissed off restaurant owners.

They were loan sharks. Gangsters.

And it was then that these gangsters crouched down. Words floated like big wobbly bubbles in a fish tank. “Tough luck, kid. Ain’t got time to fuck around with small-timers. We gotta kill ya...”

Leonard, then, mercifully passed out.
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More words wobbled amid the fuzzy, stygian scape of what Leonard presumed was heaven, hell, or some manner of afterlife. It was not Rocco nor Knuckles who’d spoken the words (it was a man named Leon Askin, in case you’re interested). The words recounted in a high, squeaky German accent, and the words were this:

“Klink. Shut up.”

But when Leonard awoke in a moment or two, he wasn’t dead. “Why didn’t I think of that? Shit, Knucks, you gotta sliver of brain.” Rocco was commenting and hanging up the phone. “Yeah,” Knuckles said. “I gotta good idea every now and then.”

“Now all I see is a colonel about to became corporal!”

Leonard’s eyes opened, roved, looked at them. The tv was on, and Knuckles was watching Hogan’s Heroes. “Klink, I’ll have you court martialed, shot, and sent to the Russian Front!”

“Hey, kid,” Rocco said upon noticing Leonard’s return to consciousness. “You lucked out.”

“Yuh-yuh-yuh—yes, General Berkhalter!”

“I’m... not dead,” Leonard mouthed.

Rocco snickered. “Kid, you were one dick-hair short of checking out but just before Knuckles was gonna crack your neck, he got an idea. So, I called Vinch.”

“Vinch,” Leonard mouthed.

“Yeah, Vinchetti, as in Vinchetti ‘The Eye.’ He’s district boss at headquarters in Jersey. Me and Knuckles are on his crew. And Vinch loved Knuckles' idea. See, kid, we had this joker up at one of our joints shooting flicks but he, like, fucked up real bad so Knuckles and I had to do the job on him. That’s why we ain’t killed ya.”

Leonard stared through a headache like lasers drilling his brain. He didn’t know what Rocco was talking about.

“See, kid. Instead of killin’ ya, you’re gonna work for us for a while. Vinch says do a good job for a year and the dough you owe’ll be paid off.”

Only now did some semblance of sentience return to Leonard. “You’re... offering me a job?”

“That’s right, kid.” Rocco inspected his fingernails. “You’re gonna work for us doing what you do best. Making movies.”

Leonard’s head craned up off the floor. “Movies?” It sounded absurd but then Leonard wasn’t going to complain or ask any burdensome questions. He was alive.

Rocco’s lip twisted, and a brow arched. “That’s the good news. The bad news is Vinch wants a nut.”

A nut. Leonard reflected. A hazelnut? Planter’s?

“You know, to keep ya in line. Punishment for going bad on your marker,” Rocco said.

A nut.

“A... nut?”

Then he knew when Knuckles pulled down Leonard’s pants and snapped open the angel-blade.

“Don’t sweat it, kid. We’re only taking one. Why do ya think God gave ya two?”

Rocco and Knuckles busted out laughter.

And Leonard screamed—

“I see nothing, nothing!” Sergeant Schultz assured.
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Leonard groped the single testicle a moment more, as if to verify that it was an aspect of reality. Then he zipped up his fly, flushed the toilet, and finished the final edit of Dog Day Afternoon.

***
[image: ]


More exposition. The night that Leonard had been divorced from his left testicle, Rocco and Knuckles loaded up the car with Leonard’s film-making gear and then, with somewhat more difficulty, loaded a shock-eyed, puff-faced Leonard into the same car. The car was a 69 Cadillac Deville, gray. Nice leather seats. “Knuckles, give the kid a rag so he Don’t bleed on the leather.”

Later, Leonard would discover that it was not a terribly savage job that Knuckles the Bill-Brundige-sized gangster had done on half of his reproductive potential. The giant, peninsula-jawed man had expertly slit the scrotum, popped out the raw ball and—snick!—severed the vesicular cord. One, two, three—done. Surgically precise for, after all, Knuckles had had a lot of experience cutting things. He had cut off arms, legs, heads, faces—you name it, Knuckles had cut it.

And it might be added that Knuckles had then placed Leonard’s ball in a Dow “gripperzipper” ZipLoc plastic bag, presumably to submit as proof to this Vinchetti person that the assigned task had been properly completed.

(Later, for what it’s worth, Leonard’s ball would be thrown to into the palatial back yard of Mr. Vinchetti’s estate where a guard dog would swallow it hole.)

Leonard lay in the back seat, clutching his groin. They’re taking me someplace... to make movies? Very shortly he would find out what kind of movies, and why, and it is not necessary to expend wordage on the self-explanatory. Instead, he contemplated his predicament in stopped degrees. He’d lost a testicle because he owned the Mob money. The Mob should have killed him but they didn’t. Instead, they were taking him to some arcane location to make movies. He was still alive and therefore still technically able to fulfill his dream of seeing The Confessor win Best New Picture at the Sundance Film Festival lock, stock, and barrel.

Things, he supposed. Could’ve been worse.

“Um, excuse me, Mr. Rocco, but, um—”

“Lemme guess, kid,” Rocco drolled back. “Your bag hurts.”

Rocco and Knuckles busted out laughter.

“I—I mean, I’m grateful to you for not killing me, and I’ll gladly do whatever you want me to do in order to make recompense for my debt—”

Rocco slapped Knuckles on the arm. “Ya hear that, Knuck? The kid’s got smarts. Recompense. I like it.”

“But, uh,” Leonard droned on from the back seat’s black murk. “Did you say that I would be making movies for you?”

“Yeah, kid. Now pipe down. I gotta nod.”

For the next five hours then, Leonard lay in the smothering, leather-scented dark of the Deville’s back seat. It was dreamy. Charles Mingus and blue-note jazz drifted, barely audibly, from the radio, and Leonard kind of floated back there above the Cadillac’s quality suspension. He dozed off intermittently, dreaming of sweet nothings. But sometime later the long car’s shock absorbers began to squeak, and Leonard was jostled slightly awake.

He could hear the rough and steady popping noise of the car’s tires rolling up a winding gravel road. He could see the moon through the back window, the moon and the stars and the heavens above. It reminded him of a poem he’d read once: In the moon, in the stars, in the heavens above, even the angels are burning up with all my love...

Then he wondered, What does heaven hold for me?

The car stopped and he heard a sound. It was a sound that would symbolize a paramount aspect of his life over the coming year.

The sound of a dog barking.
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“Mostly dog flicks,” Rocco informed when they entered the run-down little house on the hill. “That’s what you’ll be shooting. There’s a pen out back we keep the mutts in. Plenty of dog food in the pantry. Make sure you feed ’em at least twice a day, or they’ll try to eat the girls.”

Leonard followed them in, carrying as much of his gear as he could hold in his arms. The pain at his groin meshed with the sheer confusion of his soul bushwhacked him; he didn’t really even comprehend what Rocco was saying.

What they’d walked into was a dirty kitchen fitted with a lot of old appliances. An unpleasant, meaty odor hung in the air. “Christ, this fuckin’ place stinks worse than the meat-packing district,” Rocco complained, a wince in his eyes.

“It’s the whores,” Knuckles elucidated in moron monotone. “They don’t wash.”

“We oughta deep-six’m both in the Hudson, but it’d probably kill the fish.”

Rocco and Knuckles busted out laughter.

“In here, kid.”

Leonard, still oblivious and heavy laden with his equipment, dumbly followed Rocco into a room off the kitchen. A light clicked on. “Is your shit better than this guy’s?” Rocco asked.

Leonard looked around. Clutter and film cans filled the cramped cubby. Strips of film lay on the floor. It was a make-shift cutting room, he could tell. A work bench housed a splicing tape dispenser, and a rinky-dinky RealView hand-crank editor with a 4-and-a-half-inch screen. Next to it lay a Bell & Howell Super 8. “Oh, yes,” Leonard finally managed to respond with some pride. “This is all eight-millimeter. I shoot in sixteen. Better grain, better resolution.”

“Good, kid. Darkroom’s there. Some big fancy machine we hadda buy. Hope you know how to use it.”

Another door. Leonard entered to discover familiar chemical scents and a newer model Kodak ES Series film developer with a selectable feed-bridge that would accommodate film sizes from eight-millimeter to thirty-five. “I can run all of this easily,” Leonard said. “I was taking 300-level photography courses in college.”

“Good, kid. Now, see those cans?” Rocco pointed to shelves full of plastic and metal film cans, fifty to two-hundred-and-fifty-foot spools. “Watch some of them so you know exactly what kinda flicks you'll be making. The last guy was an asshole but he was pretty good so we need you to shoot good stuff. If You don’t shoot good stuff, you go in the Hudson.”

It was hard to take all of this information in considering the circumstances: ripped from his home in the middle of the night, ripped from his life and his aspirations, not to mention his left testicle ripped from his groin.

Rocco grinned. “It’s nothing personal, kid, but that’s life. We got orders and we ain’t got time to fuck around. You fuck up out here, we get rid of you. You do us right, we do you right. Right?”

Leonard nodded.

From the corner of his eye, quite by chance, he noticed an opened cupboard. A sliver of a bolt shot through his heart momentarily—faces seemed to be staring at him from the cupboard, and they seemed... very recognizable. One step closer and he looked in. Jack Kennedy, Richard Nixon, Abraham Lincoln all stared back. So did Barry Goldwater, George Wallace, Lyndon Johnson, and Mr. Spock. All the great presidents. They were masks, Leonard eventually realized, rubber Halloween masks that you pull over your head. Why..., Leonard wondered, are there rubber president masks in the cupboard? He would find out later, because before he could make this question vocal—

From another room came a thunking sound.

“That’s Knuckles, rousting the girls. Come on and meet ‘em—if they ain’t dead.”

Leonard shuffle-footed behind Rocco to some facsimile of a living room, though “Living,” in this instance, was a gross abuse of the term. Rotten carpet, a rotten couch. Rotten wallpaper on rotten walls. A crooked picture hung above the couch: a hillside scene. Quaint.

A thin, naked girl lay either asleep or unconscious or dead on the floor. Skin the color of starch, and dirty, stringy blond hair. Another girl in a stained dress lay similarly on the couch. In their emaciation, they could've been twins, save that the girl on the couch had dirty, stringy brunette hair. Knuckles was thumping his size 13 foot against the floor right next to the blonde’s head. The girl didn’t move.

“Shit, are these bitches dead?” Rocco asked.

Knuckles kicked the girl in the head. Delayed reaction. In a moment she made sort of a whimper, then she stirred.

Rocco pressed the bottom of his shoe against the face of the girl on the couch. He jostled her around some, then she too began to come awake.

“Get up, ya stinky bitches!” Rocco yelled. “You were supposed to clean this joint up, and your dirty cunts too! This place smells worse than an ass-crack!”

Now Rocco placed his shoe on the brunette’s neck, pressed down. She gagged a little, began to flinch a little. “Can ya believe it? No respect at all from these bitches. Knuckles, give this one a pop.”

“Right, boss.”

Knuckles walked over, leaned down, rolled up his gargantuan fist, and socked the girl right in the stomach. She retched and her eyes shot open. When Rocco took his shoe off her Adam’s apple, she curled up into a ball. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she murmured. “We didn’t know you were here.”

“What am I, an asshole?” Rocco railed at her. “When we walk in, you jump. Now you tell your junkie friend there on the floor if she doesn't wake her ass up right now, Knuckles is gonna cut her nose off.”

As frantically as possible from a semi-comatose heroin addict, the brunette prodded the naked blonde on the floor with her foot. “Snowdrop! Snowdrop, get up! They’re here!”

Eventually the blonde dragged herself up off the floor, puff-eyed, and sat on the couch. Then Rocco made the introductions. “Kid, the stinky blond one is Snowdrop, the stinky brown-haired one is Sissy. They’re busted junkie street whores from Vinchetti’s east coast circuit. When they burn out, we bring 'em here. They’re so skinny and ugly, a john won't pay more than five bucks for a trick. So we use 'em for the flicks.”

But Leonard was just staring at all this, wondering if it was a dream. Dreams didn’t smell this bad, of course, but the whole thing seemed so absurd he couldn't believe it.

“Girls,” Rocco went on, “This here’s Leonard. He’s replacing that asshole fuckface we had up here before, and he’ll be shooting the flicks from now on. You do what he says. Everything he says. If You don’t, we’ll fuck you up. Got it?”

Both girls sat meekly on the couch, their hands in their laps. The both nodded.

“Good. And if this place stinks this bad next time I walk in here, I’ll kill ya both. Clean this shithole up and wash your dirty asses.”

Both girls nodded. But then Sissy, the one in the dress, peeped, “We need—we need some bad, Mr. Rocco.”

“Oh, you need some bad, huh? You know the score, you take care of me and Knuckles first, then you get your shit.” Rocco and Knuckles summarily lowered their trousers, and Rocco shot a glance over his shoulder to Leonard. “Kid, get the rest of the shit out of the car, the food, the drop cloths, and the rest of your shit. Me and Knuckles are gonna grab ourselves a quick nut.”

Leonard dumbly nodded and went back outside. His state of shock seemed to walk in front of him like an ex-friend. He still didn’t really know what the hell was going on. He only knew that he was here, and he was here to fulfill some ineffable purpose.

Back outside, the warm night air felt plush. Crickets chirruped, oblivious to the macabre house, its macabre occupants, and Leonard’s new employers. He got into the Caddy and popped the trunk button inside the glove compartment. It was too bad that he was still too stunned to think in any mode of relative coherence. Otherwise, he would've noticed 1) a loaded snubnosed Colt Detective Special in the glove box, and 2) the keys in the ignition.

Too bad.

Two bags of groceries sat in the trunk next to a bag marked McINTIRE’s HARDWARE, THANK YOU FOR YOUR BUSINESS! that had some packaged plastic drop cloths in it. Drop cloths? he
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