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  TWO DOLLAR RADIO is a family-run outfit founded in 2005 with the mission to reaffirm the cultural and artistic spirit of the publishing industry.


 



We aim to do this by presenting bold works of literary merit, each book, individually and collectively, providing a sonic progression that we believe to be too loud to ignore.

  

  



INTRODUCTION


THIS IS A VORTEX OF A NOVEL. It’s a novel that takes leave of not its senses but rather of sense, and it demands the reader do the same. This novel is an onslaught, a bombardment before which attempts at refinement must be doomed. Calling a novel “dangerous” is a cliché but this one actually may be; in the years since I’ve become aware of it, when Grace Krilanovich first began composing it in blurts that caught people’s attention including mine, there are those who have tried to discourage its authorship. But it’s a book that seethes with defiance, written by the only sort of novelist worth reading: one committed to a vision that abides no agenda. Here is a book that insists on its glorious disarray, that finds in disorder a ravishing path to truth.


I’ve never been sure if the young “vampires” who roam the northwest netherland in The Orange Eats Creeps are really vampires, and long ago I realized it doesn’t matter. Now of course there is a cultural vogue for vampires that can only exhaust itself sooner rather than later, and when it does, Krilanovich’s novel will be the one left standing, transcending trends it predated. Suffice to say The Orange Eats Creeps is not in the tradition of any contemporary writer popular or otherwise; it can’t even be read as an answer to anything. It’s too singular for that. To the extent that it has a tradition or cares about one, it’s the tradition that began with Blake and has continued through Coleridge, Brontë and Baudelaire, Barbey and Huysmans, the expatriated anarchists of the thirties and the untethered Beats of the fifties, the punk poets of the seventies and early eighties (Iggy and Patti, Richard Hell and Exene Cervenka and Henry Rollins, if not necessarily those people). A vampire novel then as Céline would have written, with dashes of Burroughs and Tom Verlaine playing guitar in the background: hallucinatory, passionate and gorgeous, hardcore by all the best definitions of the word. Twilight this isn’t.


I’m probably getting too old to speak for the times, so I won’t guess as to how this novel speaks for them. I think it can be called a romantic novel, if you want to, but if so then it’s the romanticism of excess — of experiential derangement and a carnal nihilism that reveals itself as an act of liberation before it’s exposed as an act of courage. A young nomad haunted by visions of her lost sister searches for something she can’t identify, driven by a nearly feral instinct that will know what she’s found only when she’s found it. The woods she infests and the beaches she crosses are filled with wild music, wilder oaths and their subsequent betrayals, the wildest silences and the whispers that finally rupture such silences. The narrator falls into and out of the company of other young subterraneans. I think there’s love in here but that may be sentimentalism on my part. What there certainly is is a pulse, an arterial signal, a viscera of the psyche, and though for some the intensity and boldness may be a shock, for the rest of us the exhilaration of such a novel is nearly beyond calculation.


For some time now — thirty years, maybe fifty, maybe for as long as the prospect of nuclear oblivion raised questions about relevancy that the noir of the forties and the bebop of the fifties and psychedelia of the sixties answered just by their being — North American fiction has struggled for a way to matter. Sometimes the struggle has been heroic and sometimes it’s been stillborn, in an afterbirth of defeatism, throttled by the umbilical of obsolescence. Without question, since the eighties our fiction has become either pronouncedly theoretical or, like so much of the culture, seduced by the kind of branding that communicates as shorthand. Except for passing references to dank-lit convenience stores that no one will mistake for glamorous, The Orange Eats Creeps evokes a limbo that’s narcotic and dream-blasted and could be Anywhere, Anytime except for the anxiety that feels as primordial as it does twenty-first century. No one can say for sure when fiction will take its next evolutionary turn. Perhaps it already has, sometime in the last quarter century, under our noses. Perhaps that turn is to the semiotic — good news for the theoreticians but not so much the rest of us. If, however, the pivot is to something else then let’s hope rather it’s a fiction of open wounds, like this savage rorschach of a book etched in scars of braille. If a new literature is at hand then it might as well begin here, at the eye of this vortex that strands us in a new home.


 

Steve Erickson 
April 2010
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DISLODGED FROM FAMILY AND SELF-KNOWLEDGE and knowledge of your origins you become free in the most sinister way. Some call it having a restless soul. That’s a phrase usually reserved for ghosts, which is pretty apt. I believe that my eyes filter out things that are true. For better or worse, for good or merciless, I can’t help but go through life with a selective view. My body does it without conscious thought or decision. It’s a problem only if you make it one.

  



SAFEWAY AT SUNRISE: WE STORM THROUGH THE doors; totally wasted we run for the back, behind the scenes. We barricade the door so Josh can menace the bag boy. What would happen if you harnessed the sexual energy of hobo junkie teens? The world would explode and settle on the surface of another planet in a brown paste, is what. Cockroaches would lick it up and a new wave of narcissistic gypsy-slut shitheads would hatch out of tiny pores on their backs.

  






THE SUN IS SETTING. THE HOBO VAMPIRES ARE waking up, their quest for crank and blood is just beginning. Over the course of the frigid night they will roam the area surrounding the train stop looking for warm bodies to suck, for cough syrup to fuel a night of debauched sexual encounters with fellow vampires and mortals alike. They distribute sexually transmitted diseases like the daily newspaper but they will never succumb, they will never die, just aging into decrepit losers inside a teenage shell. They have a sense of duty to their habit and their climax — twin addictions that inform their every move. They are lusty, sad creatures, these Slutty Teenage Hobo Vampire Junkies. They traverse the Pacific Northwest’s damp, shitty countryside, forests and big trees, the dusty fields and gravel pits clearing a path of desolation parallel to the rail lines of Oregon and Washington, the half-blown-out signs for supermarket chains in strip malls featuring exactly one nail place, one juice-slash-coffee place, and one freshmex-type grill chain restaurant. Here everything is coated in brown-grey paste like moss at the bottom of a crappy tree… There’s lots of pollen around the supermarkets: Safeway, Albertsons, Ralphs. I always enter on the deli side. Here’s how I do it: grab a basket, put in one Us and one People magazine. Go to the magazine aisle. They never put Us or People over there but that’s where I like to look at it. The spaces in front and behind supermarkets are special. Our favorite spaces: parking lots, bus stations, free clinics, forests, public bathrooms, mall parking lots, foodcourts, behind diners, 7-Eleven coffee stations, SPCA kitten rooms, yard sales, pancake breakfast at the senior center, etc. We like smoking in restaurants; we like taking showers drunk.


We are sluts. Wenot only devour each other, but webite, hard. We’re blood-hungry teenagers; our rage knows no bounds and coagulates the pulse of our victims on contact. We devour them too; the bodies of mortals become drained when they reach our fangs. Our cause is nothing, we believe in nothing. Actually, we believe in Methamphetamine. I’ve been living off crank, cough syrup, and blood for a year now. I ride the rails with a bunch of immoral shitheads, hopping freight trains, secreted away in rail cars across this country. We have no home, no parents. I can’t remember being a child, maybe I never was one. But I’m sure I’ll never die; I get older, my body stays the same. My spine breaks, and then gets back together. I have the Hepatitis, I give it to everyone, but it never will actually get me. Our kind doesn’t die from anything, all we do is die all the time.


 

 

There was nothing but an orange wash of day left as I stepped off the freight car for the night. An ominous voice extended out of nowhere, whisking up dead leaves and small birds on the ground: tell us who we are. They dry hump reality, with only a tenuous grasp of decent living. They live parenthetically to organized society . Slutty first and foremost, an organizing principle, united by teen vampirism, hunted by militias and bounty hunters, reviled by polite dads and police everywhere. They arise out of the depths of sunken freight rail cars, out of an ashen heap to wreak havoc across the land, their chosen territory for crime and debauchery: your town. Don’t try and stop them; they have one tiny paw around your neck before you even know they’re there. They have dangerous, dirty sexual relations with their kind, and yours, constantly, so lock up your heirs. Doomed motherfuckers. They can hear what you’re thinking so don’t try to run, they’ll find you. You could be two thousand miles away and they can still see you. Hobos may fight for “existence,” righteous battles for the sap of tradition — the tramp code. Vampire hobo junkies, on the other hand, are reprehensible assholes who would rather whip your little sister raw than smoke a corn-cob pipe in a boxcar. Fuck them. Wrenched from foster homes across the country, teeth cut on whites at a tender age, these shitheads could really use some of your cash. Their insatiable thirst for drunk fucking, hard sucking, and speed freakouts will ravage your township and leave your mayor begging for more. Fuckin junkies, junkie legends… Knowles, don’t eat that pasta — that was on the ground! Is this still Lane County? Can we smoke in restaurants here? We have the urge to do a lot of things but only some stuff gets done, mostly for legality reasons. The dead bodies on the train tracks? That’s not us, that’s some local murderer the newspaper calls Dactyl — or rather, that’s what was signed at the bottom of a note the self-described “Janitor of Souls” submitted to the editors. This guy basically took credit for every unsolved homicide from the last decade, but it was so much bigger than him. Dactyl was just one more soldier in the unwar. The cops laughed at the photos of his victims, mostly clipped from snapshots of other people. The dead girls looked weird whooping it up all alone, caught in a fuzzy moment stripped of context or friends. They weren’t real pictures; likely none ever existed. The poor girls didn’t go to school or prom; they didn’t drive. They mostly just went about their lives, on a street where nobody looked.


I’m only seventeen. That means I grew up in foster care and I’m really fucked up because I don’t know right from wrong. I became a vampire after I got screwed over by my foster family for the last time — just woke up different and I knew I had to leave the house for good. Now I suck blood for a living. I’ll suck dick for cash and admission tickets to events, shows and rides too, but that’s another story. This story is about how every night I climb down from the freight car where I sleep during the day and wreak havoc in a different town. I steal, I scratch, I suck. I don’t murder. There are a lot of other kinds of freight train riders to watch out for; those crazy fuckers with the piss-soaked bandanas hanging around their necks, those guys will fuck you up!


 

 

Peering out of a tuft of brush into a forest clearing, the illuminated husk of a convenience store below, five white faces cold with pink cheeks and noses; warm breaths all in synch. Waiting for the call of their leader, a big boy, skinny, holding his concave chest bent comely like an insect or a wasp… Our bodies were empty, drained; we were only half there. Pulled up to the filling station, you could say. Given the signal we break loose from dry branches and tumble down the hill. We break into the 7-Eleven, surprising the clerk inside, a kid just like us, no older, no smarter — only still fully human, still 100% alive. We suck his blood, yeah, but not before making a mess at the coffee station, sampling tins of meat and peaches, trying on sunglasses, touching each other in the backroom… The boy loses consciousness about the time we get bored with our toys. Seth gives the signal to bail but I slip away into the back again, stooping low to the ground looking for clues to my lost little baby, my beloved true love sister Kim, now gone these fifteen months. She ran away from me and our fake family. I was real, though, I was a real person there, then, for her. We kept each other alive those long winters… Before rushing into the night I look for markings, etchings on the floorboards, hobo hieroglyphics maybe or a scrap of lace or strands of her long brown hair. But I find no trace, just old cans of engine oil and aprons and a bunch of nametags piled in an ashtray. None of the other boys understand, maybe because it’s hard for me to talk about and I end up just not saying much of anything. Instead I communicate with Seth (and certain other meaningful men) through my touch my kiss.


 

 

I tried a fur coat on in a thrift store and the robocreep in a black three piece suit behind the counter said, in a German accent, that we must wear fur because we need to demonstrate to the “beasts” from which the fur was taken, who would “kill us if they could,” that we have mastery over the forces. But what doesn’t kill ya leaves its mark and you can read it like a book. I store the history of what happened to me here, in my body. This journey is going to help me tease it out. You get to watch. Along the way I hope to be reunited with my sister, my one true love.


Unlike most kids I met my family when I was 12 years old. Kim was already living there but didn’t beat me by much. Dinner at our house went like this: green salad, arguing, praying at bedtime… It wasn’t so much that she ran away, she just clocked out. I left to go follow her. She wasn’t going to get away that easily.


I’d always been raised to believe that the truth was within me. Who the hell raised me anyway? Maybe this journey was a way to find out. It may sound weird but I always have been aware of the fact — we always have held close as a motivating factor — that I can achieve greatness in my lifetime. We all are part of that for each other.


I remember grabbing Kim by the shoulders: Who’s my family? I hissed in her face. Where do I come from?


I felt as though one day my parents had been replaced with actors, or maybe I woke up to the realization that they had been actors all along. I felt unprecedented in history, origin-less. I was born every night.


My lover said, as I left him and my would-be family back home for the last time, “I hope you find somebody to take hold of that face and never let go…” Well I still haven’t and I’m not sure if I’m going to. I had been bitten and changed in the night into something I didn’t recognize anymore. The urge to sleep all the time came soon after. I thought my life was ending, and in a way I was right. I may have looked the same on the outside but inside I was a monster. I was in a faraway place. Some could tell when they looked me in the eye that things weren’t right. I just wasn’t there; maybe I was already there. So I practiced saying one thing and thinking the other. I didn’t show my hand to anybody. My face only betrayed by half.


Now I ask Seth the same thing, Who is my family? Who are these people?


He pulled my arm, jerking me to the side of the crowd, “I thought you understood that if you were gonna run with us that you weren’t gonna make trouble — ”


It must’ve looked weird to the outside observer: four lanky warrior boys with a sad-looking 17-year-old girl in tow, eyes trained at the ground. I wasn’t part of their army, but I was part of their war. “That wasn’t part of the deal! If you want to be with us,” Seth kept saying, “if you want me to protect you, you got to be cool!” So I kept quiet. Stayed at Seth’s side where he fed me and petted me and told me jokes. I never said a word but everybody said, Why don’t you smile, little girl? And asked, Why do you look so sad all the time? The truth was, they could never know: I wasn’t real. I wasn’t the way I should be, exactly — and I mean bodily as well as mentally.


I passed, sure. But there was always an element of it that people got caught up on; hmmm they shook their heads as they turned from me. I had to find my sister. She was the only one who could help me with my problem. But it was getting so late. She could die any day. How long could a girl like her last out here? Exposed to the elements night and day, exposed to the lifestyle that her own self-styled “family” (that band of immoral teenage hobo jocks helmed by her b-f Rick) had shackled to her wrists? They were using her. And it was killing her; it was killing us both — we were real codependent that way. I had three months, tops, before Kim hit the ground for good. She was already falling, albeit slow at first. I was running as fast as I could.


She had something on her I needed real bad.


 

 

On the road I always got the lion’s share of unwanted attention because I was the only girl. God only knows how it was working out for Kim, considering who she was spending her time with. Ugh, that must’ve looked weird too, sad mopey girl lurking around with some dude and his friends… Seth was the leader of my group like Rick was the leader of hers. But Seth — such a weirdo! A neurotic Superbird. He had a way of being convincing through an unstoppable verbal onslaught, a sustained tone of syllables coming out of his mouth. He was almost 20, like all the others. I can’t remember where we met. Maybe school.


I’m pretty sure I was born in Arcata, California. I don’t know how I became a foster kid. I often demanded of Seth, “Tell me where my real family is!” He just shook his head, “Your parents died when you were a little baby.” THEY DID NOT! I screamed. Thing is, in a dream my mother visited me as an angel, my father visited me as an angel — each taking an opposite form. I sucked the life out of one while the other sucked the life out of me — but we’ll get to that part way way down the road. Till then it’s about beginnings… I busted out laughing, “Beginnings?” I said to no one in particular. What an arbitrary mess of a word. Let’s dispense with all misguided (imprecise) (illusory) (disingenuous) terminology right off the bat.


But it is about beginnings. I saw my first evisceration six miles back in the stockroom of a Coburg gas station. You could say I’m “beginning” to like life on the road. But of course no sooner have I said this than I step into the ladies’ room of a Chevron up on Goodpasture Loop… I was just done washing my hair in the sink when a man walked in. A surprise, the possibility of which I’d only ever played through in my mind 8,000 times. And here it was. I stared at him through cold water in my eyes for what felt like a long time… Frozen with fear I closed my eyes as he swallowed the distance between us; I made note of his nose breath on the back of my neck after he gathered my wet hair on top of my head in a fist ponytail. I opened my eyes just as Seth appeared in the doorway. What I didn’t see were the exchanged glances several minutes earlier in the trailmix aisle on the other side of the door, between Seth and the man, who was a great deal older but not very much taller than me. What I’ve always found to be true is if two beings are tuned into the right frequency then there is no need for anything else. Here words would only cloud the poetry of what was about to commence. Only poised choreography and a certain inept longing filled the space. With effortless grace the man yanked my skirt up over my butt while he simultaneously pushed my head down toward the sink. He was small and I barely noticed him.


Back outside in the parking lot I choked on my own glowering sadness, each sigh bringing more tears. Burrowing into my sweatshirt I gummed a piece of candy with a mouth full of mucous as the other boys whooped and fake punched each other in the stomach. I lose track of them. Each boy in our group all seem to blend into one mechanical teen felon meathead in my mind. I’m only half affectionately looking out for them, bearing witness to the march of their pathetic, over-determined lives. Since all the boys are a bit older than me, they’ve been out on their own, away from their families, for a long time; they are legally “men” while I’m still a girl. I can’t picture myself being anyway else. For now I’m getting used to wearing the same clothes every day, eating ground-scored snacks and brushing my teeth with a bottle of tap water in the sand. I have agreed to show no signs of weakness.


Some self-righteous Krishna Punx at the Portland free clinic tried to start a fight with us this afternoon, saying our lifestyle is immoral and we spread disease all over the world, singling me out for whoring it up “wicca-bad.” They cinched up their scarves and hissed in our direction Gypsy motherfuckers. Josh threw a cup of ice at them and we yelled, “We’re not waiting anymore, these assholes are trying to kill-slash-indict us,” and stormed through the back doors demanding our medicine. Yeesh, we’ve toured the countryside, fucking in breakrooms all over the Pacific Northwest. Just run in, barricade the door, bone down and run away. Problem is, these bloodsucking gakkers I truck with have been getting worse at jumping on trains, to the point where this morning Knowles tripped and hit his shoulder on the ledge; we scraped him up a bit dragging him over the side but he could easily have ended up under the damn train and that’d be where we’d leave him. Being high used to make it easy to jump on even modern trains, now there’s no bigger joke than watching five spindly losers try to scale a rail car doing 18 mph. There’s a couple tips some old hobos have told us — one from some lifer named Boom Box — and that’s to get your sneakers in shape. Also, don’t eat for twelve hours prior — no problem. Be drunk, taking a Quaalude will make it easier for your friend to hoist your body onto the train if you’re a girl. Try not to piss off other hobos with your yelling and fighting and dumb music. All dogs must be on a leash — “or a rope-leash.” Give the old-timer in the car a beer too. Being harassed on the street by a bunch of crappy-pants assholes in Dockers, straight-laced guys with knives hidden in satchels, tie clips with razor edges, etc., truly blows. They may be mortals but they sure as hell have a fuckin chip on their shoulder for us. They want us gone and will stop at nothing to annihilate our bodies with rock-hard force. The whole other section of society just doesn’t see us, we’re a bunch of friggin ghosts to them. And that helps.


Seth, Knowles, Josh, Murph, and I were smoking cigarettes out in front of a diner in the middle of a moist Monmouth night after we robbed this guy who was totally baked for thirty bucks and some orange vitamins. From far away I begin to pick up the sound of seagulls, throngs of them, their oscillating squeaks building until, looking up, I’m able to make out the vague, blurry pods some distance overhead appearing out of the vapor, emerging as fuzzy flecks out of black, hundreds of them tossing up so much racket, visually too with the lame half-falling way they fly. I was sure something horrible had happened to produce this; perhaps a giant dumpster had been disturbed a mile or so off, behind a Safeway, a huge noise in itself, where the gulls had become increasingly upset as to scatter like flecks of ash from an amoral fire. In other news, historically speaking, I originally turned vampire on my fourteenth birthday three years ago, as a symptom of, or maybe a response to, things getting really bad at home. Kim was gone. When it’s just you and your friend alone together in the shark tank, and then they bail, you’re gonna want to follow them. I started sneaking out every night to suck men’s blood; my house mom had no idea until one morning I came home late and she was waiting for me. I kept it up and eventually got caught with my mouth on some guy’s neck in a Safeway breakroom. After that she power-drilled the window shut, warning me that if I kept it up she would send me away. I unscrewed it with a screwdriver, went out again, woke up in a married man’s car, this guy I met at another grocery store, and it was six a.m. I went home and went to sleep — fuck going to school. Later that day I awakened at one in the afternoon to my house mom and a social worker standing over me. My house mom told me to pack my shit ’cause I was moving. I went hysterical and cried non-stop. The social worker had to be an asshole about it and took me to a cemetery on the way to Eugene. He told me that seeing my sister’s grave might help me get with the program. “It’s empty,” I whispered, mildly, until he left me alone. 


Leaving town is a blessing. Who, other than me, is in bad shape? I feel like a dead person, my body is lame, I can’t see shit I’m so hungry. I can’t properly bend my fingers and the rain soaks my exposed skin in such an obvious way it just makes me mad. A sharp, damp darkness falls over everything around me. Other than thedamp alley where I’m sure Kim’s body has been dumped — or rather, sprung up in a channel of steam from some portal of Hell — other places and sites crop up to me at different junctures of the trip. I can realize it at will: casually lift a glance over passing landscape, and a patch of grass under a broken oak tree will throb and glow, a woeful stench wafting up from the spot where a runaway was buried and found months later. Tomorrow I will be walking along the tracks at sunset and stumble upon a golden stake posted at the precise location where a 13-year-old tramp was strangled and thrown into the back of a pickup truck. At times this extra-shitty perceptive gift is as much a curse, my brain’s receptors aching with the curious and projected knowledge of my sister’s demise in a bus station bathroom some 300 miles away in the state of Idaho, a “best guess.” If I could recognize the voice at the bottom of a urinal I would know it was really her. The fluorescent lighting would do something strange and permanent to my brain and at that moment a loud pinging noise would issue from a distant location and strike me as indelibly horrible. Eh, in the absence of that I keep running. I started taking whites to stay awake all the time — fuck sleep and its festival of sadness — that dream carnival, I said. Medications made me feel wild and exotic, like I could combust into irrational enjoyment at any moment. There were logistical reasons too. I could work longer and more effectively on uppers, so that made me more profitable. When I felt a depressed shittiness wash over me at the end of a day’s dosage, I would crawl into the freight car and pull a sheet of burlap over my bones and lapse into a horrible trance. Real dreams scare me; anti-dreams are a heightened sense of reality, a telepathy trance, and are (unfortunately) the by-product of my forgetting, of so much dead skin cells floating away with every labored, bloated breath. Make everything disappear, I thought for a minute; you could inject a needle into this wall and fill it with water until, cracking in half, it dissolved and ran as mud and silt on the ground, down a hillside and into a creek filled with concrete pebbles. The silt would stick to each cold, hard surface and make the stones bigger, more dangerous and mottled. Pick one up and throw it at me. There are rarely worse things than creeks, and creekbeds. There are letters to send. Rocks to throw out the window.


Everything satisfies precisely. 
Engorge sticky pricks. 
Enrage secret processes. 
Endure sexy pretense. 
Emerge surrounded parasitically. 
Energy sufficiently pulverized. 
Erection scoff prevention. 
Endorphin scream passage. 
Ecstatic speed patriarch. 
Embers slash plastic. 
Embalm severe parents. 
Epidemic seduction procedure. 
Escape seemed possible. 
Enormous secretion property. 
Emergency sedative party. 
Empire syndrome purification. 
End species preservation…






Knowles, Seth, and Josh were in among the potatoes and onions, in the produce section at Safeway, drinking ice beer. Hardly anybody was shopping cuz it was quarter to four a.m. Then came this skinny redhead kid Murph, with a willow tree tattoo all up his right arm, who looked like he wanted to steal some fruit. They gave him a beer. Just some lone wolf kid who probably ran away from his group home but we couldn’t tell for sure, he just seemed kind of crazy if only in that militant chain-smoking vegan sort of way. I was between checkout counters three and four looking through the new Us when Murphee ran up to me, flashed two willful black eyes, and slowly stepped on my foot until I looked up from my page. You think he liked me? A little young maybe but teen hobos don’t give a fuck. Five “Stars: They’re Just Like Us” pages later I carried our new friend piggy-back style through the swinging rubber doors to the back of the store where we had some coffee and a ménage à trois (making out only) with Seth in the breakroom, plastered with federal-government /state-of-Oregon “employee entitlements and stipulations” and some gross drawings with what I guess were employees’ names and arrows pointing to parts of the entangled bodies. Murph promised to quit his nonjob on the spot and run with us weirdos. Seth made sure he turned Murph into a vampire, into one of us gypsy motherfuckers. Murph got a little upset about it but really had no choice, now he has to stick with us forever.


The next afternoon I was sitting out in front of a Eugene Taco Bell watching little brown birds descend on a crumpled tin of white noodles. They picked at it incessantly, tiny jabs making the container convulse on the pavement. They came up to me too, staring intently with jerky, sidelong glances. “Look, one just flew away with a noodle!” “It’s like all the proper birds in nature, tugging at the worm in the hole first thing in the morning — how do these know it’s not a worm?” Knowles and Josh, would-be “lovers” who only ate with knives, had been waiting around at a known day laborer pick-up spot in front of Big Creek Lumber for a week now but hadn’t gotten shit for work — probably cause the jerky contractors and their white trucks didn’t trust that a couple of emaciated white kids in tight, smelly jeans and monkey boots could do more than stand around and look sick. But they came back to our camp this morning with bruises and bloody rug burn, and told us about some crazy fucker who picked the two of them up for work on a concrete retaining wall at a big house in the woods. They got into the back of his big truck, but when they got to the place, no site, no wall, just a sketchy storage facility next to the freeway. The guy makes it clear that they’re gonna have sex with him — not for very much money either, like 18 bucks each, and they freak out cause they don’t do this kind of thing — sex for pay — so they try to beat their way out of the truck but the guy whips out a jump rope, one with big handles, and starts beating the crap out of Josh and Knowles. So they got pretty fucked up but were able to run away after Josh threw a handful of gravel in the guy’s face.


 

 

There was evidently something about Seth that drew guys to him; his neurotic routine only made him that much more quizzically alluring. He had circus tattoos on much of his arms, figures which became poxed and sickly when his freckles came out. I guess he’d lived the circus life, all tears and bruises, so there was something to that, and the way he hoisted me up when he fucked me was special. Like a saber-tooth cat he clawed my lungs up so I couldn’t scream his name or tell stories about him to his enemies. He left a pin-prick on my soul that has been throbbing ever since; it will never completely seal. Running around with a bunch of his friends was weird and complicated. There were times I half-woke in the middle of the morning, my mind jogged to try to place the man in my bed — which one was he? Who did I most want it to be? This happened several times, the moment of forgetting, and was disorienting — not to mention Guilt City. Back in our Eugene trailer days there would be many mornings when I came home to find Seth sitting at a fold-down table, vacuously listening to tapes on a small boom box he had brought out from our bedroom, playing cassette single after cassette single… He was bent at having to work at a food co-op/ commune for money. Everyone staying out there lived a pretty much communist panhandling lifestyle. They shared everything: change they picked up off the sidewalk, the house, shit they groundscored, food, beer, and anything that got kicked-down. They were a pretty good group of squatters. The house routinely had a bunch of bands, with the usual circulating of Anarcho-Syndicalist literature in the vestibule, an array of moist couches on the back patio — half-eaten bowls of beans overflowing with cigarette butts. I sat on a low carpeted platform in the backyard and watched the band that at that moment sounded ludicrously scrappy and wild; its vocalist, in tiny cut-offs and boots, routinely dropped to the ground in stock-worship at the altar of destruction, writhing around, kicking up plumes of dust and foliage, grabbing some dude’s shins and singing into his crotch. He stood and urinated a little into his shorts, which gathered a brown stain of dust when he fell again. During the fourth song he puked on his microphone, singing a spout of bile into the audience in front of him. Walking around the compound I happened on an outbuilding where a makeout party was awkwardly winding down. Pools of beer soaked my feet, getting me to run away faster, while silly-fast rock played on a boom box in the corner. Passing this on my way to the backroom/kitchen, I ducked into heavy black drapes. Here I found Seth with two other guys and a girl, ensconced from the rest. I gathered they were a rare strain of yuppie punks, decadently resting on long low pieces of furniture. The girl was wearing a stretchy salmon shift, possibly one oversized turtleneck, and she photographed me at regular intervals without explanation, limply holding the camera at strange angles to herself, sighing when the flash failed to go off. I sat awkwardly perched on a stool in the middle of the room, the only place left, while Seth rolled cigarettes with the other dudes. A prehistoric bluegrass 45 rotated on the portable next to the door, the dead man sang a gigolo is the only way to go-o. The record cracked and popped, the sound of slowly opening a peanut butter sandwich. They let us sleep in an RV on the property and I woke alone in the afternoon with the sweet charred flavor of burnt baked beans wafting in through the window. Some flaky Anarchos had been heating up some shit at the campfire next to the car and then left it there for long enough to have reduced the can of beans to a firm, dry brick on the fire. I threw handfuls of dirt at the embers from a sensible distance until it went out, then walked for hours across town to the rail yard and hid in the bushes. As night fell I became aware of having walked somewhere else, more putrid and rust-smelling, and having awakened for real at about four a.m. I was in some waterbed, set in from the wall like a bedcave, and there was by my early calculation more than one other person in there. A few. I remember the others waking and they were all around me. I was breathing pillow and hair and I couldn’t fully wake up. I remember having a lot of things done, said, scratching some guy ’cause he tried to kiss me. Another guy told me I had two choices: one, I will eat you; or two, I will cut your arms and legs off — for Love! When it was over I got some money, took some? Can’t say for sure. Got paid, whatever. Left that fuckin place and went back to the camp. Wrap the bones in newspaper and put the parcels in a black plastic bag. The objects that occupy my mind in these moments when white madness fades and bloodsucking rage emerges from a crack in my fractured teen psyche: one, my pornographic obsessions, memory, anarchy, reflections on the inability of men around me to relinquish claims on my body. Two, how to make what you do okay with yourself: living with the knowledge that your body will never get old, but as a vampire you’re both undead and dying all the time. Throw it away. This preserved teen body, something just a little off — is it the foggy eyes? Drained, heavy limbs, fecund core? Liquid bones? Is it our reptile brain? Homing, mating, aggression, defense of body, territory, Cinders, wind, and frost have irritated and roughed teen skin. Sickly and suffering from chronic under-nourishment, they appear to subsist almost entirely upon their fingernails, which they gnaw habitually. There is something about being 17 and being immortal, like wishing you could turn into a magical being and then waking up, looking into the mirror, and seeing that you are. Cuz you can’t see shit and you know it happened, you turned vampire. So one day my reptile brain thought, “I could tell that fuckin story.”


 

 

The night is brown browntime, the day is orange orangetime, then pink pinktime. Traveling on hijacked rail cars, or real cars, causes a lot of friction — among passengers — and a strong breeze smelling of fecund air conditioning and freshly burst bags of chips is almost medicinal. Convenience stores convey a conduct for the use of their services and stations. Convenience people understand these things, the conduct that is carried forth on a wave of pink then brown air, door-chimes echoing into eternity whenever the steps of the initiated cross a threshold from one transaction to the next. Convenience people require fast, cheap service, as well as access to the penny tray, if necessary. Their vocations require whoring of the body in the browntimes and whoring of the mind in the pinktimes. Both require fuel and this is where the blood comes in. Blood transfusions from neck to teeth and then throat are linked in spirit with the transfusion of essence from boner to mouth-seal and then throat. They need both to survive, the convenience factor of each becoming such only after passage out of the transfusion scene, and complete and utter mobility is maintained in perpetuity… We duck into a Flying J across from an almond orchard. I disappear into the ladies’ room, down a long grey corridor, setting aside a mop and bucket to get the door open. Once inside I turn the light off and point the hand blower up at my face so my old tears bake on my skin, plastered around my eyelids where they belong. I can barely make out my reflection in the mirror — the light from a lamppost outside informing my features in the darkened room in brown night. In the mirror I look otherworldly and my voice comes out low and disembodied. I’m speaking like this for God knows how long before it seeps out, “Bloody Mary — raise my blood from the dead, my sister rots under the ground, not on top of it like me.” Comically, the hand dryer shuts off and I’m able to slowly reach into the mirror’s frame, beyond the meshing point, and fix my own fractured smile from beyond the grave. Outside, in the radioactive perma-dawn of 7-Eleven, I fix a large 24 oz. cup of coffee, pouring from the fullest pitcher, leaving a half-inch at the top for the two things of hazelnut non-dairy creamer. I stir with two red straws before discarding them. Blue lid, a couple of napkins in my apron pocket for spills, one of which is already necessary to blot up beads of hot condensation that have gathered around the rim only to have fallen on the web between thumb and index finger. I’m a hungry wolf! I lunge at your eyeballs, infecting your insides by horrifying your bulging gaze, releasing chemicals in your brain that spark a sudden decay. I seek prey out of the endless night, fog shrouding my knives, my secrets. I will rummage around in your soul — don’t let me! Don’t let me too close, I will bite you, I will tear at you. I want to eat you! When anti-sleeping in a boxcar, Slutty Teenage Hobo Vampire Junkies receive and send out neural stimuli with shared minds. I have found that this causes boners in the male mind, and uncontrollable weeping in the female mind. I’m sleeping now. With every crack of synapse a small felt thread grows and spreads across my body until I am covered with layers of a dusty web. This shroud obscures me, while it confines me to the self-annihilation scenario. Every thread wraps even tighter around me, until I’m suffocated by my ESP addiction, held fast by my insatiable urge to undo men through telekinetic mindpower!


“The sun went down.”


“Here, help me hoist open the paneled door of our telepathy crypt.”


“Let’s go to Safeway, there’s one I saw at the last exit; I want some grapefruit juice.”


I wander around to the alley of the supermarket to find a new box for all my stuff. Suddenly I find that I can’t walk any further, that something bad will happen to me if I round the corner. I lean my palm against the side of the building; I catch my breath which seems to have been taken from me. Some sharp pain pings at my kneecaps from the inside. A tingle washes over my brain and chills my entire body. I peer into the shadows carved out by the overlap of cinderblock wall and orange utility light. I see a shape. Am I supposed to be here, to find evidence? To bear witness? To blaze a trail? Where did I leave my soul that night? In a box behind a Safeway in Spokane. What does a sudden explosion in your pulse mean? What about a lurching of the synapse, is that someone trying to telepathically reach you? Her name was Kim; I had a thing for Kim, but in an indescribable way that was unlike anything else, ever. She seemed to under-perform everyone around her in just about everything, smarts, crafts, she couldn’t fight, she only cooked Hot Pockets… Why her then? There was just a lot of longing, and a lot of curiosity surrounding her I guess you could say. And I could never grasp it; she fell through my fingers. She was more dead than the rest of us, the deadest. Her hair fell in shafts of light through my fingers. In the reflection of her eyes I could see my heart, bursting. I grew up next to her body, came of age in a series of heartbeats when she said the syllables of my name. I found my hand caught in the fold between her ribcage and hip. There was nobody around, it was Sunday morning three years ago and our foster parents were at church. I had fallen asleep next to her the night before; we shared a bed those nights because it was the best way to do it, to sleep soundly beside a body that made little whining noises and turned like a plush engine, spilling gardenia into my face. I brushed across her hair on my pillow, took my hand across shoulder and fatty patch behind breasts, under crook of arm, under covers where her flesh was hot after slow burn of sleep, until my hand found the sad valley between her legs, between everything, and I lingered there and she awoke to this lingering and came to my mouth and we kissed for the first time, outrageously listless with lack of sleep-slash-excess of sleep, two puffy faces inspecting each other for the source of swelling. Irreversible, indelible marks were made on virgin flesh. This was also the summer I think some of our memories and life experiences got switched, our souls transferring in the kiss. This is when I began to wonder if maybe some of my thoughts weren’t really mine, but Kim’s instead.


Now if I stop thinking specific thoughts and stop using my eyes to look at things, I can, perhaps, see her smoking on a murky little Merrill Lake beach all day. Lying face down in the sand. Taking the bus to the mall, lurking around the abandoned foodcourt in the early afternoon dead hour. Sleeping in an empty mortgage office, closed for remodeling. Running with a tribe of teen hobos, insurgent forces with a few teeth and handkerchiefs on sticks, occupying the gutted palaces of the old regime; some are kind to her, some do bad, some do odd beer-soaked things to her in the janitor’s closet. There is no in between. But for gangs of self-styled urchin mystics there is also no day, and afternoons die with your capacity to understand normal people, then you get fucked over by them. And what about us Night People? How do you define what happens to humanity when the sun sets? The coming of night in the Pacific Northwest suburbs yields a weirder, more druggy populace — if only because the few left out are crazy for being left behind.


The source of trauma is always off-the-wall: trees, moss, rocks, ferns — they all had a hand in it. Storms always begin in the woods and move out, to where the people are. Only parking lots are truly safe, everything else will get leveled. People will leave, go somewhere more useful. And so it’s just parking lots. The world began with parking lots. I used to live in a trailer in the woods, I think for a good amount of time. While I was there I kept thinking I was going to ride up on my bike and it would be gone, there would just be a dead patch on the grass where it used to be hitched. I lived there with Seth, and one day it happened, I rounded the corner on my bike and the trailer was gone. Some dude came out from behind a tree with a wrench and told me to get away; then he started chasing me. I did get away, walked until I fell down. But the next thing I recall is waking up in a strange bed, or on a sofa, kind of wedged in a corner, and there was the smell of coffee burning on a stove — agas flame the only other light except the sun rising, and it made the trees blue, all couched in fog. I felt small, sharp grains of sand or grit under me, shifting on the sofa cushions. I heard a man waking up, then worming over to me… More importantly, I remember growing up in the county foster care system, this is way before any of that stuff. Recovering underage prostitutes were delivered to our house on a weekly basis. I was surprised when my “stepdad” got convicted for this killing. Armed robbery of a trucker stopped on the shoulder of the freeway. The man later died of his wounds. Cops followed a trail of stolen garbage to a house my stepdad used to stash drugs and stereo equipment. There was an article on him in the paper when he was arrested, shit started coming out about a secret family, children fending for themselves in Idaho. On his last day in court, the cops decided he was wanted for an October incident in the children’s shelters in Idaho Falls. There were a dozen giggles from caseworkers, they gathered around us to say thanks and goodbye. They interviewed a girl from Idaho Falls who couldn’t read too well and carried an eight-and-a-half-month-old fetus in her womb. We got the gist of the killing, but the girl’s testimony threw us for a loop. After a while both parents were gone so much it was like we were running our own lives in this garish potpourri den. We beat on each other in bed with a big wooden fork and spoon ripped from the kitchen wall. Monday night we had found a way to help ourselves to the Bourbon.


I picked up the new People to go through at a 7-Eleven checkout, taking care to flip past the first seven or eight pages — enough to bypass the introductory ads, but not so much as to miss candid photos of famous people and end up in human-interest territory. When some lady glared at me I stuffed the magazine down into the rack and got a hot dog, pressing onions in a mound on top of it. Seth, Josh, Murph, and Knowles were trying to talk the clerk into letting them drink from a big white bucket of old, cold coffee that was sitting on the floor; cause they’re cheap assholes. At some point word was given and it became okay for them to take Styrofoam cups and fill them up, and they were taking like four each and reheating them in the tainted microwave. Ready for coffee with eau de nitrate à burrito steamed inside? A few of us broke away from the dozen or so area kids who were already walking the tracks, for no other reason than to fuck with some locals. I had a canvas bag with my laundry in it, so we went to this laundromat that smelled like bleach. That, the heat, and the sheer volume made it seem like the place was gonna positively explode. A fine layer of detergent dust on every surface grated horrifically when I scratched at the enamel lid of a washing machine. I was loading it up with rags when Knowles came up to me and said the guy was there with our shit. “Go see Seth then, I don’t know…” I said to him. I assumed he and the guy went into the bathroom together cuz I didn’t see him for a while, and figured it would take forever to break into that emphatically locked bathroom in the first place. Well Knowles came out glowing like a fuckin toy robot — hitting on every chick in the place with this gross smile. I sat on a white curb in the parking lot, squinting into the mirror of a rouge compact as I trimmed my bangs with a tiny pair of corroded sewing scissors. Amphetamine is it for us, Knowles cautioned as he sat down. He explained that, “while amped walking around downtown, lost and aroused,” he would kick at his shins whenever he started to think about sex, and while he was in a good riding place underneath those new modern freight cars he would hold his hand as close to the ground as possible without mashing it up on the track. Around the corner at the Greyhound station I met a man wearing a green windbreaker. We ducked into the nearest restroom. My lips grazed his cheek; his cold skin tasted like wind.


Never get old! As a vampire you’re undead, as a sexy girl you’re dying all the time. With this preserved teen body, something’s just a little off — is it the foggy eyes? Drained, heavy limbs, the fecund core? Liquid bones? Cinders, wind, and frost have irritated and roughed up teen skin. Sickly and suffering from chronic under-nourishment, I appear to subsist almost entirely upon my fingernails, which I gnaw habitually. In my mind, when I am neither out cold or awake, but in a fit of trippy awfulness after the Robitussin has worn off, I, like my brothers in the freight car, have to crash for a few during the afternoon — sleeping to some extent of the word, but it’s more like anti-dreaming — guided on a horrific tour of the service entrances of my mind.


What I did!


I could see it all, but from too far away to do anything about it. There was probably a hillside over a creekbed close to where we romped. When it was windy the sound of leaves on rocks obscured the sound of a falling body. There was a bundle, a body wrapped. When this bundle is undone it will be discovered to be the remains of a twenty-year-old, her tight throat torn asunder by fine white bites. Further down, her right breast is cut, where during that part of the ceremony an incision is made to heighten a point in the story. If the path suggested by her ribcage is taken, it will lead to an abrupt gouge at the base of the tailbone, an enlargement chiseled out of the rectum, where some ass play had been as part of a seduction script which, it will later be known, has been caught on VHS tape by the assailant. This tape will be selected out of a bag of other tapes and viewed, where her secret death had formed a magnetic coating on the tape which will, in turn, remain as a cathartic residue for all to see (no one should be expected to endure both a secret birth and a secret death). There is also a part of the ceremony where a man holds a woman’s legs up and together while he amasses great erotic potential at the site where these limbs had been convinced apart, where he too will surmount an outrageous smoldering climax, alternately squinting and unsquinting his eyes as if he can’t believe it. She will then kiss him full on the mouth, dropping breathless lips onto his, drawing back saliva to a place strange and wonderful in her brain and with it his thoughts, his being, a fluid transfer which has no more materiality than a kiss. It is this way she can know him, have him truly within her, to know his thoughts, to dream his dreams for him; to, in an abstract capacity, inhabit his being in this way — to not penetrate his core, but take it into her so it becomes her core. All her life she had been amassing cores inside her body, to insert one more would not be a difficult task, and it would hardly be the last. I know this because I was there. It is through these transferals that I came to know the girl on the tape. I kissed the screen and so gained access to her mind and lived inside it for a year like a vapor.

  






KIM WASHED HER HAIR IN THE CREEK, AT A SPOT in the middle of the forest below an abandoned limekiln. She waded through the shallow trough into a thick rush of cool water and knelt on a shiny black stone. Taking a cracked coffee mug she sloughed ice water over her hair. Pulling a bead of dishsoap into her palm, Kim worked the gel into an acrid lather. She passed cup after cup of creek water over her bowed head. She yawned because she was tired and water gathered in a rush of streams around her gaping mouth. The dog guarding a yard close to where I slept was able to absorb the energy of surrounding ghosts. He barked like it all was unbearable and I know, I know, dog. I choked on the dusty air and lapsed into a franticly disturbed sleep.


I dreamed that I awoke abruptly and found myself in a weather-beaten shed on the beach, which looked to have been built by hand — in what century I couldn’t be sure. Seth appeared in the doorway. He carried a small object carefully in his hands. “You were sleeping. I found you and brought you here. I thought that by waking you would see the world through different eyes… I’m sorry to wake you but I wanted you to see what happened, what I did for you… I wanted you to see what we made.” He held up a tiny pink mask. “All this time while you were sleeping. No one else was around. I wouldn’t let anybody near. And one day it appeared, it just happened. It came from you — from your body. Don’t you see? It’s our image, combined.” I looked at it and saw my features projected down into coordinates in the delicate pink wax. Where he found it I didn’t want to know. I pushed it away. “Don’t you understand? We made this. This is ours.” I coughed and buried my face in my shoulder. He looked positively extinguished. The truth was, I didn’t recognize the damn thing. If I was asleep this whole time and it just came about, well, I couldn’t be sure it was even mine. I chewed nothing inside my mouth, “I’m going away.”


 

 

Josh and Knowles found girlfriends in town, these sixteen-year-old rockabilly chicks with smelly old letterman jackets, pegged jeans, and creepers who shared a bed in their apartment with a young cat, made miniature by a steady diet of second-hand smoke. The boys brought them back to the camp and petted them and kept telling the girls how much they were “tortured by their own savagery.” Murph came back with a grocery bag of old bagels he got behind a coffee house.


For me tormented animals everywhere call out all over town, their eyes pessimistically follow me, challenging me to do something about rustlings in the fog hanging in their pens. Over the fire with fingerless gloves dipping into a Swiss Miss packet, Seth said, “These are hectic times. We’re running out of places to go, places that aren’t just containers squeaking through this world on steel tracks. We are not citizens.” But is that so bad, to never go back? Endless movement is all some ever know. You don’t get sick if you never stop. But if you ever do, prepare to crumble… The next day we jumped a rail car to Salem. We made a shitty tent on the edge of a duck pond. In town I dug around in a bin out in back of a thrift store as if I knew there was something to it, taking the gouges and varied textures of the pile in stride. There was nothing in there but a bunch of oily metal parts and clothes coated in orange sticky dust. Most loaded objects emit a tone: a possessed bucket of coffee in a convenience store; a red smear on the grocery store floor; a stray bird in a bus station cabinet; a tramp walking into the restroom, yelling at the cockatiel on his shoulder, “You shithead.” Blood blood blood on the bathroom spigot in a diner, a big branch way up high on top of an aisle at Safeway. Piles of anything. Bees with orange and brown stripes lurked in the upper leaves of redwood trees over our camp; yellow jackets ate out of a pie plate on the picnic table. When they got close they gazed at me with dreamy metallic alien stares while they slurped goo through straw mouths. The forest was orange and brown. My eyes were full up with darkness, making my eyelids itch and fight to close. I couldn’t be sure if this was because it was dark in the forest or painfully bright. I knelt at the base of a tree, buried my hands in the grainy moss and it gave completely. I dug for several minutes before becoming aware that I was scraping at the edges of a gelatinous mass lying below the surface like a giant petrified ember. Space gel accumulated under my fingernails and turned the crests orange. Some hours later, at a Safeway, I knelt at the base of a dry goods aisle extending to the edge of town like a cardboard wall. I dug into the packages, scooting aside layers of boxes to find a pile of pills at the back of the shelf. I gobbled them up and crawled behind the deli counter, which supported a sign that said LET ME MEAT YOUR NEEDS, adding that the station was closed until 8 a.m. the following morning. I laid my head down on a bundle of aprons, my anti-dreams gradually turning the pile into a stone.


 

 

Geezers lurk around all over town trying to get me to put out. Cops pop out of corners and try to cuff me for no reason. All these dads have been ganging up on us, so many blank stares in town. We keep saying, “We’re not citizens, we’re fuckin ghosts to you, you don’t see us,” get it??? We gathered at a place where a Meth house had burned down — exploded as they say — leaving only a greasy meadow. But the old downtown strip died a long time ago. A disaster came and changed it forever. Problem is I still remember how it used to be, what used to be where, before that wild storm came through and turned everything into mossy brick-lined basements with no buildings on top. Imagine a whole street pockmarked with fenced-off troughs, like an empty swimming pool town. It was an earthquake, a big one, and it whipped through my city producing rows and rows of open-air basements. So what? We grew up in the middle of all these basements for so long that the ground level seemed just about lofty. Here basements “stood” as buildings in reverse and we stalked the streets above ’em like foremen surveying an invisible production floor. The city filled one hole then another casually over the years, so now only one was left and it collected families of alley cats and the thick smoke of negative space that surrounded all life in this haunted place. So there was the earthquake, sure, but there was also the fog — and it covered everything. We couldn’t even hear our own voices as we called out to each other from our sidewalk posts across town. The fog choked us, erased our eyes and rubbed out our brains with stricken white memories that crawled and crept along streets like a pregnant rat waiting to birth tiny, rain-soaked cottonballs. We spat out poison-soaked memories on the sidewalk.


We walked into a town, a little off the freeway in southeast Oregon, near Hines, stopping only briefly to siphon blood off a young man’s neck. The guy probably didn’t even see it coming. We took expired medication in his bathroom and rounded the corner to a 24-hour Rite Aid. It was four in the morning so we were alone in pretty much any aisle we wanted. Right off the bat Murph compulsively air-wrote the number thirteen in every corner of the store. Funny, cuz his compact little frame of bones and red hair was itself basically a good luck charm — a little furry fetish you rubbed to ward off evil. His arms were just skin stretched over two giant clutches of elbow bones; the tiny, gnarled limbs were covered in translucent white hairs and orange spots. “Nothing can hurt you — if you don’t care,” he air-sang. The phone rang and the main clerk guy walked away from the mopping machine he was operating to answer it. He talked quickly and absentmindedly fanned the receiver. I walked by that mopping machine and it was caked with dirt and shit, smelling like a gust of Hell from inside a lemon. I busied myself with a backpack on one shoulder, reading mags. Josh was reading some mom magazine sitting in a machine that calculates your blood pressure, flipping pages so fast it was obvious he wasn’t really reading it. Seth came by and scooped me and my Us Weekly up and brought me to the back breakroom. He made a little coffee and stripped and lay back naked on the employee couch and watched TV while he touched himself. I flipped and flipped, finally throwing the magazine down in disgust. Knowles and Josh came in, having snagged some sweatpants from the clothes aisle. Since it was kind of smoky out from fireplaces the sweatpants seemed wet all the time. They smelled like black ash.


Soldiers in the eternal war, armies mobilizing in the night… We met a soldier in the Anarchist Black Cross at a Black Bear Diner in Sweet Home. His name was Jacob and he ran with a band of sexy peasant-looking boys sleeping their days away in unlocked cars. He picked apart pieces of leathery orange peel in the parking lot, going on and on about selling his body to old men who yanked his pants down in the dark afternoon of abandoned buildings. Pulling up a blue crate next to a pallet fire behind the diner Jacob hunkered down with us and right away started yapping about some crazy dude at the Greyhound station waiting room who said he wanted to pick up a wasted teen vampire to go to the movies but instead he took him to some retaining wall at the bottom of a ravine below a big house in the woods. The guy went to the truck and whipped out a jump rope and all Jacob was good for was to lay there licking his own booze-salted lips while he took a beating. He thought of distracting the guy by taking out his dick, which worked, so when the old dude dove for it Jacob started punching the crap out of him. At this point he was able to run away but the geezer still tried to throw a hacksaw in his direction but he laughed and laughed and ran away covered in blood. Jacob said that nobody but Jacob owns his body. He decides who it fucks and who it pummels. “We own nothing but what’s inside. It’s the middle of the night in here,” he said, pointing to his chest. This is what we own: our thoughts, orange and sickly. You feed it nothing but sorrow and it grows and stars come out and you are the King of your own Island of Night!


 

 

Truckers are mustachioed weirdos. They sleep in tiny apartments wedged between their big-ass engine and whatever they’ve got hitched back there. They settle into these metal cubes of gassy, local air with maybe a small TV and square blankets and just wait it out with all their lumber chained up behind them and tons of pink and yellow forms sitting on the passenger seat, ready to be filled out. The foster-care industry directly feeds into the trucker industry. They’re basically grooming personnel to occupy these positions over the course of many generations. I don’t need to mention that the foster-care industry sustains the trucking economy with Roadside Slut Camps to quell workplace dissatisfaction. Foster-care sluts are a piece of bread tossed into the creek to keep the fucking swans at bay. When they look in the mirror all truckers see is a person-shaped cloud of CO2.


We sat in a different Black Bear Diner in a different Oregon town sometime shortly before the sun came up. Seth sat chomping on what he called a “Zoo Baby,” which was a plate of cut-up banana, kiwi, and apricot — like something they’d set down at the bottom of the mongoose cage. Josh pounded on the table. “It’s not hard to make acceptable coffee! I mean, it seems almost harder to make it suck.”


Knowles seemed to be making a go of it, grasping the mug with both hands. “I think it’s not so bad if you just get the light roast. It doesn’t have that ashy taste. If you get the light roast and tell your brain it’s tea it goes down okay.”


“Fuck that and fuck you. What do I look like, a sorcerer?”


I could tell this exchange would go nowhere. And just then I noticed Evangele, the homeless regular, slithering across the entire perimeter of the restaurant just to get to our booth, all the while caressing the walls with his hands. Classic schizophrenic behavior. We’d been through town enough to come to expect Evangele here, his Gumby frame bent into one of the booths. Lately, he’d adopted us as a kind of proving ground for new material and fresh schemes. He sat down, his eyebrows jiggling like two flushing toilet handles. “Do any of you people know about the Romanian pornographic actress Blebe ‘Blaze’ Cedourno?” Nobody moved or said anything, “She! does this thing where — ”


“That name sounds Italian or something — ”


“I assure you it is Czech.”


“Romanian?”


“Romanian.” And I’m reminded of that strange night at the diner, around Christmastime, around two thirty in the morning. It was me, the waitress, and Evangele. He had wheeled in his brand spanking new homeless man cart with this stuff: a boom box, didactic para-Christian psych-evangelical picket signs, and a live pigeon sitting on a pile of quarters in a cage — all strapped to various parts of this two-wheeler thing. His cart was blocking the entrance so I was almost kind of apologetic when a spacey girl in a dress and pants tried to come into the restaurant, only to have to scoot uncomfortably around this odd pile of shit. But then I noticed the girl had barf all down the front of the dress and when she opened her mouth it went something like this: “You guys. I just wanted to let you know that my family is coming in here and they are with the fuckin mob, okay? They are organized crime, gangsters. They will hurt you. Be careful, they will fuck you up. Just don’t say a word — be careful!” And the strange thing was that then these white people came into the diner and it was her family, her parents and a sibling. Midwestern types in honest wool and small gold jewelry. They sat and ordered breakfast while the girl spent the majority of the meal in the bathroom, regurgitating. She returned to the table and fell asleep. They laughed with their mouths closed, polished off their various plates and exited as the girl threw up on the booth and waiting area before leaving some vomit on the front door. But the family didn’t run out the door, they strolled — without even pretending to mime the international gesture for “Sorry, let me wipe this all up.” Outside they wrapped their safety belts firmly around their midsections and drove away, the girl just folded into the back seat somewhere, going God knows where. I stepped out into the cold night to have a cigarette next to a garbage can and I thought of how Seth and I used to play a game where I would go limp and he would try to stuff my deadweight upside down and sideways into the passenger seat of the car. This was the most hilarious thing ever to happen in a parking lot, we thought (or maybe just I thought). My limbs would flop around, willy-nilly, as he threw them inside and clapped the door shut. This display could go on for quite some time, with all sorts of horrified people peering over their shopping bags at me whooping it up with my neck craned around my ankles and my foot on the steering wheel.


But let me tell you a little about Evangele (say it “Ee-vawnguh-lay”) and his Vagrant Cart (a new thing; he used to have a van, now he had a cart). He had recently de-evolved to actual vagrant status with his cart, but otherwise he was the same old Moroccan in sweatpants with a boner. An ex-Yogi from Fremont who published a Christian Yoga book in ’72. Evangele, whose true age was a mystery, likewise kept under wraps his reasons for hiding out in the diners and vans of the Northwest. Whispers of possible reasons he may have fled his home circulated around the salad bar but none were as alarming or convincing as suggestions that Evangele was a disgraced Moroccan spirit photography scion. It didn’t help matters that Evangele would speak often, and in the vaguest possible terms, about his “deep ocean of sadness” lurking just under the surface. He was old enough to have lived several lives already and the fact that he surrounded himself with people under twenty just seemed like that much more wood on the fire, one more eccentricity. Just something you want to do, like buttering your bread with salt pork. When he disappeared for four months everyone just assumed he got deported. Maybe they found out about the stash of illegal postcards or the incendiary annotations in his Bible or the whole Morocco thing — or any number of things, come to think of it, the cops could have stumbled upon, their fingers itching with repulsion. Evangele was the kind of man who always had multiple reasons for getting put away all going at the same time. His plate was full of runny side dishes. So no one was surprised when he surfaced several months down the line spouting homespun Commie rhetoric and a whole new take on didactic signage. Where did he come up with this stuff, we wondered.


“What did you — pull this shit out of the sky?”


“You’re a genius!” he told us, no longer differentiating between the individual and the group, “You always ask the wrong questions… I’ve been away these many months now, and I’ve learned many new things. I’ve had many awakenings, many illusions yanked out of my brain and I’d wake up in the middle of the night — every night — and write letters, so many letters, but not to send. They were letters to my children, my past, to Me long ago… There are a lot of things no one will ever know about me, for beneath my smile is a deep ocean of sadness.”


Outside we ran into some crusty straightedge boys (Evangele’s new friends), who were these Victorian-looking Black Cross people with hankies stuffed into their sleeves, all lined up along the side of the building sitting crosslegged. They looked moist sitting out there in the full moonlight, like they were getting a moonburn under all that sweat. Josh threw a branch at them and that started them screaming at us, all charming-like, about how sexy communism is. They jumped up, raised cold little fists, and surrounded us with sheaves of grubby newsletters on the sidewalk. “Listen, skip — it’s fucking May Day.” The ringleader banged on the window with every emphatic phrase, his breath making empty speech bubbles. “Commies from all corners of the globe, wielding scythes in fields, pushing rivets into steel cargo barges are calling us to the table. It’s our time to sniff the gruel of class war!” The ringleader read, “Commies have never been so hot, what with the caps and boots and aprons sheathing their outpouring of earthy laughter. Aprons smeared with the serum of technical innovation, littered with the hairs of chimps projected into space to gather samples of Mars dust for the fabrication of vitamin powder for Red infants. They will grow up to use their soulful, big eyes to reverse the course of enemy tanks.” Hey hey hey hey he barked, shoving flyers at us. “This is full commitment! Join us, swaddled in cloth woven from the loom of resistance. Our hair is like wheat. Papa Karl! State-sponsored violins play for you. The warm embrace of your beard has never seemed so inviting, it’s a specter haunting my conflicted gut!!!” Seth, Knowles, Josh, Murph, and I stifled our giggles (except Murph — he was really upset!) as we hopped into their stolen school van for a ride to an abandoned gas station. There, in this big busted garage, some fat motherfucker was up on stage with a bloody microphone and a blue tarp wadded up next to the drum riser. The crusty Anarchos started screaming at some other kids at the door. They all jumped on each other in a pile which seemed that much more chaotic because it was extremely loud in there. I coughed but I couldn’t be sure it was real cuz I couldn’t hear it. Blood gathered on the linoleum at the bottom of the pile. Dirt filled the air and beer seeped in under the windowsills. The guy on stage was bleeding too and it came off in damp sheets when he sweated out of the top of his head. He looked out into the audience with a brown sweaty stare and barked, “Ow! Hey, my body is the rock ’n roll temple; my flesh, blood, and body fluids are a communion to the people,” before smashing the mic into his clenched jaw and hopping into the drum kit. Yeeyah… He mashed broken glass into his doughy gut — my skin is like paper! He threw shit and glass out into the audience — “My rock ’n roll is not to entertain, but to annihilate” — all around us people started screaming out their names. Epithets and quotations sprung up out of the ground and crashed into each other in the air as if we were in the cemetery and all the words on the tombstones had suddenly sprung loose. Weeds and bramble lay tangled in a mess on the floor —


“My mind is a machine gun, my body is the bullets, and the audience is the target!” —


“My lifestyle pretty much consists of what you see: I got a pair of pants, one jacket, a shirt; whatever can fit into a paper bag. I’m the type of person who has to be able to get out of town quick,” one said.


“I got a wild soul that’s too confined in this life,” another said. The fat motherfucker lay down and sang the next three songs in a semi-conscious state.


Seth and I left and went to a nearby convenience store. “What would happen if a girl tried to cut herself onstage?”


“The crowd would go crazy — they would try to stop her.”


We walk outside to where it had started to rain. What if she killed herself on stage?


 

 

We can no longer pass over bridges, only under them. The clerk behind the register was obviously wearing a wig and a large fake beard. I guess if you’re on the run you still have to make a paycheck.


We tried to rob him. He grew frustrated and threw down his disguise. “We’re not your enemies — we’re just like you! I don’t give a shit about this place. I’m just as predisposed to pulling some kind of crap like this on my own. And I do! I don’t give a fuck. I tell my friends to pull up to the back and say ‘Load it up with whatever the fuck you want.’ Just the other day I stole from the 7-Eleven up on Lancaster. Don’t give a fuck!”


“Fuck you, man. Just keep talking. You hate me and I hate you.”


Poised, coffee in hand. The world at large can go fuck itself… coffee fills my mind with thoughts of escape. A scattering of dead leaves loosened their way to the ground with the memory of one day last fall as I sat out in front of a flattened patch of ivy and hay where our trailer used to be hitched on the outskirts of Eugene, deep in the forest. I had already lived there with Seth for a few months, surviving off crumpled tins of white noodles, doggy bags he brought me from the restaurant. It seemed like whenever I came back home I would find him fucking around with the trailer — trying to patch holes or hook up some hose or other — until that one day when I walked up and the trailer was just gone. All I came upon was some vaguely reminiscent place in the woods. Some dude several yards up the gravel road approaching me with a huge sleepy hound dog on a chain, yelling at me to get away and then starting to chase me. I ran away with one last noodle in my mouth like a bird. The next thing I recalled was waking up in a strange man’s bed, maybe in the morning, with that smell that had taken over my life, like coffee burning on the stove. A sudden realization from far away shook me even more. From the window I watched a small, sharp-jointed day laborer pick a spot in front of Big Creek Lumber. I heard a man stirring and waking up next to me, nightmares causing his jerky fitfulness. I could dream his dream too, if I chose, complete with his perspective on the kids he knew who were fed up with the county system, kids in tight, smelly jeans and monkey boots who were delivered to his house on a weekly basis. One kid came back early in the morning with bruises from this killing. To our surprise there would be an article on him in the newspaper, a story about some guy who picked him up for work but actually took him up to live with the old dude’s secret family, a bunch of children fending for themselves up in the hills. But before the cops knew the whole story they had found a body at a storage facility next to the freeway. The trucker, who had lay there without help for so long he died of his wounds. Later the kids stupidly tried to beat their way through a room of caseworkers. They had got a pretty fucked idea of what they were up against so all anyone would admit to was the story about one kid throwing a handful of gravel in a guy’s face and the rest of them running for it.


It was as if Angel Father had visited me in the night with a reminder of my role that left me feeling hot, swollen with the crawling nausea of an all-over mosquito bite. I feared I would soon begin to rot. That spurred me on, all right.


 

 

Early one morning I sat at the edge of a truck bed in a maintenance yard in some green camo sunglasses I got at a Halloween store. Seth said stop clomping your feet against the bumper, “It’s making me crazy.” Instead we walked on the train tracks leaving a trail of beer cans and sweaty footprints. I sat outside and smoked while Seth bought a car for fifty dollars at a police auction. We drove back to the camp in this piece of shit Chevy Celebrity. He kept saying 50 bucks, 50 bucks, and all this bullshit about it only having 48,000 miles on it despite it being 18 years old. Nobody’s fuckin buying it but at the same time most were slowly crawling inside to go to sleep.


Rummaging around in the trunk Seth clicked into his Bird Mind. This whole car thing has made him more Bird than usual. He could be overwhelmed but also fuckin ruffled like an uptight parakeet. It starts when he gets a crazy gleam in his eye, they half-close like he’s going to sleep but instead he goes into a neurotic trance. That night while sitting on the hood of the car Seth pointed to his chest, “You can get away with anything if you’re wearing an apron.” He was very convincing because “it’s a proven fact,” people wearing aprons of regulation colors like red, blue, or green are beyond suspicion when walking up to a store, for example, and taking off with a couple plants or a case of water bottles. “Think about it: go to an elementary school, hang around the hallways in your apron. Did anybody care? Go to a motel, take all the brochures from the front desk, nod to the office person and leave. If there’s trouble, point to the apron and bail. See a golf cart? Jump in cuz you’re wearing an apron. Go to a busy intersection, put black bags over the parking meters, paint the curb white — no one will stop you cuz you’re wearing an apron.” He ran up to the Safeway entrance and came back with armfuls of flowering plants. He put some in the back seat of the Celebrity, others he just left on the hood. It was a repossessed car, in police storage for 16 years. The only residue of humanity was a heavy metal tape I found in the glove box. We drove it for three days then the alternator went. We left it in the Safeway parking lot after it wouldn’t start again and I use it to crash in when I’m tired.


Our town is doomed. We’re just hanging out waiting till it turns into the next thing, then we’ll go to sleep. Just build your shit around us, we’ll only go out at night anyway… The town slipped in and out of consciousness, depending on where you went. All the little twigs scraped at the ground like lace fans spread at the sun.


 

 

I was down wading around in the creek washing my dishes when a lady ghost walked around the corner of some musky foliage, a kind of rough police sketch version of Kim, effervescent and fibrous, like the most exquisite Christmas tinsel. She appeared to walk down to the creek to meet me but then she fell into a hole, or fissure, into some kind of unexplained absence in front of me. It could have been that she stooped down into this hiding place on purpose — to be looked for, discovered — but she never emerged, striking the coyness of that kind of gesture. By the time I got back to the trailer a neighbor cat had stationed itself on a rough-hewn piece of scrap wood next to the door, sitting upright in that wedge-like way on a section of beam the size of a suitcase, waiting for me, staring straight ahead like a sentry. I picked it up and put it on the ground in front of me because something about the tidiness of that stance bothered me. With low broken squeaks the kitty cat passed itself back and forth across my bare legs, its tail sticking to the cold, wet skin. I had a feeling that Kim once had occupied my trailer, hanging thick and low like propane hemmed in by the bowed enamel walls. It’s a small town, so there’s the coincidental inevitability of that, but then again I just always knew she had lived there before me. I felt her resting her tired bones here, in my bed, a toxic plume of smoke that comforted me a great deal. The air swirling around above me while I slept spoke to the dreadful circumstances surrounding her disappearance. I read her all over that small space as there had been one night months ago when her man hoisted her out of the tiny shower stall and, in one sweeping motion that spoke to the concentrated size and locus of energy of their trailer, carried her to the converted bed. He set her down still damp on the sheets and she immediately fused with every drop that remained. Here every pore was sealed, her body swollen with moisture, but he found one at the center of her being and began working it with his cock until it defined a furrow, then sank into an ecstatic inroad and he too fused with the girl, being satisfied to simply hold himself suspended in this pore — afraid he might dissolve at once completely into her, her force was so great. Her spell… how sticky and elusive at times like these, when she was neither awake nor asleep but in some otherworldly place of toxic splendor he’d never know, being left to deduce its mystery from the slight, forceful sounds she made as he prodded at her site of controversy… I was told that while I was passed out, Seth, Knowles, and Josh carried me over to a trough in the ground at the edge of a junkyard and placed me next to a bloodied bus driver who was also passed out. I unfolded myself from the mazelike dream, waking with a shallow pulse crossing my forehead, eclipsing my view. The rest were several feet off drinking and screwing around. They turned and each knelt down to where the bus driver was lying unconscious and sucked a hole in his neck; but instead of blood, Robitussin came out. After they had their fill Seth waltzed over to me in the fog and kissed me but instead of love, Robitussin came out. Knowles, Murph, and Josh laced their hands together and hoisted the bus driver up onto an awning, out of sight, but the force of his lame twitching caused his body to fall down and roll off into an embankment by the freeway. The rain, coming down even harder now, begins to eat away at these remains, sealing the ports where they had sucked, filling and widening into gaping craters of fluid. I stood up some hours later and found Josh lolling around on the sidewalk, but when I went to help him stand up my foot went into a patch of mud and matted hair and I couldn’t wrest it free. I bent low to scoop away the obstacle but I fell in the process and soon discovered I was under a series of beams, in a basement perhaps, stacked with sacks of flour. I tried to stand but had worked my way only deeper and deeper into the pile. I pushed through the cardboard wall and then crawled from a door at the end of the hallway out into a lot behind the shopping center where the others had reconvened. I couldn’t tell if I was screaming it or miming it but I recall asking if they had bothered to look for me while I was gone before picking a fight with one of them — Was it Knowles? — for “trying to unbutton my shirt without my say-so,” but instead I only clawed lamely at his face. I noticed a half-eaten bag of chips on the ground and when I stooped down to pick it up it appeared to emit a low hushed tone like a shell. I gradually became aware of blood and flecks of skin under my fingernails Knowles, damn it, I’m sorry but when I turned around he was cowered over in a fit of sobbing and screaming. Suddenly, one by one, tiny bloody scratches popped up on my skin all over, as if carved out from the inside. I clasped a hand to each in turn, but more crept up in shiny black beads in its wake. Devour him back Kim sobs, and I’m wrenched awake. I open my eyes in the afternoon. It’s hot, which gives me the grey brain of a hangover. I see that the cat’s been sneaking around under the stairs because it came back with dust balls on its eyebrow whiskers. All these boys with their handmade clothes! Why they insisted on sewing their own pants I’d never know. They zipped everything up so tight — everything was sutured to their bodies, collars and cuffs sealed against the cold night. They locked everything up, packed themselves away, buckled up their cocks where only they could unlock. They mended their boots with tape, as boys like them had always done. They sealed the seam between their boots and the hem of their pants. Nothing’s going to hang over and snag on some piece of razor-wire or chain link fence. No guard dog is going to hook his claw in there… Mysterious pants-making guys, these forest soldiers — male and a couple of female ones too — with shanks hidden all up and down their bodies. Always sitting low and close to the ground, always crouching down below the windows of supermarkets or 7-Elevens or diners. Their freckles and clear eyelashes made them even more exotic, like red warriors — fetish objects who breathed and stole. Their utility bodies hid blades that came out of nowhere. They could fold their bodies into impossible shapes to fit up into the crevices they’d staked out in a squat, where they lived on bags of chips they’d stapled to the wall, on soup made of pond water and lily pads. Others slept all folded around each other in a nest of ground-scored clothes and dreamed one collective dream. Morning came and I found them once again perching on low items of refuse, on a towel or a pizza box. Their hands in paper bags or dipping into a cupped palm a few sunflower seeds; sitting on their boots staring at the sun through a crack in the clouds — wondering if it was going to come out today. Sniffing at the air. Sweat smearing like a dark logo down the fronts of their shirts — the only logos in the camp… I surfaced at a senior center pancake breakfast where the server-to-guest ratio was wildly in my favor. It was basically five grandmas waiting on me, all poking at my plate, pressuring me into finishing the first pile of grilled dough so they could heap it on all over again. Meanwhile one played the piano in the corner and others circulated around with trays of Dixie cups filled with colorful old-people juices: tomato, grapefruit, pineapple… Looking outside chemical-smeared glass I peered out into the street at some vagrants. They didn’t see me watching them the whole time. The opposite is looking at old photographs. I always thought old pictures of pets are some of the strangest things. Long dead animals appear oddly tainted by time, maybe because they’re so set aside from it. It’s the unspeakable pull of those glassy eyes, that jolt between two worlds so familiar with the pin-prick of only half recognition. I wondered about old pets and their manners, how their dispositions had been shaped by the sensibilities of the day. My mind wrestled with the image of pioneers flogging their animals but I knew this couldn’t really be all there was to it, and tried to shake it clear.


 

 

Down by the creek there’s a small town by the name of Irondale, a single lane of highway tacked down right in the middle of a lush forest wilderness the likes of which would do Marty Stouffer proud. I found the rest of my hobo buddies camped out among a few modest houses and sheds situated on a dozen acres littered with mobile home trailers and smelly Meth accoutrements , a display resplendent of the region’s claim to fame in the local papers: seedy clusters of mutant skinless stripped-bare mobile home trailers. This was one of the famous Meth squats of Irondale, a real mustache on the face of depravity. The Jefferson County Leader routinely sent out reporters to lurk behind some crap-filled bathtub, taking notes. More than one soul had been absorbed. Irondale stood as a living monument to Meth dudes who had casually reached a level of ingenuity whereby — after selling the metal siding off their trailers for scrap — they found themselves with nothing left to practice tagging on, so they put the word out, soliciting others to haul in something to fill the void. A yard full of wrecked shit fulfills many needs, doubling as shelter, jewelry, target practice, and…? Some neighbors were once baffled to see a Meth squatter hauling a boat filled with garbage on a trailer with no wheels. When the trailer couldn’t be coaxed into going any further it was unceremoniously abandoned out in the middle of the road, which even by Meth squat standards is pretty resourceful. The garbage that actually did make it onto the property was cast off behind some trees, or used to prop up one of the corners of the skinless trailer, or else dragged off by wild animals for use in their own squats. Very little could grow on Meth squat land and what did was burned down. Massive jamborees were held around giant cauldrons of altered medicine that bubbled delectably away at the fire. Fizzle… hisss… Sick with the indulgent atmosphere we hopped a train to Portland a few days later and in the middle of loitering here and there we happened upon a free show at the teen center. It seemed like the same bag of bagels was following us all over town. The show was put together by friends of those riot grrrls Josh and Knowles picked up in Olympia last month, the book-smart ones with sour old letterman jackets. The door was open to all walks of life: panhandlers, veterans, Vag Warriors. Pamphlets were piled next to uneven glances at the door. We paused underneath a sign proclaiming “Ladies! Chart Your Mucus!” over a crude pictogram showing four skirted stick figures dancing in an agrarian netherworld of crosshatched crops. Murph wrinkled his nose, “Too much information!” A woman in a paisley vest came up behind them. “Bite the apple, babe,” she said, not stopping as she walked by. “Ooh, seeecret knowledge,” Josh hissed. Too much info, too much info they chanted in unison.


Those two riot grrrls weren’t even there but their friend’s band, Touch Boob was. (About Touch Boob: Totally chilling all the time up in Tumwater, they spoke often of life “in the middle of [their] new magical, mysterious, mind-blowing bio-dome. It’s full of various independent stoner-friendly ecosystems. Some are jungle habitats, [others are] enchanted forests filled with endangered mythical beasts and/or creatures… we smoke weed.”) They sucked and it looked like it was going to be a long, tedious evening, so we poked around in the storage rooms in the rear of the hall, filling our pockets with small stuff that caught our eye, only to return to see a band called the Slaves in pressed street clothes, sticky blooms of sweat heaving, gobbling at the air cuz they could barely breathe. The singer was all laid out on a giant platter at the base of the stage. It was clear that something strange was going on. Sure they were from the same school of overcompensating, guilt-tinged showmanship as the DC scene, where efforts to make a safe haven turned rock shows into public displays of group ecstasy, but something bright and adorable shone in their eyes. When he looked down at me I felt sure I was not returning the gaze to anything alive. He seemed shut down for the duration, and that made it okay okay to do or say or think all sorts of strange things.


All the girls piled up in front of the stage to face the spectacular god of rock presenting himself like a stuffed, glory-basted offering in front of them. They hit him and kissed him and toyed with his cock and balls. After the band finished their set, in a silence like death, drenched in sweat he finally lay: on the floor, on whatever, lay pretty much passed out while the girls did whatever they wanted to do to him; he was a passive observer to his own evisceration, spread before a haunted, hunted clutch of demon pervs, girlvert witches. They just dug in. Took his shorts off, had sex with every part of him, whatever. He “slept” through it, locked in a post-gig trance, his body a human sweat lodge fueled by self-pity. Numb to all the voices but his own, the pounding in his head, stained voices of headache after headache. He had beaten so many, pummeled them with his fists: “You wanted me, this is me,” he said… The riot grrrls ran around yanking down banners and sweaty shit, chanting I see a punk club, he sees a strip bar! over and over again. Okay okay, I understand that the stage can be a very strange place to be a girl. I thought originally that this is what men talked about when they waded around with that stabby-serene look at the girls on stage with no clothes on. I will never be able to get my mind around strippers and their kind — they are intangible beings. But if you’re not, if you’re a boy up there on stage rocking out, well then I might perv out on you. Don’t be scared it doesn’t hurt. It’s just me looking, eyes as big as dinner plates… I see a punk club and I see a strip bar. (Rock ’n roll is stripping for girls; DUH! it’s the secret history of rock.) Take for instance: Seth and I are not even at the same show right now. He has no clue. I want to grab him and point and yell, “Look at what’s happening all around you!” Look at her eyes bugging out of her head as she gazes upon the moistened god of war onstage, in full attack mode! (no jangly bullshit) She’s begging him with her eyes! She’s perving out on him with the dead face of the preacher afraid of looking possessed, or of the con man who can’t give it all away…


A couple girls with college accents are doing a research project about local gangs of bloodsucking delinquents. The next day they came out to our camp and talked to Knowles and Josh, then seduced them. Ahh they’re a dying breed. Not many girls out there anymore who wear big shirts with stretchy skirts, boots and a bob, barrettes; eyes crossed like a Burmese cat. Their politics are evaporating faster now that the wind is blowing so much, and the day will come soon when they’ll end up mere rockabilly chicks, their obsessions waning into topics of mall shoplifting, puberty, teen cliques, high school, guns, male criminals, whores, and ’60s French pop. But they remain very resourceful, and like us, will create what they want if it’s not already there. They have their organized shit together, unlike us. We’re just DIY perverts. DIY dirt, DIY death. We do it ourselves oh yes. Seth put my shoes back together with tape. We make do with slipping into unlocked cars, motel stationary, and eating off open plates at the mall foodcourt. We circle around the fire perched on abandoned furniture, or other objects found on the street. Scrounged is better than bought. Sponging is better than working. Our hands are frozen in scooping gestures and our pockets are just big flaps, permanently stretched out by being filled and emptied so many times. Most nights our campfires looked like a crap convention. It’s dumb but it’s true. A huge cardboard cutout of a beer cheer-leader in a cowboy hat had been creased and “seated” in the Best Comfort Chair by either Knowles or Josh. I said, I’m throwing her into the fuckin fire! and sat down.


“You see,” Josh settled into a bag of pumpkin seeds, “the East doesn’t really exist. Austin is almost already as far as it goes for us. San Luis is pushing it to the South. All those awkward jackassholes in New Jersey just seem so fuckin corny. I don’t know how else to put it. Theirs is the land of dorks.” The Other Washington was the only Eastern place they were willing to acknowledge. DC was okay. The scene there set off a firestorm of humorless, stageless hardcore acts that popped up across the country, where sometimes the stage was just the patch of floor where a band played, surrounded by all kinds of kids freaking politically. In these cases, instead of feeling like I was on their level, I always felt like I was looking down over the proceedings, watching the events unfold and therefore sanctifying it like witnessing a birth or a live sex act. Always overlooking. Always occurring underneath my gaze.


Josh and Knowles sat and debated the proper direction of the lucky horseshoe. One said it went like a U so that all the good luck would collect inside.


“But if it were the other way, luck would still collect in it,” the other one said.


“What do you mean?”


“Luck could come from below…”


He scoffed. “Good luck comes from Hell — ”


 

 

At the Black Bear Evangele had set up shop in the corner booth. He parked his cart in the aisle and the restaurant went down eight notches on the classiness scale. He laughed wildly to punctuate every casual remark but nothing was actually funny. He opened the small nondescript paperback book he had with him to reveal intense numerological calculations filling the margins, often obscuring the very words his figures were meant to expound upon. I heaved a giant sigh of relief: he was just a crazy fucker, a manic jackass and it wasn’t just me… Across his table were arranged, painstakingly in neat piles: three rolls of masking tape, two lighters, various ripped-in-half cigarettes, empty cigarette packages both foreign and domestic, multiple piles of two quarters, a banana, two jackets, newspapers, and some leaves. Evangele mind you, was up at the counter spinning around in his chair to the tune of “Oh Sherrie,” which he had playing on his boom box. If only the other guests knew he had infiltrated their little private club… his eyes raced to all of the sets of keys sitting on their tables next to plates of breakfast. His eyes stared at the keys for so long he saw them in his hands. All these people sitting there eating and talking didn’t even realize: he would be sitting comfortably in their Jacuzzi tubs with two redheads by dawn — of that he could be sure. He scribbled some lyrics on a receipt paper and passed it to a woman seated next to him. She slapped his face and stared hotly out the window… Shop dust has formed a protective coating on an old bucket of coffee on the floor of a 7-Eleven. The coffee is getting thicker and thicker, leathery and rare. Seth didn’t see me watching him like a lech as he climbed down a handful of stairs to the parking lot, his legs buckling out of starvation as he lowered his way down. I looked upon this fragile display lustily, and with perverted curiosity. I was drunk enough to fuck some way no two people had ever fucked before. Problem was, we couldn’t even stay awake, being out of our minds in the reek of DM syrup fumes, falling all over each other. I decided to take a nap in the bathtub. Sitting in the middle of all this steam I noticed pieces of flesh sloughing off in great grey sheets, plunging into sticky bathwater, each dissolving into a layer of ash on the surface of the anonymous liquid. Spelling ominous secrets.


Shortly before running away Kim brought home two puppies she bought out in front of the grocery store. They went nuts at our house and ate our stepdad’s slippers and peed on our paperwork from the county office. He sent them to a shelter where one was put to sleep and the other went to live with a woman in Eugene. The dead one was dying anyway, and had a series of shots to finish him up. Our stepdad was the head of our house mom like Jesus was the head of the church, “This is not a matter of dominance; it is a matter of love.” Kim danced in circles on the kitchen floor; she said, “I’ll play this song till I can’t take any more.” As for her friends Rick, Ronnie, Peetie — that whole other gang of slutty teenage hobo junkies — all those guys came from bad homes. They’d had enough and they ran away. They pissed off cops with their screw you attitude and fucked up bodies, got beat up too many times for being fuckup transient whores. They got holes in their throats from spewing bile in the general direction of city limits. Peetie had a patchy flat top and a tattoo that said JÅCKE OFF + DIE in block letters and wore the same brown t-shirt every day with the sleeves rolled all the way up. He used to look normal, his cheeks were filled out in well-fed youth, his teeth used to be straight, but several months on the road and all the drugs and stuff had made him totally skinny, leathery skinny. More like a cart horse that got whipped all day. At our foster house jars of half-formed houseplants sat along every horizontal surface. Some were just collections of sprigs of green threads — weeds really — in cups of water. How do they do that, grow a little plant in a cup of water? Orange roots twisted around in the murky glass. I thought I saw one twitch and send up a line of bubbles, but no… Other plants looking like paper mâché wings dipped in slime rested on pieces of cardboard on the floor. Those ones were actually rooted in dirt. Flat green flaps of shell on a stick. I’ll water it in a little bit and it will gurgle at me for more till all the mites living in its soil have scrambled up its stalk for safety. The safety of mites? Did I just care about that? Kim folded the cat’s ears back like felt-covered leaves. She was surprised how perfectly they seemed to fold into little compact darts. They look better this way, she said. She remembered folding her dog’s ears down and back so the skin side was showing. She used to say that it was his hairdo… “Wait a minute,” Kim said, sitting in her darkened bedroom with Rick in the afternoon, “Just cuz you bought me a video doesn’t mean I have to put out. Anyway, we’re friends.” She had just finished saying this when he snuck back up into her face and for a second she felt sure it was going to happen: First Contact. She bristled as he moved in for the kiss. Sharply she pulled away. “Fuck man, your breath smells like a taxidermist’s workbench — ”His face reminded her of many she had seen who came to Oregon to die. There was pathos in Rick. He was dark and squirrelly. Shy and eager to please, untrained and raw. Needful… Kim couldn’t get him to stop shifting around like a dog smoothing out a place to sleep. Problem was, sleep proved elusive those days. They would have to lessen their death-grip on speed/consciousness/life for that one…


 

 

One summer I caught an evil little pet. I caged it but it ditched me. No problem. After it left me I made it do my bidding from afar. Now I have remote control over its doings, ties I hitched over endless indelible months of putrid wandering. Walking lost, my body boiling like water until all the thoughts in my head just evaporate. The swath of vapor in the sky infects your lungs and forces me into bubbles in your brain with every predictable breath. That summer I was a teenage carnivore. On hot nights I dug up little things here and there that I found buried in holes. Creeping around under steel overpasses downtown I lived with my eyes to the ground, struck by how many gutter punks, panhandlers, dumpster divers, gakkers, vagrants, and romantic tramps would never even fuckin get it: the fact that we have to dig for stuff we don’t understand cuz we live in a past we don’t understand. I found a videotape in among some other stuff. It was of some kids partying in an apartment. They were all high on speed, tattooing each other while the girl held her cat to her chest, drunk, lying down on her living room floor. She looked absently at what was going on around her, a bit bewildered perhaps but casually luxuriating in her drunken nonchalance. She flipped through religious pamphlets in the dark. I identified with that girl on the tape, her predicament leapt right out at me from her crooked mouth. She looked at me but her bangs hid it all.


 

 

Passing by the Anarcho-squats between Salem and Eugene I couldn’t help but absorb the longing of all the people lodged in every conceivable corner, suctioned into seams in the rafters. Their overwhelming sense of self-satisfaction warming the whole cavernous space like a great growling pot-bellied stove. They read to each other by the light of a bare bulb burning on the side of an adjacent building. The room glowed brown with the dim orange light. Their bodies were wrapped and bound like cheeses and, as it happened, their skins looked and felt like a salt-basted exquisite cheese because they never left the brown light. They had money — why didn’t they use it?… Thoughts of escape were suspiciously absent. They enmeshed themselves snakelike with others in proximity and groped long and poignantly, their minds jogging through the detailed process of making bombs out of ordinary household materials. Longing to be true fugitives, for true disaster to strike; they wanted to scrape crumbs off the floors of cops and judges and county supervisors’ homes, to gurgle their tap water after the inhabitants have torn themselves strangled and conflicted from this world. With great effort they pre-wrote suicide notes for each of the prominent robots they had scheduled to die. Cops had no clue, no intelligence on them. This was strictly a subliminal war, fought behind the eyes drowning in blood, scoring flesh with acid, sputtering out of a bubbling vat of gruel on the stove. They shared one giant body. It was hungry all the time because it was just a baby.


In the diner a few of them sat there and distracted the server while others dove into the back and stuffed their pants with dinner bread. “You pieces of rat shit,” we said to them, “this isn’t Europe, you know!” Anarchists! Never a surprise there. “Look at them groping each other under the table. You’d think they were conducting a symphony down there — ”Josh stood and threw a cup of ice in their general direction, “Thatch my roof, asshole! Turn my bucolic windmill!” Now it was getting redundant, “Strangle me with your extra long eyelashes! With your high quality beer and cigarettes — !”


Rising before dawn we went out to some yard sales in town and the people looked at us like we were friggin nuts, but it was all the other people who were drunk and falling all over their stupid shit piled in their front yard. I’m like, dude, stop spilling your beer on me and get away from me with your shitty beach-ball… It’s a little like shopping on another planet. The scene is populated with a whole subterranean world of people, most disproportionately single middle-aged men with grizzled beards, Hawaiian shirts, and windowless vans, who make a meager living buying repossessed storage units at auctions, then selling the wares at swap meets. They live fast and loose, existing parenthetically to mass society, usually buried in much of the crap they are trying to sell but haven’t been able to. They’re a dying breed. Their lives are full of shit and mystery and intrigue, with few redeeming qualities, personality-wise. We discovered evidence of human activity from a long time ago at a limekiln in the woods that had been abandoned 175 years ago. We sensed that horrible tragedies were inflicted at this site. Maybe a killer hid out. Maybe a guy was chained to a bed in the 1910s. Maybe a family of desperate teens in the Depression starved to death in the creek. We followed the tiny fossilized footprints of history’s small adults — the marks of a past race of dapper children, animal children with no decipherable language. We found a shoe, a man’s fossilized cigarette butt, a cat skeleton. Excavating, digging around I began to find objects both strange and familiar, telepathically guided by horrific artifacts projecting a tone from feet below. And I can’t help but think of all the other stuff that’s lying in wait in storage units all over the country. Panting, sweat beading up on their Mylar shells, waiting for the door of their enclosure to open up and let that strange light in. All over the country storage containers sat full and silent on the ground. Alone in the dark; issuing forth negative energy, the kind only stored objects can bring out. Throbbing in the dark.


When we got to the check cashing place it was almost three a.m. and the place was empty. Then we noticed a pair of eyes peering over the counter. The guy who worked there, I guess, but it seemed strange, like he was doing something back there. We walked up and noticed that he was crouching but that he was only four feet tall anyway. He stared at us and made pained wincing noises, as if for him breathing was something both precious and jagged. He looked like Evangele, except his skin was grey with spots and his hair looked like it was on backward. When he started talking it was like someone had pressed his button. A voice came out of a crack in the check cashing counter. “The Aspirin Man: His Story,” he announced.


“What?” Josh said.


“I’ve been waiting, you know — ”


“Can I have cigarettes?”


“Come a little bit closer so you can hear better. Lend me your ears, children.”


“Somebody turn him off, seriously.”


“You kids on the run? I was too when I was your age.” We didn’t answer, and yet he continued, “It’s rough in the trenches. I won’t deny that, but it’s no bed of roses here either!… You boys have been wounded? That’s fine, but I’m absolutely destroyed. For two years I’ve been on night duty. Do you know what that means? Exhausted! Worn to a frazzle! Oh my God!” He spoke so loud, like he was shouting over a black river at us on the other side: “At night I nap lightly at the end of a drawbridge under a box of industrial-strength Anacin tablets. The situation behind supermarkets is desperate, with all sorts of desperate people, desperate animals, and desperate things sniffing around the other side of the drawbridge. The opening in the building is exactly the same size as the truck that comes to leave its food inside. It pulls up and all the goods can roll off into the giant storeroom. But before the truck can pull up there’s the drawbridge, and that’s where I come in. I’m the lever-puller, the switch-thrower.”


After a silence where he even closed his eyes, he continued, “Industrial strength Anacin keeps me going. I have no use for the food that comes off of these trucks. No need for anything else to animate me — just that sour white ore pulverizing my limbs… My stomach hardened into a big white rock a long time ago. My eyes are two ping-pong balls filled up with sand, tap water runs through my veins — but my hand is still wrapped around that switch, ready to pull. I am the chiseled switch-throwing Anacin Man; pass by me and reach the warehouse of your dreams! My bed is made up in the destroyed cab of a Mack truck — that deadly incubator of mustachioed evil. Upholstered in lizard skin, sugared water glass, an enlarged growth where the steering wheel had been… I puff myself up and settle into a palette of cotton swabs in the back and watch a little TV set I have in there, licking my paws and wetting my ears as I watch my little TV set and dream Anacin dreams of white deer circled by moons as big as the sky itself.”


Outside the convenience store, at a spot in the sky, blacker than a storm winding its way through heaven, was a crack in the clouds. My eyes filterless, I watched the ribbon that wound and curled inertly in the twilight. Late at night I got lost inside… I remember sitting in the kitchen with Kim and she turned to me slowly and said cryptically, I can feel the wind that’s starting at the center of this house!… it’s turning and turning and turning, kicking up a wild frenzy. It’s turning and whipping around, turning me into something that I always wanted to be — my organs are crystallizing into gems. She sat straight up, staring at the wall behind me. I said Kim, Do you feel the ESP? Is it coming for you? She answered Yes, I feel it —


Do you feel the storm too?


And I said No. I can’t.


She always seemed kind of embryonic. Reverting back to some liminal state launched into motion when she left the house, as if the building itself was keeping her on an upward path, evolving into a real person. Running away she seemed to just start sliding back down. She fell and collapsed at the bottom of the food chain somewhere in the spring… In this secret room with no doors there is a golden wilderness, where everything is priceless and wild. I coveted a scrap of bone said to be from the Donner Party, incinerated with marks of butchery visible to the naked eye. Other pieces turned up in the dirt along the way. Pieces I couldn’t quite place: bits of china, a petrified crust of bread, dice, a wad of Scotch tape folded into a flattened ice cube. Other objects that weren’t recognizable but still clanked around in my pocket, bits of wood, glass. Taken together they were my Locating Deck. I jiggled and threw it out onto the table and read it. The lost pieces led me like a ghost guide through the forest and through towns and through parts of towns that reeked of death and fresh, urgent things I couldn’t put my finger on.


 

 

I knelt down to where a patch of clover stood against a moist retaining wall. Father son holy ghost I said as if I knew and tapped each nodule on the clover’s head. I grew feverish at the thought of tearing one of the leaves in half, making four leaves, as if sinking into a realization of what that meant for the first time. Connecting the four leaves with the stem, and the dreaded five-point cross — the pentagram — popped out. What did that mean? I drew sketches in my mind of each possibility and its number. I thought of the little bag of bones resting these long winter days and nights in my apron pocket. I counted them out and muttered the names and origins of each as I wound my way around the dirt paths this side of the Northwest Rainforest. I dreamed of wheat. Bushels of large well-kempt tubes of flaky stalks. Strange, because I had never felt or been in any proximity to wheat and wondered why I would dream about a grain of cosmic significance. I saw little brown birds shaking at the ends of long tufted heads of wheat. Were they one and the same? A rustle of feathers hewn by the scythe; a pulpy bushel of flaky stalks?… Please stand clear of the lady’s shadow I heard out of the corner of my sight, and awoke. So the wheat was a person then? A human mother? Angel lady come to save me? Late at night at my old family living room I woke up and sat in the middle of the couch. Plastic dust rose off the hairy blue carpet like a quiet and perilous vapor. The cat rooted around under a blanket until it found some lost remnants of old food on the floor, maybe nothing more than a salty patch from who knows what source. Against what I would have considered to be an animal’s best judgment he licked at that spot on the floor for a long time. I pulled him away with his tongue still stuck halfway out of his mouth. But cats don’t really have mouths; they have what’s more like a compact little salty bear trap. Outside it was brighter, orange street lamps banishing all life on the street below. The spotlights’ hard beams fastening down a deadness out of the dead of night. I found myself outside, towering over the worms that turned up this time of night on the street, unaware of their fate at the hands of a daylight world they didn’t own. I began to feel some measure of guilt for not cluing them in. They’ll just fry like the rest when the sun comes up, like all the worms of history; they shouldn’t be any different. And perhaps they would come to know this site intimately after all. By being sizzled into the surface the worms would become it, in a way, like nothing else could. I stared at nothing in particular and felt my eyeballs boring holes through their soft pale skin. Do they deserve this? I walked up to the rainwater barrel behind the neighbors’. I steeped an unrefined tea out of assorted blooms, sticks, and pebbles surrounding one of the gravesites on the hill. I walked back down; an air of predictability pervaded the driveway; juices ran down in among fissures and pooled in dark reservoirs at street level. Microbes living on the little pebbles are supposed to make you psychic — if they don’t lock you into the static scaffolding of your own goddamn skeleton first.


Poor little girl, ran away for good; ran across a revolving path of gravel, concrete, and asphalt, in and out of towns and subdivisions, until on the fourth day she fell down near the county line. Happening upon a vacant mortgage office in a woodsy area she managed to creep inside, licking her wounds. There were other outlaws already inside and they immediately jumped on her with sedatives in hand. She was out of commission for a week after this incident, abandoned when the other kids caught a rail car out of town. No one found her for days afterward even though her feet were sticking out of a closet door, but she escaped again, wriggling out of a headlock and running down the street. Luckily, there was no shortage of vacant couches in the neighborhood. She chose one couch, probably the wrong one, because for a week she lay there without a sound. Bound up in this silent house she sensed that it had always stood there, surrounded by parking lots on all sides, electrically pulsing all like-minds into its thrall. Lying there, aware of human movements traced over walls, but no sound. It seemed that people were everywhere, shadows tickling and prodding at her sight. In this room there had never been day; the afternoon died with her capacity to throw up toxic vomit on cue to melt the door handle to escape. And what about these Night People who kept her captive for all this time? Who gave her nothing but fluids and straw; who ate away at her fingernails and caused the sun to rise and set on her at will? They kept whispering in her ear that “the middle of the night is inside,” but she could still barely hear it. Hibernationalists, they tried to take her down with them for the season, but her mind wouldn’t shut up, so fretfully it ticked the days away. Learning to become alchemists they returned one day with fluids for her, a sugarwater blend that had her lost for hours in a haunted crevice of the couch. One day, feeling like I was getting close, I edged cautiously around the corner in my mind. She spoke to me in a dream about some guy she met who unlocked her psychic potential to the extent that she was able to wrestle it out of where it lay to hand it over to me, emphatically adding that what I was looking for was buried “a little off the tracks in Salem.”


 

 

We walked to Cockbuster. Since the last time we’d been in there they moved all the videos to the far corner of the store, an obligatory gesture at sustaining what used to be the main goal of the enterprise. You guys suck! we cried, sifting through little white cases. I loaded up my pockets with snacks. The blue and yellow carpet reeked and the clerks all slept in the front. Half the store was dark so we hunkered down back there, crouching behind a display whenever cops shined their Maglites in the window. Murph ripped at the edge of the carpet and kept yanking on this flap and then we found initials carved in the cement floor underneath. I guess the initials were from the construction people who built this useless place… Suddenly we heard a cataclysmic shotgun blast and we stood up to see one of the clerks standing on top of the register with a broom in his hand swatting at something up on the mirrored ceiling. He kept swatting and banged out most of the other lights left in the place. They cranked up the Cockbuster stereo and howled and busted lights all over the place. “Get it! Get that fuckin thing!” What are they talking about? We wondered what the fuck those assholes were doing over there. “Ha ha!” The clerks screamed and swung, but we could barely hear them over the scraping sounds of what they had playing over the store’s sound system… At the basement rock show there was much discussion among the muddy Krishna Punx by the stairs about whether or not the cross was indeed a highly simplified glyph of two persons engaged in sexual intercourse. Other whispers around the venue speculated about whether or not tonight’s frontman would pull his cross out of his pants. And there was yet other chatter as to whether or not that even meant anything at all at this point. Did they not know that there was something missing from all of this? It nagged at me. The pangs of this particular lack whipped up the biggest, bloodiest crisis-froth, rising to the edges of the scene’s busted corpus. Or maybe it squirted out of the scene’s nose because it was laughing so hard. This is progress, I thought. They have won. Real-life has been successfully shackled and hogtied and displayed in the city plaza — as if this image itself hadn’t already been sufficiently tampered with. I just want it to be real — I’m ready to make it that way… And as I said these words the skuzzy vacuum sucker that spat blood all over my hair raised itself on its elbows, pulled out an extension cord, plugged up the hole where its belly button had been, popped 38 Excedrin, and quietly died.


I could see the writing on the wall. It wasn’t the ’90s. It wasn’t even the Pacific Northwest anymore. Something had come and swept that all away and I was left cooped up in a stinky sarcophagus dreaming of the place where I was born, feeling very sad because that place, too, had been gathered up and stuffed into the mouth of the world. I felt caught halfway through somebody’s poorly maintained digestive tract.


So many reasons just to sleep all the time. Just too many factors making drowsiness the posture of the day. Except for me it was real. It had to be otherwise our kind faced extinction more definitive than ever. What was I thinking? Everyone was so scared of dying that they covered themselves with skulls and choked themselves with talk about famous hobo murderers in an effort to charm it at bay. The truth was, The Fear had already slid down our throats and was waiting like a caustic seed to ignite a flame to burst its host skin from bone. I looked around. Their posturing toward real life was exhausting. Seemingly nothing was sacred — but everything was. People pretended to be sages and sported the long beards of the Russian clergy, or rattled the prayer stick and ate brined fruits like the Born-Agains they were. They were shamans and mystics except they weren’t. Quote marks covered their bodies like blackened rabbit bites, everyone was sick with it. It made me so tired. I just wanted to go somewhere else. The lack made me so sad because it was the death of everything I thought I knew, and it tasted bad. Chalky, the blood had dried weeks ago.


Tonight just before two it began pouring. We went to the supermarket, telling everyone to fuck off as we plowed into the backroom where we collectively passed out under a case of brown rum. I turned around and Murph was jacking off to his reflection in the mirror! Christ, have a little class! To add to the effect the little fucker was smoking a cigarette, one of those long, delicate ladies’ ones. He spat the cigarette out, Ha! FTW! as a small fire started in the corner. Knowles and Josh climbed up into the rafters of the stockroom, tearing at masses of plastic-wrapped packages of pantry items, rices, instant noodles. They emptied seasoning packets into their mouths, the powder turning to gravy in their stomachs. Knowles passed out up there too; Josh came back down and started rampaging around in the employee restroom. Don’t let me close, I will bite you, I will tear at you. I want to eat you! Head spinning, compulsively wringing at my sweatshirt to keep conscious, I was already soaked with beer from the night before; I started to gag violently and puked on Seth, bile blazing a trail to the rumpled pants at his feet. I fell out and away, rolling under a bread rack in the corner. Next thing I knew I was lying face down in the sand. I spat out several salty cigarette butts. I spent mornings taking the bus to the mall, lurking around the abandoned foodcourt in the early afternoon dead hour. Nights and nights spent sleeping folded high up in the orange steel racks of the Safeway storeroom. Now, from under a pile of seasoning packets, I plot my escape… I seek prey out of the endless night, fog shrouding my knives, my secrets. I will rummage around in your soul — don’t let me!


At the basement rock show: they’re stomping, crushing the green wet leaves into the floor. “It’s okay, don’t be sad,” said a voice out of the corner of the assembly. It was someone from the self-described “Hand Puppets of Jesus.” He fashioned his mitt into a big middle finger, “fuck off,” he burped, his teeth getting pointier… Making out in the midst of the deafening wheeze. Red-lit smoke lifted the room to exotic places. The Sorcerers were on stage and seemingly thousands of identical soldiers — all solidly bored — stared at the exit sign, scratching the mites in their sleeves. A pear-shaped boy/man sent his soggy voice wafting up to the air. Letting my eyes lose their focus there seemed to be something mechanical going on in the room — an allover texture of one large object twitching that could only be detected from a bird’s-eye view. More exhausting was the stench of rotting piles of berries and clover (four-leaf or bust) rotting in large baskets around the perimeter of the hall — potpourri meant to disguise the disgusting corporate agenda of the room. Knowles’ pockets were full of breath mints. He was just obsessed with mintiness and felt slightly flu-like as soon as the flavor subsided and normal breath returned. Between bands Josh made like he was grappling seductively at the air in front of him, said he was going to “fuck the music” as he gestured toward nothing in particular… But the music fucked us. Sure enough, fifteen minutes later, three long-haired motherfuckers with black straps got on stage and unleashed a metallic vitriol out of the depths of some kind of horrible prison somewhere. A gleam of Hell shone in their glass eyes. In the dark night at the center of the club their music boiled away in a seething pit of shit broth while fans sucked out of “last chance crank” Vicks inhalers and fell into comas under the large mattresses blocking the stairs… I turned over the small beige patch of cardstock upon which had been written the day’s “affliction.” I had started using chance to dictate how I would feel. Sure enough it came out inconclusive. I shook my head: too many words, chewed soft briny beads of chamomile under the crackling florescent light. White gas oozed up and down either end of the illuminated tube. Soot coated the top and flies licked and sucked at mites along the length of the extension cord. I sat up in bed, an unusual contraption I’d wedged between two sinks in a Chevron restroom. I flicked on the light. A few napkins had pressed themselves between my shoulder and the unmade bed in such a way as to clue me in to the fact that I’d slept a long while. My legs were so white, the soles of my feet orange and cold…“I wanna live in the forest baby, yeeah-eeow —  ” No matter where I went, and to what shows, there was always some guy on stage singing about leaving all of this to go live where you could do whatever you want — as if people magically stopped chasing you when you reached some trees and a burpy little creek. Guys will always try to act exactly the way they want, which is to say, they will always seek out ways to make their lives perfect and exemplary artworks of mastery over “The Forces.” They can typically do whatever they want, which makes what they actually do do that much more unbearable.


I took a nap and returned to the living room of my childhood — a house of two electrical outlets where every appliance’s electrical cord was pulled to its maximum tension, as if a network of trip wires were teasing us with the impossibility of escape. Small lumps of fur lay slowly bleeding on pieces of newspaper. My house mom busied herself making wire armatures, fastening hardened strips of yellow plastic for beaks and pressing seeds into the heads for eyes. Various concoctions boiled away on the stove and whenshe was ready she dipped the forms into each vat in succession; they gradually grew in size and mass with many fine layers that dried into a flocked hide, a new skin wedged into dusty pleats over muscle forms… Bodies of birds and small animals lay resting on pieces of newspaper. House Mom built small birdlike frames that were motorized out of wire, string, and bits of clay. They shot up into the rafters and stuck there, dripping paste, shedding hairs and tiny springs. Pelts lay drying on wooden forms, pressurized bladders of hot water covered in fur, bird skins wrenched inside out, dusted with cornstarch and arsenic. Fine chisel scrapings on green bone, skulls scooped from the inside. Deer skulls pitted with bleach rot. Stinking hollow shells of water bugs, green beetles, stale meat, tiny stains of black oil footprints running in decorative seams up and down the tablecloth. House Mom had things stashed all over the house. She hid what bothered her. Running around in her black dress with white apron — You are overreacting, obsessive! House Mom said to me over and over. All I could see was my unwavering vision of me riding on her back into oblivion. “Obsessive.” Oh Mother! She piled on more and more clothes because the human body exposed below the jaw was obscene (her body below the jaw was strictly off-scene and her waist was cinched tight with bandage wrappings in such a way as to suggest a kind of perverse, stylized fertility). Her manias were cyclical in nature. When she wasn’t practicing taxidermy, she lunged at the source of grime, shaping and changing it, extracting things that lay open or uncovered on the floor. Still, she had found new and industrious ways for keeping the storms at bay. She drew beautiful lacelike fans with pencil over the nude figures twisting around the fireplace, dipped photographs in ink, masked off baby pictures on the fridge with little imaginative pants and jackets. The man on the cover of the magazine wore a suit of Wite-Out. There was a book, a chronicle of the conversion of the Costanoan Indians by the Spanish missionaries, that she had screen printed with a new cover. The Spanish braced themselves against small, ornately costumed Ohlones and Miwok, wrapped in the most meticulously crafted crepe gowns. Even the dead lay under heaps of baubles and many-layered finery, tiny die-cut outfits as weightless and impossible as a paper love letter.


Seth and I chased each other, running like stoned dorks into the “mini desert” of open space stretching from the back of the shopping center to city limits — to the small, abandoned airport out there. The runway ended where a wooden electric chair, as big as a house, stood at the top of a mound of dirt. Ten people could have played around on that thing, and by many accounts they regularly did. It was an old art project from a different time, soaked with beer. Squirrel skulls lodged in the cracks of the bowed planks. A shaft of light beamed down on the electric chair from the sky and illuminated it against the dust till the whole world appeared yellow, creamy, and ashen around it. We raced each other to the electric chair, who will win? I don’t know it’s a race. Who will win?… I turn around and see sparks shoot out of your eyes. Birds fly from your mouth. Without a sound. I caught you as you fell and we fell silently together, almost like falling asleep, each pulling the other down, grabbing at whatever you can… I spent the whole night with him without actually looking at his face. I couldn’t do it. I was afraid of what I might find if I looked. In his eyes I saw stars fixed upon me — I had read too much already, no more looking. His mouth was the hottest place on his body and I sought it out like a little girl… I could recall the tiny pitter-pat of a radio playing quietly late at night and imagined I could be in the same room as its source, at the site of the song’s origin — and the oppressive moistness of it all. Now its vastness played in my heart as the small, barely discernable sounds coming out of that box, and it was one of the saddest sounds “He’ll capture and hold you with his stinging velvet arms.”… He’d dug up a large beet out of a neighbor’s garden.


“I chose it because it looked like a heart, an anatomical one,” Seth said. “See?” he sawed at it with a serrated knife. “It bleeds just like we do. The only plant that’s truly alive.” We stewed the pieces in a pan on the camp stove. I feel flesh and marrow in my mouth. “There’s a reason heavy metal is pre-occupied with meat and blood,” he continued, toying with pieces of it in his fingers, “it’s because they’re warning us not to forget where our flesh comes from — ”


“But they try to shock us with blood. How could it be that waving a scrap of meat around on stage is going to make us feel sympathy for the animal?” The sound of him cartoonishly sawing at his own arm made us both laugh and we shelved the discussion for now.


“I always wanted to be the kind of person who likes that band,” a guy in the audience said. The guitar player bore down hard on his Big Muff, one of a dozen effects pedals hitched to a piece of plywood at his feet. The drummer swished up his blond bangs when he reached up to hit his ride cymbals. Let me in! Let me in! Sight lines burned across the venue, fastened to the band members. They returned our gazes. The drummer stared at me absentmindedly as he hammered away. It was a small venue and I happened to be standing right in front of him. I wasn’t sure what to do. This was one of the first shows of Hibernation Spectacle, a Vulgar Marxist doom-psych band that Evangele was involved in somehow. It wasn’t clear if he was their manager or just a hanger-on. Either way, the band was a good sport about it, letting him hang out on stage while they played. Evangele peering down at their set list with his arms crossed behind his back, or waving them around like a maestro during the loud parts.


All around us the town was falling apart, dissolving back into its prehistoric state. Dactyl had started sending the papers a series of antique postcards typewritten with his personal philosophy laid out like a rhetorical dialogue. It wasn’t funny and it wasn’t cute, but people still laughed and forgot themselves. He wanted to let us all know that he was still dating, and that, more importantly, he was in love. Cops are out in their choppers tonight, looking for large groups of headlights traveling in clusters up in the hills: tip-offs of the local kids’ pathetic house parties. I fell to the forest floor, my eyes moistening with emotion, digging at the place in front of me to be released somehow. “Was there ever a time you could take all your shit down and party at the beach in a huge crevice in the sand?” Josh cried, “Are those days over?”


“It’s the Meth, you asshole, can’t you see that’s why they need to bust us — ?” Beer-soaked ferns and berry bushes… clumps of dust kicked up by tire tracks, the night’s blood let out on the thicket of grey moss… This forest blood, fizzing bulbous, enriched, gathering a grey film as it threaded down the banks. Rain would come and wash it all away. Rocks shifted in their places, leafy ferns slimed softly upon us; the moisture seeping up from the core; sulfurous fog of water beading up along the seams of dirt between plants. Salty pills of rain coated the thorny wild blackberry bushes. The bush cried out tiny white blossoms, blooms like a thousand pin-pricks, tiny whiskers shooting out of the black wild berries. Not shiny yet. I saw in each the faces of the many who came to Oregon to die. I felt it as I grabbed a low branch and shook out a dozen drops of blood for the many who came to Oregon to die. The wild blackberry bush consumed it all, lapped up this death, this gift that stained its own blossoms and caught like whiskers in my throat. I swallowed a wild pulpy mass of blood and tiny white whiskers gathered in the palm of my hand. My hand devours wild blackberries. We are all voracious for wild blackberries. We eat without care until the bushes are reduced to piles of whiskers and bramble. We eat all the blossoms, they plump in my mouth and I spit out half-formed blackberry babies.


 

 

Grieving teens sit on stoops, gathering like driftwood in the stair-wells leading up from the sidewalk on the way to the beach. Sad weirdos and their twelve-pound weights for bangs, their bulky sweatshirts muffling their prematurely creaky joints. Hundred-and-eight-year-old turkey vulture hatchlings wading around in the dusk, already so bloated with misery; their limbs held on with strings, they press their sweatshirt bodies together in the rain. We’ve found our way to The Highway That Eats People. Seven summers ago it ate four wasted teens who burned in a Lincoln when it wrapped around a tree while, not far away, Death sat knitting funerary lace by light of a cookstove. A crash is a rite of passage in this neighborhood, like striking the last match. They stuff themselves into their parents’ big sensible cars and go for a drive. The highway is hungry. They have to feed it. Of the four who died that night, three were jocks so it was a big deal in town. No one knows why the one non-jock was in the car but he burned anyway. Other than that there was once a girl who jumped off a cliff into the ocean and a couple of guys who took too much heroin, but usually when it happened it was all about the cars in the hills; it was a matter of the grieving teens feeding the highway with their bodies in the middle of the night.


 

 

A fence, no higher than my knees, contains a small race of miniature farm creatures, each part of a family with nothing more in common than their affliction. In storage for the county fair’s contracted petting zoo, they whinny and peck at the ground and charge at the fence and get mini-electrocuted. At night they sleep together in a big pile, sharing their endorphins, and suffer their plights microscopically. Their bodies are covered in flies and even the flies can’t resist them, slurping up their miniature tears… I think some of my boyfriends pulled a heist a couple of towns back. They suddenly have money but insist on jumping locals for blood and change anyway. I poured out that felt sack of bones, bits of china, sticks, and other odd pieces on the plywood footpath. It spelled good things ahead. Fortuitous journeys, I supposed. I turned the dog tooth over and over in my fingers, walking through the aisles of the giant video store like a bored shopper or maybe like a bored murderer, or maybe like both. Methodically turning objects over in that felt bag, guided by the minute clanking — I was getting close. This afternoon I woke to find Knowles softly petting Josh while he slept. They’re sweet and weird that way. Knowles spoke softly and said, cryptically, that the turning point for him was “seeing his friend’s blood.” What sealed the deal for me began one night a few years ago when Kim and I were heating up a couple of microwave burritos in the kitchen of our foster home. She picked pieces of paper towel off of hers and told me about how since she started taking her pills she felt more colonized than ever. Her fucked up anatomy was well known in the house. I don’t know, she just took a bunch of things she was given. And then the parade of side effects would begin. Oral contraceptives were a big part of the program. Not like she had fertile mucus to chart anyway, the result of some damaged cervical crypts… I could go on and on about Seth. We lived in a trailer sitting on a tuft of dirt at the edge of a long driveway leading to a house that didn’t exist anymore. In it: little versions of most household contrivances, a tiny stove with a little trap door for tiny tools, pockets carved out of the sides for stashing who-knows-what, damp, peeling sheets of “trailer tile” on the floor. Spores filled the air. To breathe was to let a part of the forest be absorbed into your body, just as the forest appeared to have chewed up this little trailer and spat it back out… Last night you came to me in a dream and we prayed for each other. I remember coming with you in my mind when we said each other’s names in the dark. I can barely remember the breathless look in your eyes, the gusts of meaning flowing between us and I felt like I wanted to be with you forever. We tested all the doors on the school buses parked in a lot adjacent to your friend’s house. There’s always going to be one left unlocked. Seth made a little bed for me at the back out of a salvaged curtain and a sleeping bag. I laid my head down in his lap as he was sitting cross-legged on this pile of cloth, fiddling with the trap of his pants for the token gesture of his fondness. He pulled me up to his kiss and we made out intensely and with focus. He kissed my hair and I thought of the time I spent two days caught up in a motel room with some guy who kept me freshly medicated. The drug made him voracious for my body but without climax, he itched with an ecstatic pang only partially sated by pushing me face down into the mattress, smothering me with his pleading gasps. I can’t remember when it was that I fell asleep around him — was it when I thought of you? Down a hillside that led so deep into a quiet, still part of the forest that was barely earth. It certainly didn’t feel like any discernable place. One day all the things I’ve lost over the years will turn up in the dirt surrounding my grave. There was so much to this growing suppleness in the wind that carried my thoughts away from the trailer where I once lived… There was other chatter amidst the yard of wilderness resting just outside our camp. Up the gravel path there were a series of terraces, of grasses littered with acorn shells and twigs for birds, bordered with berry bushes and thistle. The roots of a giant tree formed steps up to the neighbor’s redwood house. The driveway was unbelievably steep, even for walking. We fell away toward the creek at the bottom of the hill, creeping cold water defining the edge of a field against a stand of oak trees. We followed the country road out of the forest and into town, never straying far from the acrid pilings of the train tracks. It got more and more damp as we passed rotting subdivisions and it was raining by the time we made our way to the first of many neglected shopping centers along the edge of town.


Here, patches in the linoleum have been worn through by decades of shoppers smashing grains of sand into the tiny pores. Prehistoric gas seeped up through the floor. Looking through foggy, frozen glass doors for something to drink, flicking at beads of perspiration rising on dented cans on the shelf behind me. Made note of tiny tears on frozen bags of corn. Plastic urns of flour. Syrup covers the floor, hemmed in by aisles of aluminum shelving. The lettuce is already rotting on the bottom of its designated trough. No one wants to touch the expired milk, stashed behind some bags of grain elsewhere in the store. I pick up the new Us magazine, flipping through it, scanning for pictures of famous people in their own supermarkets; I’m taken by the blurred stares and frozen gaits, but always disappointed by what they have in their shopping cart. Out in the back alley a gutted stove sits under a pile of newspaper; the wreckage seemed to have been wrenched out from under a Mack truck. I ran across the parking lot to Walgreens, bursting through the door, “This?” I said, pointing to my sullied forearm, “you should see the layers of shit coating my inside!” The lady working at the register had a big bow in her hair. Outside a gang of vagrants sat perched like shadows of people, swollen and moist — charred effigies of benevolent clerics. The Administrator unfurled a rolled up flyer and read his own didactic signage. His mouth was moving but all I could hear was a flap flapping. He stuffed a soggy brochure in my hand, proclaiming all the while, his pupils constricted eyeballs of stone. Street people seemed to have all day to perfect their speeches. One crawled out of his spot on the sidewalk, draping himself over a bronze public sculpture. He unfurled his large cumbersome beard. It was Oratory Time. A glint of orthodoxy crept into his eyes. He seemed on the verge of pouncing on the nearest woman, tearing at her clothes with his teeth. Paring her skin from bone. I got trapped in a quasi-religious discussion with him and became more and more nerve-wracked. He moved through life as if there was sand in his pants, left a trail wherever he went. Being in this part of town always reminded me of why I left. Everywhere I went slogans bit me in the face. Missionaries shoved free samples in my hands all day long. I itched a raised sore, a pink rash the shape of a mask, on my forearm. Not equipped to deal with this life. Smells of chocolate and blackberry stained my face. A wash of stained memory hit me like a foghorn.


We heaved open the glass doors of the liquor store and spread out in five directions. A young man sat hunched behind the counter making precise drawings, slashing at the paper while his leg jiggled. Pieces of a man’s voice filtered through a radio in the corner — Straighten up and fly right he sang. The young man stopped and looked at us sideways for a long time, for minutes, like an animal disturbed at the stream. The radio itched and sputtered behind him. The words coming out of it seemed to prod at our souls, just so —I get so wound up the radio yowled — 
Our purpose is to annihilate, not to disseminate Josh said — 
We aim to prevent psychic death Murph said — 
We don’t exist Knowles said —









Whispers and screams in the basement rock show popped out of the crowd; I only caught pieces — Smash the State, go to sleep they said — Why go into the outside world anymore? Seth asked.


Never pay for sex — 
Revolution girl-style now —






All of a sudden our eyes were opened to all of the screams that had always lay around us, surrounding us everywhere we went. Stopping and listening only made it that much more relentless. We went to the diner and realized we were surrounded by people screaming everywhere —


“It’s getting harder to move around!” someone shouted.


Another: “Dreams of death are all we’ve got!” 
“Oh yeah? Not if I walk all night!” 
“I need adventure!” some kids whined. 
An accuser: “You think you’re evil but you’re not!”






“If you’re cold, you’re dead, but if you’re cool, you’re only halfway there.”


“ — why did I ever think I could keep you?” she sobbed.


 



I love her; I hate her

You threw it all away

Love me like a reptile





The wind ground down on exposed, unvarnished porches and carports in the large ’70s neighborhoods bordering Salem to the south. A particular smell, like wax or caulking, followed us all over town and then when we found a large paper mill churning at full tilt next to a slough it all made sense. I chipped away grout with a screwdriver at a bus stop. I wanted to be home; I wanted to crawl into bed with my baby. We went to meet Seth at some presidio-style barracks made of white painted bricks. I walked around inside. The buildings had been converted to small rooms and sub-apartments, one stacked inside another. It was there I realized the land surrounding it had been one huge cemetery. I looked outside and saw the grounds sloping up in graduated terraces with acre after acre of grave markers. People came from all over to live here. I sat with him on a small set of painted wooden steps leading down from a service entrance. “Did you know Kirk Cameron became a crusader for Jesus Christ?” Seth asked, apropos of nothing. “He let Jesus into his life and the LORD took hold of the controls and never let go.”


The earth darkened below us, a settling wetness that spread out under our feet and with it, a realization of the shattering compassion, a brimming sadness — sickness, really — of Jesus Christ. Of marks made on the body, a desecrated, destroyed thing, a tattered set of remains; dragged through the dirt. Can you feel it too? A suspension of disbelief; a leap that allows for an entry, an absorption. A lapse that strings along a line of tension both fraught and tenuous, crackling and frayed. But we can cross it because we are weightless and expansive. Of a way of seeing and drawing, where we trace our eyes over a distant object, the pencil moving underneath; a transmutation of the substance that enters through our eyes and spills out over the page, through our hands and its scrap of charcoal. Suspension of disbelief? God is everywhere, can’t you feel it?… The sunset was a huge eye closing, sealing off the world on the other side of the carpeted hills. The sky hung as a dappled membrane that clung to my eyes. I looked down to the grave in front of me. It was a small suitcase containing a still-breathing organ. The case perched like a miniature torso, a limbless little self puttering away in the dark. This suitcase throbbed with sorrow; tears stained the inside. Again, darkness. Silence. This is the way of most things that are true. This is the way of most of the sealed objects.


Tap the fly nest. Tap. Tap. Bushels of shiny brass beads fall out.


Cockroaches drink tiny dribbles and climb the trees; they look like nameplates made out of wood. Intricately carved seals vibrating up the tree.


 

 

I see a gas station and a smokestack off in the distance. Smoke has to go somewhere. There’s no use pretending it doesn’t go into the sky… As I walk there’s a piece, a part that’s dangerous, getting more and more loose on my body and it rattles when I walk. Got to get that replaced… We may be aliens who just landed here, but having taken a real good look around it seems like the signs all point to our ancestors having lived in this same exact spot. In fact, just the other day I went up to the graveyard and found a grave with my name on it. It was full though, and had been for 140 years. If all the people who came before us — way before any of this shit was even here — didn’t have such a “thing” about speaking of the dead, of their relatives, and if all of their props and creations weren’t so biodegradable then maybe we’d know their names too. But they’re gone and this place will never be the same.


Our ancestral people of this land took something with them that has altered more the psychic landscape than the physical one. Their sense of doom is palpable and it tells their story in a way that artifacts can’t. Their contribution to the world lies in pockets of poison gas underground, that white swath beating at the door with the swollen fists of the unhappy dead; it wisps under the cabin window sash, animating that season’s psychos in a spark of electrified crackling fat that’s so irresistible they must drag their bones out the door, into the world outside, to launch the projects their meticulous notes and research have been building toward all winter long… Our town spit so much volcanic phlegm into the vapor in a veldt that sealed the town from the sky, that what you call “fog” is really just toxic blinding rage fading to white. It infected the consciousness of our town so much that people didn’t see it anymore; it seemed like just so much fog overhead. The land was not to be trusted. Its climate had the potential to make those teetering on the edges of decency spill over into murderville. They sought to put more artifacts in the ground for future excavation. Earthquakes came to blow off a little steam, columns of smoke from Hell loosened up wells of fog stored deep in the ground. Psychos tried to plug up cracks with bodies, cloth, whatever’s at hand. Stem the flows. The more bodies the fewer earthquakes, is how they saw it. The killer hippie forest sprite Herbert Mullin killed to prevent earthquakes — and why wouldn’t he? Earthquakes, after all, are horrible disasters. He observed, rat-like, that earthquakes coming from below the surface of the earth indicated a residual animosity on the part of the native people who were hounded in this part of the state centuries ago. They had planted poisonous fog in the ground in the absence of any solid, real-world artifacts like pottery or sarcophagi in order to punish modern humans (descendents of the warlike New Englander meatheads) when it all got unearthed in the age of modern development, in the age of leveling the trees and digging around the beaches, escaping from pockets deep in the earth, seeping into the atmosphere and infecting everybody’s consciousness… hooo boy!… Every word was a possibility flickering along the wall in blue person-shaped shadows. The psycho itched all over with the voices of possibilities and winged creatures beating their wings below his bed.


 

 

The moon rose tiny and quiet in the beige night sky. In the vagueness before dawn I sucked on a piece of ancient gum in my sleep. Seth woke me I’m fucking thick for you he sobbed. Allow my passion to interfere with your progress… Opening my eyes, he raised me to his level, inching me neatly over his cock. After a minute I said I’d rather put it in my mouth, letting my gaze fall to the floor where my hand traced the path of rain on one side of the windshield… My eyes saw foggy and pale and I stooped over to drain his hilarious rage. Suck fuck sick again. Barf it up and the streams will flow to heaven on a song lit like a purple cloud. Please shut up I heard myself say. I went into the bathroom. Did not come out for several hours. His breath billowed in under the door toward me as I sat on the sink pondering my fate. Is it cruel to live this way? Why did they all choose me? Love me so much, hold me so tight? What’s so fucked about me that makes them so luvey, so cummey, so angry they can’t stop smiling?… A middle-aged man in a button-down shirt motioned for me to follow him into his car. We arrived at a sparsely furnished apartment in black lacquer and mauve. When he was in the bathroom I cautiously peered into the refrigerator for something to eat. Bottled water, a bag of muffins, a jar of mayonnaise. I found a packet of fast food hot sauce and squirted the contents anxiously into my mouth. He came back and asked me if anybody had come to the door before sidling up, making a raspy coo at the bottom of his throat as he yanked my sweatshirt over my head. Later, after consuming more and more packets I found between cushions, I had a spicy headache throbbing in my aching throat. He had me bent over the arm of the couch, his palm held against my back. Birds flew from their lawn-chair perches, chirping outside the sliding door as he pulled out. Streams of cobwebs engulfed the room. He gagged a little on his abundant pleasure then retreated into the worn embrace of his creased trousers… There was always a kernel of ecstasy at the center of atrocious mischief, the annihilation seed that makes the pearl… sleeping sleeping sleeping… I can’t wake up by myself anymore; somebody has to be there to open my eyelids for me and force some sun into them — but I don’t wake as if surfacing in a lake; I cry up, snap up and throw a fist in the direction of onlookers. I burn my bed in the campfire and stomp into town.


By the early hours of the morning the rockabilly girls were passed out on a pallet by the dead fire. They seemed interchangeable to me, bony and malleable with just a touch of death. They want me to teach them, I will.


Textured drywall, paint holidays… revealing on closer inspection images in plaster cloud formations: debauched ceremonies at cocktail parties, couch cushions that tasted like sweat, an overstuffed ottoman that doubled as a coffee table. All bad things. One evening there was a girl passed out on the couch, her face wedged in where cushions met, shutting out the light to keep from barfing all over everyone she was so grossed out. Inquisitive gazes kept her there. All kinds of scented candles and voices were present. A cordless phone pulsed and was answered. In hushed tones. The pizza was here. Cut carrots, endive, and radish were dipped and consumed. Rattan bar stools were pulled out and pushed in to accommodate one or more pairs of stuffed Dockers. The air was thick with ground bone, sugar, and oil. Small fires sealed icy fists in coalpits in each corner of the balcony. Inside thegirl brought her hands up to her hot breath, separating the perpendicular cushions in front of her face; found some nickels, crumbs, and a passage to the other side of the house: an angle high in the Tudor rafters of the vaulted ceiling in the back bedroom where a ceremony was in session, a rite of passion. There stood several dark cloaked figures around an unmade daybed. When she crept closer she could see that they were only half human, their flesh ended where the cloaks began like ceramic doll faces stitched onto cloth forms. She circled around above them and could see a ring of frantic fists pumping away at cocks set off against black velvet. The object of their affection lay braced against two such staffs, her own hands powerless to resist the urge to yank on the display around her. Smoke seeped up from the corners of the room, let off from the convolution of carpet staples doubling over folds at the baseboard. Every time a clock chimed one blew a load on her skin, each sizzling and evaporating on contact into a small puff of orange smoke. They marked her, leaving amorphous, raised stains, curdled clouds that despite superficial beginnings, penetrated the exterior layer to eventually mark her very being. Several seeds of hate chimed and etched an indelible longing into her soul and she was altered forever, bearing these badges of annihilation like dashes marking out the seconds of an hour, notches traveling toward 0. The participants soon dissipated and she was alone; the force from the impact of the chimes caused her sight to be drowned out by a black cloud that overtook the room at intervals matching every heartbeat. Her ears were closed to the outside. She heard no sound but the hot suffocating hiss of blood tracing the confines of her veins. Her body remained untouched but for the curdled marks on her flesh, pressing in on her from all sides. She was imploding… There are better places to go than the forest. Grocery store aisles were mind devices assisting a systematic forgetting of forests and their harbors of wickedness. Kim and I went to one in the middle of the night on Thanksgiving when nothing else was open. Nobody else was around. Even the guy who worked the register was away in another part of the store. We were hanging out, looking at magazines, sitting below an aisle somewhere in the back. She grabbed a box of granola bars off the shelf and threw one in my lap and sat and watched me while I ate one of every flavor. I brushed my hand across her knee and she swooped in like a rare storm. She had a habit of dissolving right in front of my eyes. And at this moment I felt her fading away slowly, falling out of view.


I walked around town looking for answers. I threw up elbows to anyone who stood in my path. Hit onlookers who laughed. I had enough; the door slammed and I ran for days, as fast as I could till on the fourth day I slipped and fell into a pit dug in the ground especially for the occasion. I was fed stolen food but became ill and slept most of the day to stave off dying. I cough and cough out tears, my hand barely moves up to sweep them away before they freeze on my face. Cough syrup pours down my throat and my head spins. Weeks pass, clothes become shredded by the jagged walls of the pit, body fat dissolves into cramps, hair falls out in patches, each strand worming its way deeper and deeper into the earth. Some carried off by birds. Night after night strange men offer me food — what could I do? Turn my head away? Eat prehistoric ore nestled under layers of dirt and earthly debris instead? When I came to my hearing cut out and my hands were fixed in an open palm, numb and tingling. I was told I had passed out and was moved to a remote location, on a walk-in closet rack, where I breathed in abrasive fibers from some sweaters hanging there. I woke up with a wool hangover and the vague notion that I had been in this closet before. A disembodied voice arrests me. I am unable to move. The sound vibrates all the fluids of my body, creeps out of my blood and into my bones. I could be your lover, let’s pretend!… A silly moth flutters against the wickedness of a flower moon, rising against a trough for cats to drink from while mamma’s away… It seems logical that the future-body will be one that is more storable, able to be stashed and stowed away at the convenience of the stower. The future-body will speak from this position. The bodies of vampiric teens — the post-adolescent undead — will be infinitely more portable because their converted blood will keep for several months even though the body is stashed folded in on itself in various confined and dark places. These bodies lapse into a hibernation state: one of physical stasis, but psychic hyperactivity. Sex dreams and sex nightmares. Waking into a negative space, an anti-dream where motor skills collapse. My body loses its shape and is in danger of taking the shape of anybody who’s around. Limbs lay lifeless on either side, eyes fixed in a single target, dead weight shifting under their whims. Who does the body devour? The body devours whomever it wants, is satisfied by its indifference… I found a notebook on the doorstep of our trailer. In it were drawings of women in bondage, hanging from rafters, restrained chin-to-knees on top of hay bales. As the drawings progressed I got the sense that the girls in them were more and more reconciled to their fate. The last drawing wore a strange toothy smile. I clapped it shut in disgust and brought the book inside, stashing it under the oven in that random metal drawer down there. The neighbor planted it for me to see and get freaked out by. It was his way of making us get out of the area. Next I’d imagine he would stomp over here with that big wrench again. I began to think more and more clearly about the dead body and the VHS tape, the recorded evidence of wrongdoing. The footage. That word! — Implying a covering of ground, one large foot upon the land. One slithering, unbroken sweep. Her shattered remains placed upon that thread, unraveling outward. I could see her, I mean I could tell it was a girl’s body, but I couldn’t recognize her yet. Her face was blurry. And the killer, the man. Should I name him? I just don’t know. Just a man, an enforcer without a badge… At midnight in Salem my drunk boyfriends propped me up as we walked across a series of parking lots to 7-Eleven. I crumpled to the floor, clutching a big white bucket filled with cold coffee cuz I was bracing for puke, while the others pinned the clerk to the wall behind the register with a long shaft of rebar. Josh reached around and yanked down packs of cigarettes while the clerk screamed at us. My eyes got lost in the silvery mass, at the slick of brown oil guarding the swamp beneath. I fell in and found a storm brewing at the bottom of the bucket, gripping the rim even harder as it passed over my body in chills, a fever of ice.


I could see how you, little girl, could be lured down a scraggly mud path down to a creekbed, under the cover of big redwood trees.Could be led this way by a boyfriend, perhaps. An ally. Told you could leave your purse hanging on one of the low branches. There were patches of ferns, a heavy wet grass, other soft round leaves. Petals. The ground was soaked and swollen with water but red dust hung in the air, settling and solidifying into a black paste. There was rot everywhere. Later, the scene circumscribed with hyper-yellow crime tape. Crime scene/off scene. The area of rot may have masked itself off from the rest of the world but not from watchful eyes and perceptive minds seething like a smokestack so many miles away. I blew out a candle at night. Waxy soot eked into my lungs as the cover of darkness allowed me to flow freely to thoughts of fabric hanging over the windows of the trailer in the woods: tweed, plaid, pink and brown. Concentrating on curtains covered in black mold hanging in a trailer somewhere in the sticks, on a flat parcel of soaked straw and burlap… There were whole days of it. Coughing against a backdrop of burning gas. A sky that burned as orange as an intestine. Living within grappling distance of the world’s biggest loozers, beating them as they winked at me. The surveillance video showed them scraping some girl off the pavement, somewhere halfway around the world. Militiamen do a dance with shovels. It looks like the whole place would smell like plastic vomit. They stuff the girl in the back seat of a car and drive away. The news footage dramatically fades to red and the anchor makes some kind of joke about murder being “radical” again. I think the word he used was actually “rad.” “If anyone hasn’t guessed yet, there’s a fucking war going on.” The membrane closes around the cat’s eyes, white shutters oozing across… my mouth shuts around the big black and white cross hanging from my neck. Sucking on that big plastic cross makes me happy. My canine teeth grow longer and soon I can’t exactly close my mouth the same, but y’know I became a killing and eating machine, adept at stuffing and slurping. I like my new teeth, don’t you?


I came to throwing up in a trashcan, the container sizzled and cracked in half. The man was gone, but I don’t think he bailed, just went to get some cigarettes and grapefruit juice. I lay back down like I was in my fuckin coffin and stayed there for a long time. Eventually I caught a bus out of town and spent a lot of time walking around various townships, whatever narrow strip of land surrounded the bus station, walked until I fell to my knees and vomited in a creekbed. Stretched out, bloated, breathing shallow breaths under the exposed roots of a massive redwood on a muddy bluff. Passed out on the hood of a blue Honda in the rain, waking up with someone else’s greasy sock balled up in my hand… making soup out of pond water and lily pads… drinking a big cup of non-dairy creamer at 7-Eleven in the hot afternoon… picking up a duck in a park and walking around with it under my arm all afternoon. I also picked up rich dudes with blond hair, some careless jerks, one teen crush I sodomized, and made millions of letters to you in my mind — this is the sound of my soul writing this one to you, okay? Listen. It’s spelled out between the breaths of all the kids that sleep on the street, waiting for you to pass by. All the tramps who taunt you, sluts in your city, slimy teens squatting around town with their tiny bodies bundled up all year round, urchin mystics with the rare ability to see ghosts out of the corner of their eyes. All the heshers, thrashers, stoners, gakkers, skaters, graff toys, rockabilly greasers, Dharma Punx, reptile tweakers — will they ever really get to you before they themselves are absorbed into the pavement, or swept up into the sky? Our kind is doomed… It’s just that your lifestyle doesn’t include me — it just so happens that none of this applies to me. My traumas are individual and specific and private… I was angry that there was a guy going around killing prostitutes and girls who lived on the street — some who had run away, others who had bad homes. But where was the distinction anymore? A slut is a slut is a slut. You can be whatever it is you say you are. If you’re only 14 or 15 none of it applies to you anyway. No moral person would ever hold you to any of it. It was simply “girl” then. The older man took a girl out into the woods, or behind a building and put his hands around her neck. Then threw her away like a bag of garbage. No one nobody should ever call her those things. None of it sticks. None of it sits right… The girl lay sleeping like a painted statue on her side. Pulsing invisible air out of her nose. Flows coming in, flows coming out. All day horror and gore. Serious thoughts were whispered over dusty airwaves. Vibrations received in time to change the outcome of events… I came to be known as the one who could do without suffering, one who was already dead and couldn’t stand the thought of lying down long enough to be covered with dirt. Walking in the forest at night, feeling in front of me for the way out, I could smell an animal presence rendered as plain as an image in front of my face, a black sheet hanging in a smell like wet bear fur. I trudged on even though I froze inside and it was just as suddenly gone. I guess I had moved through it. Walking; walking all night on the roadkill tour of Oregon. Flattened hawks every few miles on the freeway. How do you run over a bird of prey? The more I walked the more it seemed that some of the carcasses could not be identified as any particular animal. Just pulpy bundles of feathers. Two flattened scraps of tire tread lay side by side like blackened hides on the freeway. Elsewhere, with gassy lights burning in the distance my mind jogs to place the animal carcass before me. What is it? A cat? A rat? What do I most want it to be?… I wandered into a 7-Eleven for no reason in particular. People yelled at me and looked the other way. I moved things off the shelves and into corners of the room where fluid had collected. I used loaves of bread and boxes of brand-name cereal snack mix to stem the flows seeping in from every corner. The cereal turned black. In a parking lot I once found a photo of a strange-looking girl dated from the first decade of the 20th century. It amused me at the time. But today when I was rifling through a bunch of my pamphlets I found the photograph again and it freaked me out with a sidelong glance of pure evil and I had to shut it away fast. This youngish woman, a hunchback lady with no neck and a lopsided patch of wiry hair, sits backward on a chair gripping the backrest with pained delight: 1916. She wears the checked pinafore of a girl but she… is… no… human!


We strapped on as many supplies as possible. We were going climbing over the land and no vehicle but our bodies would take us there. Needles were sewn into seams, razor blades and ammo were taped along the insides of our arms. Emergency rations concealed in vials all up our legs, hidden compartments in the heels of our boots were filled with gel caps; our bodies were accustomed to weathering the challenges of the journey. All around us shewolves licked at their wounds. Purple leaves heaved to the ground, growing heavy with rain. I came upon an unlocked car under a burnt out old tree trunk and climbed inside, becoming evermore blind as the glass fogged around me. Losing it is the only way to saveme. I sank deeper; blood leached out into the pebbles below, bringing them back to life. The vinyl seats had cracked in telling patterns revealing dusty tan sponge forms underneath; the surface had recorded every shed cell the forest had ever exhaled. Dust settled in layers over me too, making me part of the oppressive scheme I’d tried lamely to resist. I became historical too, I guess, just another rock. Lying there I began playing back the topography of every little room I had ever occupied. My fingerprints glowed white all over the surfaces in each and I could see the little white dots slowly moving the objects themselves. Radiation burned my image onto the wall. Dust froze my contour onto the sheets, the coddling swath my tar pit trap. Tar caught in my mouth. My shadow on the wall traced cells rubbing off every contour of my enclosure. I seemed to have lived here forever. But this radiation image was the only record that I had ever lived, a cumulative residue over mottled drywall: invisible, unshakable, and distant. It had taken years, but after the rains swept through, water seeping between the interior and exterior walls had settled onto the surface. Moisture gathered in the charged area to the point where black mold took my form on the surface.


 

 

Kim always had a ponytail and wore black pants. She had me before any other boy or man ever did. She threw my precious gift into the air and watched it fall down. This is a few years ago — when we were young. Kim got sick of our stepdad and the way he touched her all the time: rubbing her shoulders, squeezing her knee, staring intently her way with his voice soft and cooing. Me he left alone. I went whole days without seeing him. After Kim left he wasn’t really in the picture. I was busy hatching plans that went outside the scope of “mom,” “dad,” and our house. House Mom’s projects took up a lot of the mental energy around the place anyway. She started making me clothes, but I didn’t wear them. Except the aprons. “Gracias, dude,” I said as I snatched one on my way out. It wasn’t long before I moved away and later I heard something bad happened to my sister; she was riding trains with a bunch of rowdy gutter types, turning tricks in bus station restrooms, when she disappeared for several months. It’s easy to disappear when you live in and out of public places — you’re invisible anyway — but she was just gone-gone. Not even any train people had seen her, and I know some of them, they see everything that goes on in their fucked up community. But they didn’t see her. I had some idea that something really bad happened to her. Maybe she ended up in a creekbed in the forest, or behind a Spokane Safeway. Those were my two persistent visions. The facts on these are iffy; I had just keyed into what was already present in my scary Robitussin fantasies. When I’d crash out I’d sleep fake sleep and get weird ideas, in a sort of low blood sugar coma. When I get ESP I can see things happening from far away, I can see things that are about to happen. I kept seeing a creekbed. I kept seeing the back of a Spokane Safeway. I didn’t see any body, but I felt bad about the whole thing, like my own self was being pressed into something I didn’t recognize. Up against a mossy wall, steel chilling my back. Grim ideas. When I started riding rails myself that fall, getting paid for blowing jerks in bus stations across the Northwest, I thought the touch of many men would be disorienting. But it was just so obvious. And I fell asleep under it every night — when I started dreaming incessantly of you

  






THERE WAS THE HIBERNATION OPTION. ANTICONSUMERIST, neo-Stalin types had recently devised a hibernation stance as the best strategy for sticking it to God and man alike. Going to sleep for the winter would not only fuck with the local economy but also derail the food conspiracy. A secret combination of over-the-counter flu medications and wild native herbs was developed to send the “Brown Bear” into a blissful state of anti-consciousness for anywhere from three weeks to two months. During this time other “Raccoons” would be on hand to turn and tend to the slumbering BBs, basting them in disinfectant every five days and adjusting the canvas swaddling as the swelling came and went. Whole networks of abandoned office trailers and rural outbuildings were converted into hibernation storage facilities, including the long-standing, notorious “Motel Hell” in Truckee at the top of a hill overlooking Donner Pass. The compound was guarded by vigilante armies of medicine skaters, armed with crossbows, stationed in bunkers surrounding the hill. The main building housed an indoor spray-paint-crusted swimming pool, and was once a spa complex that had gone to seed long before any of this current nonsense came about.


Some would call you crazy for thinking that you could end the war just by going to sleep, by living self-consciously off the grid. Who would have thought you could turn your back on your town and everything else, turn off the lights, rip the mailbox out of the ground, and hunker down under the sweaty, swollen posture of hibernation? It was an option so few were willing to ever conceive. No food no walking no thoughts of escape. None of it necessary. They were a few of the undead who had decided to stop moving and just sleep it out — not to die for real, but try to live in the lands resting on the other side of their quiet minds. They’d forged their own key out of a visionary narcissism and magically it fit the lock; their lungs sopped up the air that languished and strained at tight dozing skin. So many other solutions had been attempted and yet they had failed. No one ever got it right. The dream was over, so they retreated from the highways and streets of their regions, rooted around in the scrap heap for shavings and supplies and fell into a deep winter sleep that has lasted these many, many months.


Yet here I am, looking for animal signs, traces in the forest, in the city. Little bodies un-buried, un-earthed, in that vague place between two worlds… Traveling toward 3 a.m. Chevron restroom. Little birds crusted with dirt sitting on the ledge, too heavy to fly. The building was buried halfway up to the window. I looked outside with two dry corneas taped to my face, woozy, gradually sinking into an awareness like blood that has been replaced, drained, and replaced with a different fluid that preserves life forever while at the same time it prolongs dying to a punishing slow, eternal pace. Are there other physical signs as well? Marks made on the inside? It is an ongoing process, becoming resolved to this fate when the boxcar bed, forest burrow, and abandoned car are the most enticing places to be filled with longing for a low sleep… Surfacing up into the bright light of 7-Eleven. A little dawn slashed through the membrane of eyelids stinging with the aroma of stale sweets, but brought no actual day. Surfacing up through layers of thick air into more and more daylight, reaching a moment of clarity at the end of yet another rope. There were lots of lost whispered things around. Lots of deaths. Clumps of raw cat meat rested on countertops… On stage at some rock club a fat Nazi motherfucker squawks “I’m gonna rape you” over and over as all the hobos at the bar pump their fists and look at me with their white shiny eyes… “gonna rape you rape you rape you rape you.” He huffs ahkkshhit fukkkin you goddamn gerls around on stage before diving into a handful of sticky tables surrounded mostly by drunk people barfing all over each other. He dives in and immediately starts yanking down on any flesh he finds in there. Making out with men and girls alike before guys with mallets descend on him. He screams and barfs at the same time. The stage is cleared and sawdust is sprinkled liberally to catch the dampness that has receded into the corners during the set. It solidified into tan crusty rocks and ants started moving all their belongings into the crevices. I watched in disbelief from a remote perch high in the rafter beams. I gagged a little. That came from a pure place. At the end of the night the only remaining people in the bar stood ankle deep in underwear that was scattered all over the floor. They waded around in it, looking for change and their keys. White patches caught drips, made a nice bedding material for fallen beer bottles.


The city smelled like a wet paper bag. That great big dirty rag hung up in the sky, casting a shadow over the middle of town. A motel was strangely and inexplicably equipped with a smokestack and it spit streams of pigeon-shit colored smoke up into the sky. Inside the reception area had remained basically untouched for 35 years. Other than a mess of coffee mug rings aging the coffee table like rings on a tree, the place was a crypt unmassaged by time. There was a lady at the desk and several fans set blowing against each other in the corner of the office behind her. I could smell her teeth from across the lobby. She sat at the desk behind a life-sized bust of what appeared to be herself rendered in popcorn. This is what happens when local color stays in one place for too long. They begin attracting the attention of the local “craftspeople.” And then the local newspaper comes out and they have to do a human interest story about it, about her and that big famous roll of spun pigeon shit on top of her head. A newspaper article clipped and hung in a frame on the wall next to the bust outlined the general story, for the curious. The lady was an institution. Bustworthy, even. The article itself was 23 years old, making that popcorn way past edible. But who’s counting when it comes to a popcorn bun sitting on top a popcorn lady’s head? Looking more closely around the room I noticed bite marks covered the armchair I was sitting in. I waited for the legitimate motel guests to finish up in the snack room where the morning’s complementary breakfast was still laid out. I stopped the door from closing with my foot and scooped up most of what was left into my mouth: some random pastries, a bagel/donut (couldn’t be sure which). The coffee was horrible, just lazy… I drank it anyway. I needed my medicine.


 

 

In the middle of the forest little brown birds spat up sticky beads of phlegm on a dark forest trail. I took care to walk around them before settling into a bush at the crest of a cold stream. Wayward girls like me wandered all over town looking for answers. They spent hours on their face in gas station bathrooms, refracted in dark mirrors that shattered on the planes of their clear flesh. Rockabilly girls are the most expressive of all creatures, all eyelashes and twisted red mouths, brows straining to gather up at the center of their foreheads as they muffled a sob and begged to be kissed while the band played behind them. He didn’t hear it… Just sitting next to the bag of bones I could feel the power of them all rattling in my chest. They clicked together in subtle tones and squeaked and clacked incessantly as my eyes bulged out of my head.


“What’s wrong with me?” they asked over and over again.


Twisted songs from gigs, all those basement war dances, filtered back to me. All the haunted, huddled forms reclining and pumping fists and they turned around and they had skulls for faces, wrapped in broken bits of rope. All the blood that sloshed around inside their heated, bloated bellies, each cell bursting at the seams screaming flying, flung dirt clods reaching the rafters. Sizzling boots scraping fried dirt-clod scraps, burnt flesh smashed into the floor. The floor was so sticky. Madness… shelter-less, frigid… slimy confines trapped up inside a jellied casement huddled screaming. Tearing at our scars. We never stopped dying all those nights ago in the Northwest. Remember how we sang? Remember how we danced? How we fell and lost our lives? Remember those who got cut down, who got left dying on the grass, in the sun? What do you see when you look at one another now — tell me, little boy, where will you run?


 

 

Death is sewing a calico dress next to a fire in the ground. Do you dare approach her, little boy? Do you dare to make her real for you? You walk out in these woods, you wanna see her… You park at the bottom of the old fire road, turn off the lights and wait to see the glint of a needle stitching calico next to a clutch of embers in the dark. You want her — you wait for her to open that door for you. She lives and she breathes… she feels you… she needs you… Are you ready to make it real?


There were many lost boys who went up to The Highway That Eats People, parked their cars around back of the unpaved fire road, settled in and killed the lights. She even showed for a couple of you. Another boy went walking down and down and down a twisted spiral of thorns and pale dirt to a spot in the woods where a group of masked men bent low over a flame to conjure an image of the lady in white rags who once disappeared into the trees. Ran away. They want her back. The boy crouched down behind a big bush but he made a sound and the men fell silent once more and one by one they turned their masks toward him, carefully rose, and crept after him… There is a myth up on The Highway That Eats People that there’s one way in and one way out. There are actually many ways in and many ways out — the trick is to pick the road that leads out and not ever deeper. Which paths lead to the gauzy powder image of the woman — the one with white crepe shadows wrapped around her body and a skull where her face should be? She fills her nights flying low over the woods, the murderers’ cabins, and under the bridge where the bodies were kept (not “found”), flying around and down the spiral path that corkscrewed down down to the center of the woods, until she came to rest and lay in the middle of the highway, splayed across the road like a fallen bough —


There she ceased to exist except as two enormous black holes for eyes.


In her waking life the skin of the woman’s arms was made over in a flower print where calico had burned through. Her legs were stained black. There were big spaces at the bottom of her skirt where her feet used to be and in front of her breasts she hoisted two big bushels of chamomile. Her voice sounded off through the forest as a brown pounding footprint. Air rushed out of her eyes, freezing cold… The wind whipped down an empty road. I approached a house at the end of a raw, partially unearthed rock driveway. Inside the house I found people stored in every crevice, and roped-off stalls in the massive dark wood attic where mattresses traced out a patchwork warren of rooms. All the squatters lived in among these partitions — a mess of ladders, platforms, lofts and sub-lofts — odd corners one had to wedge one’s body up into in order to sleep. The sleep in this house was equally fractured by the intermittent gasps and munchings of others living out their variegated gutter punk fantasy lives in the same open space. There was no walking, no mere standing here. Every movement was designed to fit this place, every body was bent in new ways by the weird angles that this giant house demanded. A 17-year-old monk lived under the stairs, painted icons all day and drank raw egg. There was talk of a girl living in the kitchen. She slept in there, in some random space no one really knew because no one had actually ever seen her sleeping. Another girl, named “Ill,” showed me the crawlspace under the house. For rent, only 98 a month. I noticed a chair sitting alone in the middle of the dirt, barely clearing the three-and-a-half-foot ceiling. “There used to be a girl who lived here and she would just sit in that chair all day,” Ill said, “drawing.”


 

 

I pressed the doorbell of another old house, the next on my list of possible places Seth, Knowles, and Josh could be crashing. The buzzer twitched under my finger and it seemed as if I was electrocuting the house.


A group of fruitarians who made thousands of dollars a week growing pot had commandeered a large ski-lodge-style manse on a parcel of pleasing oxalis and milkweed. I settled into their periphery, in a fort out by a woodpile loaded with wet spiders. One of the boys who lived in the house took his smokes out on the back porch. He looked intently in my direction but I kept to myself out there, rummaging around in my stuff or whatever, catching up on some detail work. Or otherwise buried in some old magazines and stuff from the garage — including a box of pamphlets from the 1970s explaining the plight of the Donner Party to visitors of the state parks, campsites, and visitor centers along Interstate 80. One day I woke from a nap and this guy was just waiting around outside my shelter. “What do you want, little boy?” I said, still horizontal. It was the way I talked to other people now; it corresponded to my new not-giving-a-shit-ness. I had by then become as comfortable as any mammal could be, which is to say I fell into an abiding silence, puffed up, preening with my eyes well trained to rustlings on the periphery.


“Who you calling ‘little boy’?” The young man, pug nosed and hunky, his longish mod hair parted at the side, said to me as he leaned against a peeling black painted fence. He held one of his white stick arms crooked at the elbow with the cig part poised in front of his earthworm lips. “Every time I come out here for a smoke I see you sitting on that log set up with a bunch of shit around you, like your own little garage sale. What are you doing hanging out in Monmouth?”


“I’m just making the rounds to this side of the region, collecting things,” I answered, non-committal. “I thought I would meet up with friends here, but they already left town.”


He held up a tarot card, one of mine from a bowl by the entrance to my shelter. “Watch, this is a man pulling this card. A man’s fortune, tell it to me.”


I took the card but I didn’t need to see what was on its face. I narrowed my eyes at the sun. “I see… the end of the game. Days that are few. Imminent decay. I see a man with a large heavy coat. He’s gonna come and cover you with it.”


He probably didn’t like that. But what am I supposed to say? It’s all over his face.


Though they were among the living the squatters more resembled the stricken people of history, their bodies altered by a lifetime of fire, proximity to fire: powdered grey skin, black fingernails — not to mention the slick of oil guarding the darkness in the middle of their chests, deadly caves sending off toxic plumes of smoke out of their mouths. Their breath came out like smoke… These air-filled, fire-shaped people of history, Victorian flesh-eaters with a cannibal pact… Fire changed their bodies over in its own image, into something else: not-dead, not-living. They followed the smoke; their clothes smelled of wet gaping embers and they lived in calico-lined caves. They burned whatever they could, what little food they had raised was cast into the flames. Life itself was firewood. They burned each other by throwing fire rocks at passing carts. These doomed people of history were Fire Children… Well one day the fire went out. Some people climbed up into their wagons and set out to find where the fire had gone. They searched and called out until they couldn’t anymore and lay down and died. They answered to no name but doom. They ate death in the snow, when it was winter all this was covered in ice. They could have been anywhere. But they weren’t, they were trapped in some odd mountain pass in Truckee… I wonder if their handmade clothes got caught on the thicket of snow-covered firs, if their dresses snagged on snow-covered blackberry bushes. I wonder if they had cuts that wouldn’t heal, feeling around with those numb, useless hands. Could they even build a fire with their hands like that — afire in the middle of the snow? There weren’t any fires for hundreds of miles around (and the damp flame in each body was so easily extinguished) but there was a fire there on the trail, all right. Their collective misery built a house of flames in the middle of the forest… a tent of burning fibers braided through with suffering. The corpulent membrane blew up like a balloon and sat empty like an incubator of death trapped at the bottom of the trees — which hissed, Remember it’s black, it’s always black…


 

 

The things you’ve made — your creations, little minions, little lumps of cloth, little masks — will leave you. You can’t really own them even though they are shadows of your body. Symptoms that will be shed, forming the residue of your life on the surface of your existence, like all surfaces that your eyes have coated with their gaze. Like a snake shedding its skin, your residue forms a ghost image all over town, everywhere you have ever been. Don’t fight it. The ghost guide will lead you all over the world in connecting shadows, a chain link of dark felt memories.


Most people think you only get one grave. This is not true. The spaces you inhabit, the territory you belong to, the town of your birth — it’s all coated in miniature graves, dappling every surface as you blow through town; a residue of metallic vagabond hail.


Just sitting with the bag of bones in my apron I could feel the power of them all rattling in my chest. They clicked together in subtle tones and squeaked and clacked incessantly as my eyes bugged out of my head.


“What’s wrong with me?” they asked over and over again.


Lock me up and throw away the key. The skeletal lady dances on a bridge of ironed lace; her legs are lengths of stretched white stockings stuffed into boots. If I hadn’t seen her I’d swear it was a man singing, her voice was so unusual, but being a spectator to this display made the wasted femme hysteria that much more transfixing. I had made my way to the club through neighborhoods full of small dark-stained wood bungalows dusted with yellow lichen, a remote settlement where nobody ever opened a window or raised a blind. Set up but cold with lack. I took careful steps in the dying light. Inching along in front of me was a late-model Chrysler, a thick curl of exhaust bouncing along the pavement in its wake like a ghostly Pekinese. Tracing the desire line paths that cut diagonally through people’s yards, I reached the edge of the houses to where it became parking lots, each successive one descending in terraces that flowed down in easy worn expanses. Everybody seemed to have gone away.


A couple of dudes filled with beer and fries guarded the door to the miniature green punk club. Onstage the band played idly along with the jukebox as they waited for the singer to tape down her lyric sheets…


Tex mounted the stage and immediately began draping it with all of the miscellaneous bits of dazzling cloth and beads and doo-dads she wore on her body. Soon the whole stage appeared as her public boudoir, complete with the lady of the house lying down on the stage as if under a dutiful admirer, her hand cupped where a hard liquor bottle should be. Tex’s war paint sagged under the pressure of hot lights and her boots scuffed lines in the sweaty stage. She sang about lost children, wolf packs mating and killing for life, and the way blood smashed on the screens of B-movie theaters at dawn. Tex asked if she should remove her skirt — the possibility elicited applause — but the band went right into the next song and she forced a huff and gulped around at the glistening air. She’d turned saying the phrase “It’s okay” into an art form, each time finding new and more serpentine ways of intoning the phrase. It got so elongated and abstract that I couldn’t be sure of what I was actually hearing. She sounded more and more sleepy. Of course it was different now because she was old — all the more exotic to see her out there wrapped up in nothing more than scarves and baubles and of course the clanking boots. The years on her face made her bulging eyes appear hijacked and haunted, and the idea that she had woken up every day for the last 20 years with the same bra on was mind-boggling. Where do these people come from? More importantly, where do these people go?… Her face bore a resemblance to that which had been locked up, the key thrown away. Confined in a lock box, breathing black water, ankles bound at the boot, hair braided to the chain. A small water spout kept her alive all these years, twisting and growling like a wild horse. Inside she sagged and molded into the form of an animal. Released (chain loosened) she crawled up on stage and lapped at the whiskey pooling up where the audience had spit screams at her band. She sang, she prayed they would lock her up and throw away the key.


After scanning the crowd a little bit I ended the evening by making a point of looking at the faces of the few other girls in the club. I wanted to force them to look into my eyes — a selfish game upon which I hung so much. How come more girls don’t do this? I thought: We are so few.


Yes, Kim, I think I like you best this way: tousled, smeared, bright.


 

 

I had a place I was going to. I had to walk, even though it was raining. Walking up the street I was startled by a large pregnant squirrel with big boobs perched motionless at eye level on a knobby tree, gnawing on a red bone. As I turned a corner my bangs changed direction in the wind. I arrived and the place was like a tree house, way at the top of a wooded drive, encircled by redwood columns and brown painted walls. I sat on a couch holding a drink, eagerly staring straight ahead at the TV. A man in Dockers sat next to me, slowly stroking my left breast like a little pet. I stared at an anchor lady explaining something to me about a corpse found at the bottom of a ravine. Moss and mud falling in sheets from between the folds of her canvas swath. I couldn’t look away as the words were mouthed on the screen. The harder I stared the more the world fell away and soon I couldn’t escape the sensation of running my fingers along her smooth hair, catching in its tangles, taking in its wild bouquet and with it, the love from a breathless mouth, its secrets etched on this breath entering my skull from the front, hitting receptors in the back of my throat like a shockwave on pink scaly flesh. Just hanging there. There was room for both of us in this canvas backdrop, with secrets cemented by knifepoint. The point was made at the important part of our story. Elsewhere in the tree house plans were muttered between old friends to tackle a girl in baggy overalls, her straps were snipped and they fell to the floor. Palms were passed over her dewy surface, forgiving of passages that shied away. Hot lips were graced with objects at hand, and she was made to kiss the part of a cantaloupe where it smelled the best. Fists of hair were taken up in grips that glowed white, before dissolving completely, and now this girl had been released, collapsing onto the coffee table-slash-ottoman, her head at a level lower than her heart. I pried open intoxicated legs and stuck one, two, then three fingers inside, sampling the spring of virgin flesh bloodshot through before turning her over, now having completely yielded to the footstool, to the glances cast in that direction, to spilled drinks, and fists grappling for handfuls of hair. And I crawled on top of her. I forced myself into her, sucking, nipping at her white mouth, draining her lake until her eyes dried up and fused shut forever. Making out with the dead lady is turning us on they screamed. Hearing this I reached to stroke her neck, but instead my arms felt of lead, tumbling to the carpet. They fell past the floor, appearing to be nothing but static apparitions of limbs. Ratcheting to a stop, I was starting to not be able to move, my head numbed, my teeth disappeared, pipe smoke replaced thoughts of escape, my eyes tried to focus on a spot which was as much floor as ceiling — I went blind! Lowering myself into sleep, joining the footstool girl, and I’m positive I’ve found her. It’s Kim; she’s here, I remember thinking. Lurking in some corner of this pale, cold mouth. Our lips touched. Secrets were passed back and forth during the hours of our intoxication. The long long night was populated with shadowy leaves and grey moss growing on windows that hadn’t ever seen the sun. While asleep those hours, I dreamed I was assisted in achieving climax by three or four men, each of whom attended to different places on my body. I was asked to yield secrets, too, and since I refused, these secrets were retrieved by tying back my arms and legs and interrogating my pussy with whatever was at hand: a remote control, a wine bottle, a cordless phone. My jaw was unhinged, my throat was thrown open and made to replicate exactly the form of a glass bottle with a rubber seal. Love poured inside. My heart got bigger and bigger until it threatened to explode. When I woke up enough to know I was still restrained with a long grey rope I was soothed by an onlooker who mopped my brow with a brown dress sock. He said Let me take your top off, I want to feel your adorable flesh next to mine. I want to cup your breasts and weigh them in my hand like an expensive bag of grain. Let me take your pants off, I want to bend your legs until they reach around my love for you, it is so great. I will run my fingers up and down the spot where the world stops spinning and escapes into a black box. Let me take your ring off, I want to put my mouth around its gold seal, the purity of its design eclipsed by a desire so perfect it must not be spoken of. I put the naked finger in my mouth and sucked away at it, cleaning the nail that traces trails of disaster on my back. Let me take you away from all of this, lovely girl, because I know how sad one can be when un-loved.


 

 

When a sleeping cat’s paws twitch it’s dreaming of running away from you. You know, these are weird times, marked by a nonspecific dread that rests in nights of brown fog at the center of my bones. Everything in this life is determined, a machine fueled by the tones emitted by digging a fresh grave. Horrific events are set in motion in this occupied territory, activated by movement, but I can’t stop moving… And he: Angel Father, winged creature, a shadow on a rock. I am a mutant offspring, one that doesn’t recognize faces. It’s like every time is the first time… I surfaced from a dream to someone prodding me with a stick. I was in a bed laden with piles of sheets. Some of the cold fabric had been shoved in my mouth. When I raised my head a crumpled mound fell out of my mouth and stood up, frozen and set with saliva. My body was icy and stiff and seemed to crack when my joints felt the pressure of impending movement. I would characterize myself most accurately as being “congealed.”


 

 

Then the obvious occurred to me: autumn had come, and all the things were preparing to go to sleep. Signs were everywhere… I imagined darkened rooms with rows and rows of beds upon which lay hundreds of girls, taking their long winter sleep under a roving cloud of crystalline dust — the substance of dreams itself — that seeped through walls growing in weight and dimension with every exhaled gasp of desire unchained from deep within the sleeping statues.


I thought that I could curl up under some packing material and descend into a long winter’s sleep — even though I should be heading for the coast, the furthest-most point on land, which I knew to be the logical place for Kim’s luck to run out. A good a place as any to run out of luck, time, patience. No more land. No more pretense. The abandoned mortgage office would have to be my solitary winter hibernation place. I made my preparations for the impending descent, balling up several dried rags under my head, wrapping my body with as much flexible material as I could find. This meant plastic, paper, and cloth — whatever was immediately at hand. In the middle of the night forest rats vomit up sticky beads of phlegm on a dark forest trail. I take care to walk around them before settling into a bush at the crest of a cold stream. Wayward girls like me wander all over town looking for answers. They spend hours with their faces refracted in gas station bathroom mirrors. They muffle a sob and beg to be kissed as the band plays behind them. He doesn’t hear it. Frozen alley cats gather at the edges of the parking lot. I kick rough pebbles to the side. Winter nights go on forever. Morning heats the puddles of beer on the sidewalk into noxious clouds that blow up and down the street. I’m still kicking around downtown, shoving what little clean air I find into my mouth as if I have no use for food. Later I encounter the most unearthly 7-Eleven ever known. Addicted jobless vagrants doze in the corners in the mid-afternoon dead hour. Sleeping potion is channeled up through special vents and sugar-medicine smells swirl around inside. I crawl over to a man, his face hidden in his arm; I nudge him and whisper fucked up promises. His gut rises with shallow breaths in sync with intervals dispensing medicine. He mutters the vague chorus of a tune I used to know, and I’m certain he doesn’t know what he’s saying. He doesn’t know anything, not when I tug at his shirt, not when I breathe magical breath into his mouth to make him mine. Another wakes and drunkenly turns to me but I swat him away. Looking deep inside I begin to notice a familiar teen eye unscaling beneath me and I wonder about them, about all the boys who ran away… Wayward girls sip pollen through straws in dead aisles of the Albertsons, just off the freeway. I wander among them and they speak a dead language nobody understands — they are horrible vagrant animal creatures with no death in sight. At dawn I dug up my dream cat, collapsed dead in the snow. I held up the damp hide as snow fell silently around us. I kept digging away and found more and more signs of a past race of modified creatures — a mass grave of psychic cat-rats. I walked by the day labor exchange and the dudes all yelled at me and said tsk tsk. I cried fuk you in garbled speech, soda flying out of my mouth, flashing two thumbs down. I’m death in drag. My name means “Lady Annihilator.” My shadow is just dirt. I store myself in the muddy smells in the backs of buildings.


 

 

As I lay panting in my alley bed the boys knelt down, their eyes shining in the darkness like diamonds. They breathed hot breath that smelled like wet fur and petted me with licks and nibbles at my side as I lay wincing in the dirt. Thrashing, I grabbed the nearest one and sucked all the hot breath out of his mouth so I wouldn’t die, but the carbon dioxide made my head spin and fall and fall. I had changed, and so they looked different to me. Knowles, Josh, Murph, and yes Seth too, were their own kind, they had each other, unified by their parallel quests, their mundane, detail-rich existences that seemed so boring in their inevitability — in their insistence on perpetuating their lives throughout the years that I would not see them… I thought of the dude from Monmouth and how it was nice to be looked after, gazed upon, even by somebody who was just smoking a cigarette. And yet I’d been curt. Because I’m not one of him… After running out of the Greyhound ladies’ room I saw rats licking pollen from their hands, stooping on long low pieces of rat furniture under an iceplant in the median. I found four of my fellas hanging out at the 7-Eleven with their friend who worked there. Hungry, irritable, and stupidly tired we swept into the place and started thrashing around the store displays. Josh stole cigarettes and beer while Knowles raged at the coffee station, throwing two coffee makers and a bucket through the window. I wrapped my hand in a sash and bow. It became a good weapon for the boys behind the counter. I was open, exhilarated. My blood buzzing in my body as I took enormous breaths. I stared hard through gaps in my bangs, smiling with my teeth gritted together. Rustlings on the periphery began to slow. Standing in my boots, a shirtwaist dress under an apron and over that, a large hooded sweatshirt marbled with grease and mansblood, I counted down the minutes, then seconds, as particles of drywall and snack flakes settled into the mess on the floor. I watched a pair of eyes peek over the edge of the counter. Hours passed, everyone seemed hidden under fallen merchandise. No sound could be heard. I hung in a dark corner of the storeroom in back, snacking on open boxes and crushed fruit scraps. I dug deeper into the back of the shelves and found one of the clerk boys on his side with dirty blood caked all over his chest. I dragged him out; he groaned and pawed for my face, staring at me with shiny pink tears coming out of his eyes, saying things I could barely hear and didn’t understand. I noticed he had a huge hard on but pants that wouldn’t open. Looking around aimlessly I became very sleepy and lay down and went to sleep on top of him. Gradually I became aware that with every breath he was getting smaller and smaller and soon my knees were touching the concrete floor. I knelt before this guy passed out below me — he’s not much older than me, and now he’s almost nothing. I picked off the buttons on his shirt and the whole thing fell off, revealing his grey waterlogged flesh. I took my hands and — with a dusty hiss — wedged open his chest. The cavity opened so slowly, finally wrenching wide and I found it to be nothing more than a lint trap with fruit fly nests. Go figure.


Growing strong, I learned to stalk prey on the edge of town. I lurked in the shadows made by a strip mall retaining wall, waiting to leap out when the time was right. I saw some guy drive up to the dumpster to empty his car. He popped the trunk and began heaving bags of shit into Wells Fargo’s dumpster. He wedged several flattened scraps of cardboard boxes behind the lid and — sensing that the time was right — I leaped into action, slashing away until he passed out at my feet. His flesh gave easily. It was burning, and it turned out he was really sweaty under all those layers; it hung in a damp fog over the driver’s seat of his stupid car. I ripped his slacks off. I ripped his undies in an effort to get them off; I destroyed them. I destroyed him. Just another meathead I encountered in an effort to get at the real thing.


My eyes settled into a set of buildings in the distance and I found myself inside. My face felt heavy as I dragged it around in front of me in the dark. Sticky fog made a mess out of my hair while I slept in crevices all over town. I pulled at the mass; string-by-string it came apart like a spider web cake. I walked around the Safeway in those distracted moments of the daytime, while everybody else pushed carts in the hot, shiny afternoon. Made my way to the edge of town by nightfall… A mile away geometric signs for gas stations twinkled on the horizon like stars hung low on a blackened field. The sky darkened. No trucks no nothing on the road tonight. These days I walked through life always about to sneeze. I paused on one foot as I sensed it coming. Moments later it faded horribly and secretly and made me even angrier. These days I’ve been walking miles and miles. I tried to find my way by the stars, then realized I’d never been shown how, and anyway, there was a lot of other stuff up there that kept moving. It was cold on the ground. Passing by enclosures of farm animals I prodded at the sleeping bodies so they would move and I could lie in their warmth for a few. They were scared at first but, because they had been deprived of sensory experiences in their bare paddock, they eventually came up and gummed my bag and any other loose bit of cloth or dangling strap. Squirrels peered at me, short-circuiting in jump cuts all up and down the trees, locked in each successive lapse-lurch. Locked in this blitz of crackling synapses — not only dead but also blind. I could taste my brain sweating through my throat; I could taste the sharp nasal odor all the way down. I boiled up a swirling mass of pond water and lily pads into a trail soup that would have to keep me for the rest of the week. I’ve been walking so much that my knees were making bad sounds and I found layers and layers of snail shells on the bottom of my feet. I hadn’t seen my retarded vampire compatriots in a while, which made it that much more obvious how it was going to be.


That autumn it went like this: We? No: I.


I walk alone and I am the last one.

  






“I TRIED TO THINK OF SOMETHING BUT NONE OF it includes you.” I broke the bad news to the rest of the boys. Walking alone this way was more risky, sketchy situations would pop up almost every day. More than once I found myself in the deli of the nearest Safeway going Who the fuck are you? over and over again. Who the fuck is this guy? I asked looking around. Later I found myself underneath some drunk guy, and I was drunk too. I was too wasted to even come right, my climax ambled lamely along and left the door opening and shutting on my stupid prize. My mind ticked into oblivion, traveling so much faster than I could ever catch up with. His chest heaved hollow like a burnt-out husk, his ribcage trap. He used mine as a miter box to ease a saw into my chest cavity and sighed as it etched indelible marks onto virgin flesh. I left, forced to continue down that same haunted freeway, having to walk along with its phantom fissures opening up randomly before me, unable to shake memories of horror — death transmissions from fantasy creatures both near and far.


Sleeping on an offramp with the rain falling around me. Baby, sometimes I’m so carefree, with a joy that’s hard to hide some hubby vomits into my ear. I’m getting tired of tracing the path of familiar ghosts, documenting the trials of my host body when all it does is die over and over again. It was Kim who talked about “being swept away on a tidal wave of romance” and I believed everything she said all these years — but now I don’t know — I don’t know about her. “That’s what it’s like being wired and in love… ” Her muffled sobs were still with me as I woke up on a trail down the road from some campground. Getting up I found sow bugs accumulated in camps under my sleeping bag. As a kid I once trapped a spider in a pillbox, on one of these kinds of days many years ago. After some time had passed my thinking went like this: Horror to open if dead, horror to open if alive. I woke with a start. What the fuck?! The abortion — that non-decision now but a seeping memory; it disgusts me more with each passing day. Now I know differently, that there are no accidents. There is only that new life coaxed out of not knowing, or forgetting to care. There is rape. But barring the latter, what if you did know? And what if you did care? Would things turn out differently? Would the world be a different place?


I ran away, but you hunted me, following me like the shadow on the glass.


Whispers in the hissing rain. It needs to rain to feed what has sprung up in the wake of this generosity. Greedy, greedy forest. No end in sight, just the hissing and the moist and full cracking of its boughs breaking. They stretched their arms out so fully and took so much that they lay down and died. No — here they die standing. Their arms fell off one by one. No end in sight. Their bark curls at the edges and falls; they rot while they grow. What a sight what a sound. Their boughs hiss in the wind. They break so easily. They get soaked, wither and die. They get heavy with rain, swollen with our love, wither and die. The sound of falling boughs echoes strategically through these woods, only we are here to know it, these leaves and I, hissing leaves feeding on hissing rain… Relaxed muscles piled up inside an olive green rain slicker. I sat, perched on a fallen stump, watching a white knob of fungus lose against a rush of cool rainwater. I had drunk a lot of water that I’d found in a neighbor’s barrel and felt unokay, tamped down on my wet log bench, contemplating my fate. It saddens me, the inevitability; this wheel must turn, return. There is no end, only endless endings surrounding us all. Silent days, deafening nights. Hissing nights. When the rain stops the sound is loud: a roar from the center of the earth that only we can hear. The tumor sobs at the center of the forest, at the bottom of a tree buried under a pile of moss. It throbs in the rain. It hisses too — our name. It hisses in my ear — my name. It called to me and I came to it and who knew what I’d find there but more rain. I drew two cards out of the deck, placing them side-by-side on the ground in front of me, staring intensely at the space in between. My eyes lost focus as I practiced anti-looking; instead of thinking, calling up a demon that lay buried in the center. The land had spilled out as organs from the giant mammoth-type creature. Slashed by a human, it rotted on the ground many, many years. Its liver sank gradually into the earth, and still lies as a petrified engine spinning in its tomb. The animal’s other body parts, its tusks and paw scales, formed a craggy topography. Its spine, the mountain range that holds the forest softly in its lap. Dusk. Above my head, resting in the treetops, a big bead of rain revealed a succession of nesting drops, each storm curling inside one larger, layers and layers stretched in a succulent sheen. The full moon a pearl casting down moonrays, tethered to the tumor in miniature at the bottom of the tree, a storm taking place from within a tangle of roots; the glowing sore fed on moss, fortifying itself, growing thick and iridescent at night. This tiny bead of rain, a treasure really, would be a worthwhile thing to dig for. Nobody heard it but us. It led us here. We followed its throb and it almost killed us — in miniature. I heard it, just outside the reach of my fingers, as I worked the dirt. The cast shadows of these woods changed as the moon crept across the sky. The illuminated net of gangrenous moss inching along the forest floor always knows exactly where I’m standing. I move and it follows my footsteps. Exasperated, I ascend to a sturdy bough, but the moss knows this and begins to climb the tree. It wants to live on me, to attach itself so I can feed it. Petulant, spoiled by the rain. Y’know, I said, I’m not like that other thing. I’m no good for you. Yes, the moss replied, I’m no good for you either, and shrugged and continued up the trunk. Glowing glob, net of shrugging moss. Get away!


If I squinted I could see the future of these woods quite clearly. It looked to me like more rain.


 

 

Her chipper, sing-songy way of speaking sounds straight from a children’s instructional television program, I’m baking a cake. I’m making a Taste Food Cake just for taste, one with white crust with flecks of butter, a smallish one, the dimensions of a roller rink, single level with chewy sponge and jelly gleaming in its own red carpet inside… We like sucking at the sides of cakes, siphoning off the reserves of cream and spitting it out on the pavement. We lap at the trimmings. Suck on the sugar-slicked decorations and swallow the jelly from between layers of chewy cream…


House Mom fashioned homemade weapons out of firewood and clay. She had razors hidden all over the house. Many surfaces could be utilized as a weapon at the crucial moment. There were buckets of rocks by each bedroom door and giant fly-swatters as well as a spice rack of poisons in the hall closet. She filed her canine teeth into points and whipped the surrounding hills with her war cry. All over the neighborhood the sound of knives sharpening could be heard. She cooked bullets into most of the food and kept baskets of Ukrainian fireworks in the trunk of her car.


House Mom stapled loose hanging pieces of her clothing together and sealed it to her body with duct tape. She bound her hair into an indestructible rope hiding several rounds of ammunition. Her mouth was covered in scars where she had tried to wake sleeping pets and her skirts were dusted with strychnine and cobwebs. Rat traps held her stockings in place. She painted the undersides of her fingernails with Wite-Out and decorated the big purple hogweed scars up and down her arms with permanent marker. The soles of her shoes were crusted with bone and pygmy goat hairs and she licked at the drifts of dried cream in the palms of her hands. Her teeth dried into clear tiles clanking together around the house…


 

 

I thought of forgotten rooms, of walls collapsing in old apartment buildings, accordion-like, disappearing into a crevice in the dark. One day my house mom went into one of these collapsed rooms and found grey grass sinews itching their way through cracks in the floor, filling the room with tufts of itchy vegetation. They grew and spread into the elaborate lace-like fans and dusty cobweb blooms before wilting into flakes at first sign of morning. All of these memories made up some survey of the make-believe life I led as only a kind of version of living. I made myself remember: crime scenes are a kind of ruin too.


 

 

My dream cat visited me again. Now its black eyes were huge ports just waiting to open wider. No sign of when I’d be back to normal, or what that kind of tension would feel like. I felt “other than,” secretive. An alien from space sent to get some real truth. But truth only lived on other planets. That’s how you bought your freedom, traded for your electricity. I felt myself being followed, by how many and for what purpose I couldn’t tell, only that they were on my trail, and may even have surpassed me at some point to lie in wait, up ahead.


 

 

Mister Mr Mr I couldn’t remember his name so I called him that, like an old TV show. “You know what?” he said, “I’m really starting to like you, sharing space with you, passing the time here when normally I’d be doing my laundry or sitting in my chair, not really doing much of anything for several minutes, just looking around, you know?” He was lying on his bed, his head propped up by his arm in a casual gesture. I feel guilt for the sudden rush of pity — not guilt exactly, but a pang that embarrassed me because a tenuous human existence was revealed to me in its entirety. Something about seeing his body from a distance, a whole self — opened up to the real possibility of being no more.


When will there be no more of me? I fretted. Can others see it — in the gaps between gestures, words, in the blink of an eye?


It was possible that the accumulation of past expired caresses clinging to my skin meant that all the men really wanted was just a giant fuckgrab with each other. I was simply the conduit for their wild desire. I was the gift from God that made their wishes come true. But for me being dead or deadest matters little; I could still bear witness to the annihilation of remote beings. Kim’s was the body as murder evidence; her tour of the countryside was necessary to implicate the right people involved in her demise. She said, Look at my body and what you’ve done to it. It’s fucked up it’s not working properly. You stabbed me so many times that now I leak out of everywhere. Fine. My blood stains your town. My red eyes can see the way you’re looking at me. My skin is mottled brown in patches where gore dried up. I wear rags ’cause in your rush to undress me you destroyed me. Somebody on the edge of town came across my sleeping body wrapped in a taupe backdrop, good for them. Mauve is the color of faded blood, taupe is the color of fresh bone — together the mushroomy aroma of murder baked and seasoned in the sunlight. My right leg is fucked up from a fall off of a train. My other leg has a scar from when I tripped down the stairs when I was ten. One of my arms is mangled, caught in a wild cat’s mouth, rammed repeatedly against the rough bark of a dead tree. I poisoned my liver from drinking too much blood. My stomach turned to stone from the pills I took every day when I woke up ’cause your dick gave me a headache. Everything someday will be gone except silence. The earth will be quiet again. I drank so much cough syrup that I went into a coma and I lost part of my hearing and my vision in my right eye, which is now obscured by a big brown spot. Some of my hair got pulled out by an over-zealous fan while he was fucking me in the ass. My pussy cracked in half. There was no one around to help me up. I had to soak my raw flesh in the creek when I got home but I still came out parched and white. Every time I breathe out my skin flakes off in a puff of crepe dust, this means my body gets smaller and smaller every time I breathe. Someday I’ll blow away. I will be everywhere, in the air they breathe, a voice in the sky… The more I stare the more I can see through things. Your image becomes a jellied screen that clings to my gaze but it obscures my ability to hear people telling me to stop. Trying to keep me from finding you, your body. Over the screech of a nearby freeway I will pray for you, I’ll call your name out loud. The evil that men do lives on and on. The feeling deep inside me grows.


Within a few hours she came up in my dreams. I had images fed to me pretty much all the time, all of emptiness and suffering on the train tracks. Now if I stop thinking specific thoughts I can see her smoking on the bank of a murky Oregon creek, lurking around an abandoned shopping center in the middle of the night, living under a desk in an empty mortgage office, or sharing space with transient forces of evil with a few teeth and handkerchiefs on sticks who shoved her into a dark closet for days on end until she was just a little quiet. I can’t see with my own real eyes anymore because I grew up without aid of doctors or parents. Wild and pissed off, I started developing gangrenous tooth decay at a young age. Don’t know why for sure, but I have to heat any fluids that enter my mouth.


The girl wanders up from the glass casket and follows items misseen, listens for guidance she half-hears. Finding the ghosts in things mis-heard, half-ready, un-thought. They guide her.


 

 

I forced my cold hands around the clutch of pieces of my Locating Deck: tiny beads of hardened pitch, bits of cat bone, tufted heads of chamomile, pieces of broken china. I jiggled them and threw out a “spread” on the pavement in order to arrive at some basic truth, the message you sent for me to aid me in my search for the lost pieces. The picture started to crystallize in front of me.


A girl borrowed a drag off a cigarillo standing in her boots, half in and half out of a spotlight affixed to the roof of the garage. It was sprinkling and she wiped her hair, parted down the middle, shiny and flat like a first-wave folkie. She had a sense of humor enough to ask the man to pass his smoke to her. It was the worst smell in the world, she thought, puffing on the wooden tip that tasted like it had been dipped in cologne.


There was a lot of commotion going on in the big ’60s house, sighs like chimes echoing off the vaulted ceilings. A cluster of buildings, really. Indoor pool with an electrical problem so half the room was always pitch black. Guest quarters. Rooms filled with beanbags. Most of the main house had been turned into an illegal nightclub. The remainder, offices.


Ready to go back inside? He asked her but she ignored him, pretended to not hear.


There was another girl who was occupying her thoughts. She pressed her nose against the windowpane, a warm glow burned from within. Men milled about, drunk or nearly drunk. There were girls too…


Infected hangnails made her swollen fingertips beat in sync with her pulse.


Inside —


Another girl. Orange froth gathered at the corner of her mouth. She spat brown shit out into the crowd. They proceeded to roar even louder demanding articles of clothing, a ritual sacrifice. She fitfully turned and turned on stage, unwilling to appease them even though she didn’t know what they wanted. She lapped at the fluid gathering in the corners of her enclosure, wept big fat tears in the direction of light pouring in from a single crack of the outdoors coming in through the skylight. It rained cubes of gold bullion, rendered fat that thickened and conditioned her taxed hide, turning her brilliantly impenetrable — a kind of space alien. She licked at it; the fat coated her throat and complicated swallowing and her breathing seized as her throat clamped down with layers of dull gold lead. She cupped her hand over her ears because she couldn’t stand to hear the demands of those victorious married men, throwing tiny whips at her side, goading her on with hoarse guffaws and free drinks. She dug into the tiny white flesh of her ring mate, a girl she only just met, but the girl already knew her name. She had been to the stage many times before and her missing jaw and eyeballs attested to it. She nibbled at the girl’s spongy flank for several minutes, passing her hand across a breast but found that to be missing as well. She didn’t make a sound but her mouth opened and closed and the air escaping from its tar pit trap said akhhhhhhhhhhh.


What are you thinking?


Help me. I’m a rock. I’m immobile, unmovable, resting pulverized on the ground.


“What’s wrong with me?” she asked over and over again.


 

 

House Mom-slash-Lady Death sat in the woods. Her eyes rose as she stitched the burning blue dress, wide billowing skirts of flame. She stitched calico into blinding folds and killed the lights for all of you. She stitched tiny wooden dolls into all the creases. Their joints creaked as she walked and she could feel their confined thoughts drifting up into her nostrils like sour smoke. Ambling into town she landed under a man who froze when he first heard their tiny cries. She pet him and his head filled with water and blood and he fought passing out, until he laid his head down on the skirts. She cradled his head in her skirts, stroking his face with them but he didn’t wake up.


She found an unlocked car and made preparations to settle in for the night. Wide white-flocked blankets were laid down across the front seats. She held a homemade skeleton key in her bony fingers, closed her eyes but still saw flickering fire spout up in the undersides of her eyelids. Flames welled up inside her, growing and spreading all over inside that unlocked car. The little ones, the small wooden fire children sewn into her dress, had skeleton keys of their own; they crept outside and disappeared into town, suctioning themselves onto wanderers in the night like tiny shafts of skeleton keys turning locks of ancient significance. Hers was one of many tiny fires burning in parked cars.


 

 

The tiny flicker of flame bending and stretching against itself, formed a single unending circle, a cold molten gaping mouth we fell into like two slash marks… she came upon the girl lying open on the cold ground. Everything about her seemed filled at the bottom with fainting medicine, heavy, sifting around her ankles. Pulverized aspirin. The girl sighed and it got in her mouth. She went deaf to every sound but the sifting and sighing. Her eyes were all fucked up. Were those fleas on the ground in front of her or little brown birds? The sky was coated in bile. “Do you like what you see?” she asked.


The girl woke in a glass box in the woods, seeing but not moving. House Mom prepared a steaming dish for both of them at the fire. The ghosts of long dead animals have piled up on the ground surrounding the glass box for so long that things are growing out of them; they are supporting buildings, holding ends of bridges apart. The souls of dead pets piled up like leaves on top of the glass box. Were they begging to get in, or were they trying to keep her from not leaving?


 

 

I peeled off those two pieces of dried scotch tape like two corneas, opened the tiny shutters to a new world. The plastic coating was removed so I saw out of two twin coins gleaming thousands of miles into the future. Only two small pieces of scotch tape as the barrier of the girl and the world. And they leaked so.


 

 

The girl hid a small wooden doll in the folds of her dress. Her hair remained unwashed and she sat under the eves of a battered tent with poisoned lurkers milling all around the camp, waiting to die. The doll remained hidden inside these long winter months that they have spent cracked out of their skulls on hunger and a malaria-like depression icecloud. They were trapped on a mountain pass for the duration of the winter. An overland journey gone awry. No one knew how to save them. One day the story of what happened here would be dug up, but until then the girl kept a kind of mental log of the trials that had befallen her family. The wooden doll kept a journal of its own to chronicle the mortifications of the journey that had dropped them here. The girl’s doll spoke softly and in soothing tones, recording the sins of the day in soft lead on swollen strips of tissue paper. Labored day and night by the light of dying embers at the fire pit. The little wooden doll in her dress owned the girl, kept her host alive —


The girl grew accustomed to speaking through the small wooden doll hidden in her dress. It carried its own magic like everything else in this hell. The bodies piled up and with it the doll’s meticulousness, which grew and grew until it raised the ire of the whole camp. She would wake in the middle of the night to hear the muted scratching of the doll’s pencil lead on tissue paper. Most of the waylaid emigrants spent their days tucked away in the craggy rocks, stowing themselves in the economical pose of hibernation. The girl spent her days prodding around in the ice for roots and leaves and the scratching in her skirts continued. She reprimanded the doll but it was her voice that replied with a chronicle of the day’s morbidities. The list of regrets filed out of her mouth as she tried to clamp it shut. She wrapped the doll tighter in the folds of her dress but the sounds of the pencil in the diary continued. It was describing their doom. She threw the doll against the side of the wagon in a half-waking rage. No one could sleep. The picture it made was so clear — as if they could each hear the horrors that surrounded them described with the precision of one who was describing it and therefore making it so. So clear was the doll’s voice that it sounded like it was coming out of the future, not out of the folds of the girl’s dress. The doll’s fervor threw it against the confines, the doll strained and labored against its taut calico swaddling. The tiny wooden doll hitting pencil to tissue paper made her shout, “Stop! Stop describing what you see! You’ll kill us all!” But the incapacitated prattle on, braced against a whiff of truth so large it blanketed the state with an appealing urge to smother it, rough up the throat, the hiccup-screams — same thing.


No pleasures escaped the strange stain of longing that colored the whole night. At first light of morning the men went out and tried to locate where all the sleep wanderers had gone during the night. They dug feverishly at the base of a tree while the snow burned their blackened sticks for legs. All the men in the camp had so fascinated the doll. They laughed and its wooden bodice swelled and they screamed and the wooden doll shut its eyes tight. The girl regarded the doll as a small-g god. Sleeping in the folds of the child-bride’s dress, electrified and embryonic.


We followed the path of the banished girl through the forest. We saw evidence of a disruption in a waterlogged pile of leaves. There were bite marks on all of the trees. She’d sampled everything. Half-chewed rodents littered the trial. Charred bone fragments sizzled in the dirt. Jellied blood clung to leaves. Throbbing, tiny berries. A family of small rodents dozed in the pocket of a cast-off, crumpled apron. My family structure was one where no one really belonged to anybody else, yet contained fully, body and soul within a contract that kept us there and created a “cash flow.” Not to be cynical but it sucked.


I entertained the idea that they could really be my parents, and Kim could really be my older sister, but it just fell apart when I tried to stretch it over my conception of how the past had been. Our origins… I think when my body began to change into something more deadly, capable of dying so infinitely, I suddenly had no origins other than that day. I had no past other than what I could see billowing smoke in the road in front of me, I had no family other than the bag of bones jiggling around in my pocket. I’d lost it all. The spell was broken when I left the house for the last time in the night and walked toward the grave of my sister.


My house mom’s sense of doom was so finely tuned that she’d been weaving together supplies to get us all through the winter for ages now. Her own imagined fate involved stockpiling enough weapons on her person, stitched into her clothing like spare buttons, to last these long weeks of trudging along. She was a knife sheathed in buttercream, out there wandering aimlessly. Of course, any man who saw her walking down the street, alone with suspicious bulges sewn all around her body, would think she was a prostitute. But even if they pulled up alongside her and heaved the door open they’d have her homemade artillery to look forward to. House Mom’s weapon-in-the-skirt routine never failed to gain the attention of the militant throngs of unshackled roaming animals in survival wear, public servants gesturing wildly in favor of speaking, their cheeks full of wet naps. Any veil of decency would have been worn to cobwebs by the time she’d gotten that far down the road. Binding the bodies would take all the rope she had on her person. She wove fragments of their clothing and hair into the textured garment she wore around her shoulders as a cape, stringing it up on small trees to escape the weather so she could rest. The textures of many warrior men who tried to rape or talk to her mottled the garment and told the story of the whole town. When she wrapped herself in it she promptly disappeared.


 

 

Waking up after sleeping for two days I ran straight to Safeway. “S’up, caveman…”I crouched in the back, guzzling from a bottle. It could have been a bottle of fuckin anything. I ran across the street to another supermarket. Creeping into the employee bathroom I locked myself inside. I spit up repeatedly in the sink: spit spit spit. I fell asleep, despite the knocking. My legs have been asleep all day. I can’t feel pain in them, which seems dangerous. Walking across the empty parking lot-slash-field I didn’t even realize I had been slicing my skin along blades of pampas grass. It’s the cold I guess, the rain. It all feels equally empty.


I left a trail of blood that alley cats licked up as they followed me to the edge of town. In the middle of the night, at the coldest point in the wet black city several yards from my rail yard hideout I gaze upon the field next to a gutted farmhouse. Across huge spans of history this is the field where a thousand girls have buried their pets. It’s a loaded scene with an unearthly dinge, hanging low over the blighted grasses carpeting the soft wooden hills. To pass the time I dreamed up a make-believe coat of arms for myself consisting of a lichen-covered pepper tree flanked by mating deer. A circle of stars hung overhead, a simple, direct barn owl stared from a hole in the center of a busted barn’s hayloft. I felt sorry for the members of my clan, who had all died without seeing this representation… Circling the site, tracing a path down a steep mossy hill, I encountered a river running with Drano, framing the expanse. Bordering the piles of trees above the county dump, it seems close enough to where I grew up. My wool stockings felt tight and as I rolled them down I noticed pink impressions of vertical lines running down my legs. I ran over to the river and plunged a handful of fern leaves into it to test its strength. The leaves came back white and jellied pearl. I dropped a stone in the creek water, it made a splash that smelled horribly of corpse’s breath and dissolved completely. Then I got in the water. I sank deep and found a furrow for my body, recounting the loud noises and wild visits in the night that brought me here. I fell darker and imagined a whole world opening up to me, like a tree slowly uprooting itself, and felt around for the various objects and species stashed away. I felt the cat-rat bones rattling around in my apron pocket and got two thin white matchstick ones out. The two objects clicked together again and again, then dashed off, leading me out of the polluted creek, up the gravel road a mile and a half to a house that was unlocked. I crept inside, back to one of the small bedrooms. Crumpling to the floor I found a bunch of handwritten notes under the bed, and a short while later more by the desk chair. Bits unearthed everywhere until I pieced together the story of the whole room… She ran away from home. It was a snowy day and she walked deep into the woods. She sat down under a tree far off the walking path and waited to die. Snow drifted around her. A rabbit approached and wrinkled his nose in her direction. At twilight, people came searching for her and she bit her hand to keep from calling for help. She grew numb from the cold and could no longer move her legs or arms. Watching the starry winter sky she fell asleep. Her hair grew flat and brittle and grew endlessly, curling out through her fists, unable to contain it. Her hair fell in among the plants and fallen leaves that blanketed the forest floor, worming its way through the earth and taking root as new plants, tiny shafts stuck in dirt cracks like melted pins — translucent beings yearning for the light. Her eyes closed and she died in all her dreams. She sat up, holding her hand in front of her face she watched as the nails grew long and unwieldy, curling around and around her hand, freezing it open. She had two traps for hands —


In another dream, she laid her head down under a willow, its branches arcing against the sky, each dipping down across the night sky to net her with great glowing fingers. Her hair fell in among the weeds, wormed its way in among them. Taking root as glassy stalks, spires signaling the coming dawn. All kinds of animals howled around her. The closer the dogs got the quieter they became, falling into whispers as they touched nuzzle to her ear. She could hear hot animal breath in her ears as they sidled up next to her, settling in for the night. The dogs whispered deathly quiet. Not a stir. Hot breath churning her hair as it fell as if some great glowing tree on the top of a hill was speaking to her. Silence all around. Stupefying. Her eyes grew huge and sparkled at night, bigger and bigger as the alpha dog whispered in her ear. Pristine darkness, engulfing shadow, the grass yielded below her weight, tiny blades spared by the contours of her body humming under the tree, truly alive.


 

 

Living on boiled eggs from the gas station. Not much coffee… I’m driven by the most pointless things. That bird squawking over my head knows what I’m talking about. He lives with a dozen other parrots somewhere on the edge of town. They’re all escaped pets and by now they have forgotten how to talk human. Instead, when they’re in the air flying a weird gurgle reverberates through the flock, an echo of an echo filtered through a parrot throat. Mocking the mocker. It’s the sound of aliens, just unreal. Those motherfuckers fly upside down!


The 7-Eleven man screamed at me. Wounded, I ran away despite my lame foot, into the forest. Moths descend on me in the middle of the night. In the morning I wake up with tiny white bites over most of my exposed flesh; their poison liquor colors my whole day. Now I don’t know if what I’m doing or saying is for me or for my moths. I knew there was a tiny comfortable place for me at the center of these ruins and it was an intensely comforting thought. I fingered small pieces of wood in my apron pocket as I walked through the forest, counting out the prayers of our shared language. I buried myself deeper, light seemed to vanish completely amid heavy dark clouds of wet bear fur hanging off low branches. Gore collected at the bases of trees. I was a pathetic organism, pressed to the wall of its orgone cabin of mud and tar, insulated at the cold center of the earth. I had a feeling I would be there forever —


I approached a cabin in the dark. I got too close was pulled inside and experienced a horrible dream.


I went looking for a cat among some I found at a shelter in my foster parents’ yard. Brown pelts lay in small stacked chicken coops in the backyard. Cats slept everywhere. I’d stoop down, call out, and one would emerge from under the porch. After my dream cat started freaking me out I stooped down only to see a slithering cat snake (calico fur) uncoiling under the porch. The thing is, in my waking life I wouldn’t have been afraid of the dream cat. I would have had pity for it, of course… Last summer Kim broke away from the gang and left Peetie, Ronnie, and Rick out of the loop completely — and they withered and died. I’m not even sure if they ever existed. They left no trace.


Dust gathered along strands of my hair, I shook it off. Each piece fell like stars down to the swamp below. I may have stared because I hadn’t seen you in a long time but was wrenched from this gaze by muffled cries from outside. At our camp on the edge of a Portland rail yard a pile of shredded sleeping bags sizzled on top of an extinguished campfire. I could hear a bunch of hippies screaming in the distance under a winter sky that was almost brown. Out here it was turning into late morning. Tight ropes of frozen drool hemmed us inside the camp. Icy fields surrounded us, hanging silently at our feet. I looked down and saw marks made in the mud where a naked old stoner covered in blood was dragged sleeping along a trail. There they were cavorting like so many octopi in the midst of this pungent morass, the men here obscure its waters with their tentacles. Only one of them, a big redhead, dared to plant himself naked in front of me, laughing in my face. His huge balls bounced up and down as he laughed. The sight of the red he-devil disgusted me.


Everything has been a waste. Wasted breath. Leaks sprung, flows away. She’s wet around her eyes and around the corners of her mouth. Drafts of air chill her tears and stain her collar, more than usual. She lies alone on a low stage in the rear of a loud, dark room downtown. Lying there all these years, waiting for me to discover her. Moping around like a real teen… realizations settle down at the table to take care of the girl who had actually once been one. An alarm went off, she aired out the fireplace, smoky air swishing around on the linoleum, finding residue sticking to the windows she licked at the side of the house, bladders of mineral-rich salt foam in the shiny letters by the front door. Mineral deficiencies made her weak, anemic, sleeping most of the day, scooping up particles of food, tonguing bits of cream out of the palms of her hands. House Mom brought her bits of material to build up her nest. Carpet swatches, rolls of awning material picked clean. She tells her that she will get very sleepy… in a dream she tells herself that her sleep is old and worn and unrolling like a wise scroll. And that if she is able, she should tell her dreaming self to read what’s written on it… Inside I fell asleep and dreamed that I went to select a cat in a Kitten Center. All I wanted was a black and white one that looked like the cat at the top of the ravine, but the only cat that kept coming up to me was freakish and weird. Nauseating. It was small and grey-brown with a weasel head. Probably very sweet if I had given it a chance, but I didn’t want to be close to it at all. This dream cat kept coming up to me, biting my fingers with its toothless mouth and all I felt were cold gums. It was blind with tiny holes on either side of a big wet nose that was black and not at all shiny. I ran away but the cat would follow me everywhere, always underfoot, and just as suddenly I began to notice other cats everywhere, partially decomposed carcasses half-buried in the sawdust. Kicking up tufts of fur and sawdust I knelt down to a low utility vent on the side of the house and saw a huge calico cat-fur snake uncoiling in the darkness. Endlessly unraveling to reveal no end in sight.


 

 

Walking through town, there’s no limit to what I want and take. I take items from every corner, at every turn there are goods I seize and use up on the spot. I use up men’s bodies. I leave them hollow and sad on the side of the road. I leave them so fucking bummed it’s not even funny. But it’s very very amusing, I’ve come to find.


In the morning I arose from lying face down in the sand. I took myself away from where a series of dogs were tied with ropes, baying at seagulls, and where the people were speaking softly to each other on top of thousands of sandmites milling around their large brown reed mats. Only at Oregon hippie beaches were parking lots more like mall foodcourts in the early afternoon dead hour… I grit my teeth as I passed through the cloud of smoke before me, veering off the rural highway, passing various wrecks on the side of the road, passing the rail yard with dogs swirling around in the dark. I made my way into town as the sun began to rise over the brick retaining wall between the Safeway and the alley on the other side. I dug around in their garbage, rifling through some papers stuck in the corners of a big bread rack. Slipping into the back storage room I disappeared into one or more aisles. Pointedly I yanked down displays around me, breaking cardboard staffs over my knee. “Anything you could imagine,” I yelled, pointing at myself… There were a series of moments at the end of an encounter where the guy fell into a soft tone, his hands became massage flaps and he showed a little of his sensitive side in an effort to get the girl to think of him as not all bad, a nice guy y’know, just a soft public radio voice swathed in corduroy — not gonna hurt anybody, not interested in rape — a grownup, into the give-and-take of love; in his hands a potential white flower that opened under an adoring attentive sun.


I sorted through a box of his mom’s old knick-knacks while he tried to rub my shoulders. If only he could see the expression on my face… but I could see his, in the window (that’s one thing they always forget, say, as you approach a set of automatic glass doors to a business or store: I can still see you, Mr, your reflection, looking at me as I walk away from you.)


I left him after grabbing a few fast food biscuits and a packet of honey butter, two exercise tapes, a bunch of felt appliqués, glass beads, a glow in the dark spider ring, a brown leotard, and some paper flowers. Love is the new gold the man had said… Hot breath and stubble wear holes in spots already taxed from stress, where it ached the most. My pale blue star, my rainbow, how good it feels to know you’re like me… I felt sad, a confused pang for the small pet I could consume visually in one swig. Me, I went on and on, disappearing down into the covers. Something about seeing both the beginning and end of him, the totality in one gulp, made me feel like I didn’t want to be there when the container became problematic, prone to breakdowns — or worse, died with the liquid contents still sitting inside. He got a kick out of it when I cornered him, pinning his body to the wall with a harness. It was amusing because it was so lacking in risk. He exploded out of the hold in an array of pent up maneuvers… Mark my body with this moment forever, I can’t stand it, I’m cut so deep. I know how it is sitting in an old house where horror is magnetically coded on the walls, recorded for all time, how when you walk by the room plays like a cassette tape. Finding a tape as evidence of the crime cannot be denied. Walking through the haunted house my brain operated like a VCR, acting like a remote viewing player as the ghost-show played for me. The organic and mechanical meet here in my body.


 

 

These were antique thoughts, marked by a non-specific dread… My first impulse is to go to sleep. My second impulse is to have sex with it and my third impulse is to eat it. That’s how my mind works. But the three are not quite as fixed as you might think; they’ve been boiled down, chiseled out, and refined, painstakingly handcrafted over three centuries resting at the bottom of my brain. The three are like the finest three-line poem chiseled in gold at the foot of a roaring majestic waterfall and I’m sure as hell not giving them up, not for the world. I need them. They’re mine. I’m sure you’ve seen my three pieces of gold flash across the faces of most of this journey, they flashed across my face as I stood in your doorway. I ate pieces of gold like the Spanish forced their heathen children to do. They fell down and died… And in this strange shack, wedged under the glowering scraps of a prehistoric beach cave, your silhouette hung in the doorway. It was as if you’d stolen all sound from within the confines of this space between us in order to trap me here. I cracked up; flies seethed in a vibrant warlike blanket covering every surface, pressing themselves into folds, taking the shape of what surrounded them. You moaned and tore into me, getting more and more psycho on me. Losing your cool, you begged me. You didn’t care anymore. I turned into a piece of enchanted pulp in your arms, falling into a guise that was achingly familiar. You held my head up with both hands and made me look at you while I wavered on the edge of consciousness, going in and out every second, “stay here with me,” you said. I fought passing out, staring hard in one fixed direction. You held me up while I slumped and my knees buckled. Stay here. I fought, passing out; my face fell from your grasp. All I remember from that strange night: crying coming crying coming crying coming, locked in a horrible embrace.


A warlock had found me!


 

 

He was so old. So goddamn big and unwieldy. With eyes bigger than his stomach, a neuroses that fueled a huge appetite. His mouth burned for me and I fell inside. I imagined the old man camping out in the mountains, taming a wild dog, coming to rest on the still-sunny side of a baked earthen pallet of dry land under a redwood tree. He sat and told that tree everything, he figured it deserved it. The wolf-dog stared blankly and the old man thought it to be the typical response of all people — including wolves and dogs. He itched feverishly around his eyes with a fingernail. Out many days and feeling a little crazy because of it, he stumbled down the hill and found a woman there cooking at a diner that was so infrequently visited she had run out of most things some twelve days ago. But she made him something and he ate and after that he had her too, in her little room on top of the restaurant. She took and took — so much it scared him. She was crazy too. They put each other into a deep sleep and it has lasted these long winter weeks… He knew he was among the chosen few. Not many could’ve made it this far. But he had come largely without purpose.


He was cursed with sick thoughts. Confused, he left a sachet of his own trimmings of brittle chest hair with the woman as a token of some vague shared meaning she found unclear and downright gross of him. The man felt resolved to his fate on his last day as fully human, part of society. He had barely escaped being burned alive in his mobile home trailer. He ran into the woods with the scraps of turkey jerky and a roll of copper wire, his only remaining possessions, in a bag. His hair was singed and his eyes hurt. His brain felt compressed under a hot black weight. He trudged up the hill and felt like a different person. He paused at the top and took in the expanse below. It was consumed by a thick petrifying smoke. It was only a couple of minutes before he realized it. The whole world can burn.


 

 

I’m burning with desire for your touch. Aware of lying flat in a cushion of sleep, nothing but birds pecking at specks on either side of my enclosure, aware of there being no sound, I turned and reached for the nearest lung to suck from. Inject me… mmmmm, water tastes good… My teeth vibrate as I grit them hard against the blackening broth of sky above, evidence that my throat was making noise even though I couldn’t hear it. The trees rain phlegm on me in an abysmal storm that is taking place at the threshold between two dark worlds: the living and the dead. My eyes snapped open and I heard drunks yelling down at the creek. Walking through town I noticed tiny numbers encoded on every surface. Strange dates on bridges and tiny plaques like metal scabs all up and down telephone poles. Cryptic codes I would never know encircling hieroglyphs made for some race of secret vagabond police. As night descended I squinted into the horizon and thought I saw the world as it was 300 years ago.


Surfaced in a strange man’s bed. Always draped with some damp sheets, or maybe a sleeping bag unzipped lengthwise. I buried myself deeper. Light seemed to vanish completely amid the heavy, dark cloud of his strange funk, that man-cloth smell like wet bear fur. I had walked so far that I felt like I would never be able to leave, no matter how long I slept. I had a feeling we would be here forever, chained to the furniture of our den with felt wallpapered walls heavy and moist. I dragged myself out from under the rail car and went out walking after midnight, looking for you. What total hell to be a real teen. The realization made me think that perhaps I have never really been one. But it didn’t matter, I was going out to Walgreens to bring as many of them as I could find back to the camp. It had been raining for a week and all the dead, mangled cat-rats I found on the side of the road had filled with water, like mottled fur bladders plugging up cracks in the shiny gravel. I knelt down by one who I originally thought was still alive and stuffed it into a bag for rehabilitation. I soon realized that it was a stupid idea and regretted it immensely, but kept walking. I walked for an hour and a half before I saw another person. A motherfucking cop jerk and I ran into the woods when I saw him. I found a small cardboard box on a fence post and transferred the cat-rat body into it so I could use my bag for sticks. I’ve been walking for so long I felt like my spine was gonna break, so I crashed out under a big tree. But it got worse and I had the paranoid fantasy that there was something out in the woods watching me, getting closer, but always hiding behind trees or along where some cars were parked. For a while I stayed with another guy I knew who lived just outside of town with fibers and streaks like great big branches of veins threading up each arm. He lived in a great big house full of ex-cons, all choking down meds that didn’t belong to them. Escaped, elevated by lightening bolts flying through the air a weird whoosh over and around the trash cans, rattling them like empty mussel shells. He’d been away for a while and his battered relations to other humans carried over to the painful way he hugged me. We trapped ourselves in his room and tore away at each other, an echo of an echo, laughter and screams filtered through droplets inching down his back; we were the sound of aliens, all wound up, unreal. He slumped over the velvet heart in his lap, one or more addicted, jobless vagrants scratching at his door. Later in the day we found them sitting in a line along the living room wall like deflated canteens in the mid-day dead hour. Sleeping potion bottles strapped to their bodies, vaporizer bags punching in and out, up and running sugar swirl gas clamped between yellow teeth. Burning halfway down their windpipes. Nudged an arm and whispers like fucked dirt, shallow breaths all in sync. As I fell asleep outdoors I told myself that nothing would ever actually get me so long as I was out cold — in a dream I told myself that our kind doesn’t die. The carbon monoxide from heavy traffic cutting through the neighborhood to avoid rush hour gave my thoughts a new urgency and I fell into a contagious bout of self-pity. The pieces rattled around in my apron pocket as I neared the site. They were activated. I knew I was close. The pieces threw themselves against the confines of their enclosure, inside the patch pocket taped to my chest, appearing from the outside like a large pulsing cartoon heart, thumping away irregularly.


I happened upon a handful of stately Victorian houses standing hugely vacant on a dark, sandy street. No one was around and it didn’t feel as if anybody had lived here for many years. Certainly not since I’ve been around. The earth fell silent and I darted in and through them, contemplating my next move. The houses emanated their own strange otherworldly heat, unlike that of animals or people. A kind of body heat by stasis and I can’t really describe it any better. A proto-electricity. At any rate they were more or less alive and I jumped in and around and hid in odd corners where they creaked and strained to enclose me.


Outside I noticed an absence of footprints almost immediately and sensed that I was in the presence of a force more ruthless than I could have imagined. A flock of green ex-pet parrots flew overhead without a sound. Wind swirled around so carefully, its heat barely touching my lungs. I breathed pure thoughts and prayed the rain would take me away from this place soon. I ran to the backyard of one of the oppressive structures. I could hardly imagine what I saw in among the torn remnants of a berry bush, feeling my knees pressing into the dusty bramble, lying flat, thrown open like a cask. I opened a jar and flies flew out and got lost in a mess of my hair. I felt them beat their wings around the back of my neck. I was at the center of the world, at one of the special places…


A rail car stood open in a frozen yard, steam of smoky ice resting in billowing rock formations on the tracks. Sunrise, red-woods surrounding us all. I crept in, feeling with my hands in front of me along the damp planks until my hands fell onto the heaving bones of a ribcage rising rapidly in the dark. It spoke of riches unknown to any other traveler. Of course it spoke softly of you, little pet. I wrapped myself up in the remnants of a linen dropcloth and the car sprang forward, climbing to twenty mph as we slept at opposite ends of the cell. I woke up to that same loud pinging noise coming from town and made my way to the Walgreens just before morning. I looked around in some mags and slipped into the backroom, snacking, making a nest for myself high up in the rafters. No one noticed me up there and when I opened that box the next time the cat-rat was just bones. As I walked they rattled around in my apron pocket. The closer I got to the dense wet crush of ferns and other soft greens at the foot of a redwood tree the more the leaves seemed to be making a hissing sound, vibrating oddly in a dustless quiver so quiet I couldn’t be sure I wasn’t listening to the rush of psychic blood at my temples instead. Walking with my head getting heavier and heavier, the exposed trail broke down underfoot, big cracks forming as I made my way deeper into the heart of the forest. I carried broken ferns to a place in the ground and I laid them down as a place for you.


 

 

It was for her that night fell so fast. She landed in that spot in the middle of the woods and lay as light rain fell all over her. Wetting the papery ribbons of her dress and staining the leaves in the lowest branches hanging over her still-closed eyes. She lay open on the cold ground. She didn’t notice as the beings began preparing a bed beneath her as she lay. She couldn’t hear them.


House Mom stoops over a pile of clothes shaped around a log, tending to the pleated sweatshirt tucked around its “waist.” Other small lumps of clothing are arranged around her like fallout. The little lumps sing and vibrate on the floor and dance around in circles on a sheet of steam coating the concrete floor. House Mom thinks of everything and has set out bowls of rainwater for the lumps, who absorb it into their folds.


House Mom collects rainwater in wooden bowls set outside in the yard. The grey packed dirt has not seen rain in some time, the canopy having grown so thick, but the bowls fill just the same — there is rain enough at least for wooden bowls. The girl watches from inside a glass casket set down in the middle of a clearing in the yard, dried leaves mounded up all around. She presses her hands up in front of her, suctioned to the lid of the box. Dried chamomile fills the bottom to the glass box, stuffs her pockets, and has been pressed into the toes of her shoes. Chamomile sleeps in her hair and fills out the parcels where her breasts used to be. House Mom tends to the dried leaves surrounding the glass box. She straightens the sheets of ice guarding the pond and mends their cracks with a mixture of mud and chamomile.


A trail of smoke can be seen from near and far as House Mom tends to the fireplace of the small shed early in the morning. She pours white wine over the hot rocks in the fireplace and goes to sleep under a cloud of butter broth. She arranges the small lumps around her close and the big one guards the door at her feet.


Leaves pile up at the door. Leaves pile up on the glass box in the yard where outside at night two palms are pressed to the glass, sleeping, ready to spring.


House Mom loves the girl in the glass box very much (misses the girl in the glass box) and is tending to her and her slumbering chamomile pods like you would tend to a fire that’s keeping you alive. The fire that’s putting out a signal far off into the surrounding hills:


[image: 007]

Mother stands on the beach and animates all the little lumps of cloth with every breath. Her breath sets them in motion, sets out currents of electricity animating those dozens (then hundreds… thousands) of little lumps of cloth, sending them quaking through the forests and fields and towns on the edge of the woods.


 

 

He sighs and weeps for you. The silent song of feathers spinning solemnly in the morgue moonlight… a grievous roar sounds from high up on a perch in the silence of winter passing into death. You cannot hear it. Just know that it happens and it’s for you — it’s all for you. You keep me alive with the spiral water in the glass. Of night and the water of violence, of longing that will never be forgiven, it marks the glass like acid. There were some whispers among feathers that this was the right part of town for longing. The right time of the day in this death-dappled region of earth. The sun a stone setting on the plate etched to the horizon.


 

 

I’ve been getting the feeling that I’m being followed. “You!” I shout, turning around… My dream cat came for me, but this time it was an ugly little thing. Half cat, half rat. It looked like it had been mangled in an accident. Its snout was long and deflated with fragments of bone swimming around inside, black, wet, and cold. Its eyes were dull and dark bone polished black. Could it see? Probably not. It was grey-brown. The most vivid thing I remember is it coming up to me and taking my fingers in its mouth. I could feel that it didn’t have any teeth, and it was cold and wet in there. I recoiled in horror and tried to get away from it but the cat was quick and darted around the whole yard, wherever I went. It chased me everywhere. It was so fast I couldn’t even see it anymore. Rather, I felt it darting around, following me. And suddenly I began to notice deflated cat carcasses everywhere, under dirt that I kicked up running — but they were all petrified rats, all grey powdery fur. The cat’s name was Ratzl.


Resting in a man’s bed, unfamiliar smells of dryer sheets — lying in a dirt plot I could feel my heart beating in my back. My throat seemed to close. Mother sat in the window. Toxic fumes made the world fuzzy and blurred with a revolving vagueness. Tiny shining stars burned sweetly all around me as she sent them down to settle on the earth. They bore their way into the dirt, slowly worming around until they found secret tufts of moss and there fed, and grew. I was sick every day now. Practically immobile, I vomited violently at every turn. I tugged at my raw throat and coughed forth an owl pellet. My eyes pounding out of my head, fighting passing out I tore at it, breaking it open with my hands I discovered the fine white bones of my dream cat. I had eaten him!

  






I LAY DOWN IN SOME TALL GRASS GROWING through a fissure in dry concrete next to an onramp. I went to sleep with my arm extending out into the northbound lane. Thumbs up. No one ever stops. I woke up sometime later and the light had changed, wincing over the tops of some burnt trees… My body had been moved several yards down the road. I noticed this only after raising my half-worm-eaten face from the pavement, heavy and winey, glancing back to where I had been several hours/days before. I would be moved several more times, from one cot to another, from the back seat to the front, from a familiar bed to a different man’s — and would only notice when I woke. How shifty they had been, to move my body while I’d been away, my head heavy and winey, filled with regret.


Seth and I sat on the low narrow couch at the rear of our trailer in the woods — so long ago. The space heater in the corner sputtered bad breath out into the small room. I reached over and tickled the roof of his mouth with my index finger. He laughed and did the same to me. We were drunk. We fucked with my hands over his face.


Bleating, horrid calls to the streets… passing by towns slowly, descending toward the hot, humid afternoon-hell in that secret place, searching out some semblance of normalcy out of the shallow night, your fractured thoughts occupied by that fateful hour of afternoon. Possessed calls piercing the night, you’re caught in its thrall, head pounding, looking for answers. It’s all wrong, you’re all wrong. You’ve been here before.


Orangetime and that other world caught between the living and the dead. Caught on videotape trying to get some answers from that silent glare way up in the ceiling behind the register. Outside a man lays inert and sweating on the sidewalk, people on the street poking at him.


No one notices the negative space around life. Surrounding this town, between trees and businesses. Around the chatter of the afternoon; around our rustlings in your room, the negative space tracing the contours of your insomniac sleep of the undead… Walking down your street I passed by your house. The window was open and from out on the street I could see you, very small in the little wooden window frame lying down on your bed. It was noisy outside but I could tell it was quiet in there like nothing could touch you. A hot patch of air was hanging down on you, low down and all around you like a careful cloud while you slept. Wind whipped at my ankles and I could hear it gathering all the power of the neighborhood up with the dust and leaves. I had walked for two days to this spot. Pressing my hands against the sidewalk — your sidewalk — brought back all the soot and sticks scratching along the surface. My gaze fastened on a leaf rising on the wind and it brought me up to you, seeing you through your window but you can’t see me. Oh Seth! What am I doing out here without you?


Let me in, baby, I’m tired out here. I walked so far. I’m desperate for your love!


I found an open window and crawled inside —


 

 

My face suctioned to oozing particles in the dark, seeping grey languid memories chewing nostrils bristling with acrid-smelling flesh, pure inedible stain of memory, we nibbled at each other. I’m beginning to see you for what you always were, a nice boy whose whole life was spent avoiding potential scams. I knew you never had anything to do with any of this. I’m not so sure now that you even ever left your room. But now that you’re back there, amongst your things, it just seems so right.


You sweet sweet little pony-man. Why did I ever think I could keep you?


Birds and twigs scampered around on the wooden floorboards leaving scratches in the dust at my feet. Your blood had dried in tan crusty pleats all over your stomach, all marks your ex-girlfriends had made in an effort to get to your soul. I guess I never thought of you that way. Listen to my heart, you said, as I petted your forelock in a downward motion with the palm of my hand… The most tragic room in the world! No one would ever know.


Solid grey sheets of dusted cobwebs connect leaves and shoots. A thousand forest flies buzz their wings in the tall trees. The cats are in hunting mode today. Elsewhere the stolid hum of a dirt bike sneers off in the distance. All this, mingling with your fridge — that vibrating plastic trap — makes the whole place seem like it’s ready to blow. Any given slip of paper can only be folded in half exactly seven times. I read this once, but thought of it again this morning, not quite awake, but y’know not quite sleeping. And it’s true, I tried it over and over again and each time seven is the magic number.


Taste me as a way of being me. We hide inside our thoughts and wrack our brains trying to come up with something to say. There is nothing to say, this is it. That last bit was all that was left.


I got in bed next to you.


It’s all right.


 

 

The sky darkened on one of our last conversations. The one where he asked, “What’s important are feelings — do you have any?”


“Not really,” I replied, a little surprised there had been so little resistance on my part in letting that out of my mouth. “I’ll be your robot, c’mon.”


“That’s bullshit. That’s a cop out and you’re a lazy fraud,” he cried, rushing toward me.


There’s no way to really end this discussion gracefully, I thought.


“How can you live like this?”


“I guess I just keep thinking that one day it’s going to catch up with me and I’ll just be devoured by the crisis of the century. Until then it’s business as usual.”


“You can’t live this way — people don’t live this way.”


He tacked that on as if I aspired to join their ranks. The truth was, I was lazy and stubborn — a control freak of the highest order and I was never coming down. The story about the robot that woke up feeling human feelings was the most epic disaster of them all.


 

 

Cabbage moths, animal tracks: fresh? Old ones. Sand on the beach makes holes for my feet.


I singed my hair with long white candles and covered my face with tar. I lived as if in mourning on the edge of a lake. No one messed with me. I baked my own bread out of acorn meal and gathered flower seeds in the middle of a many-stringed storm of red raindrops at the top of a hill.


 

 

Further away at the mouth of a beach cave there was a large sea anemone, a static guard I wasn’t sure was even alive, only that it sat there like several hundred pounds of raw meat, salivating. Oregon beaches are like some space landscape, total unreality. Finding some dog prints in the sand I followed them up a trail to the edge of a ravine full of stinky feathers trapped with sand.


Rough rocks ground underfoot and cracked into smaller and smaller pieces with each move I made.


 

 

Mother hatched from the sea. The breath of a solid white shell enclosed her. She was cursed to walk up and down the beaches, tethered at the ankle by a stretch of kelp half a mile long held at one central point below the water. Her leash lay curled around a rock. She was bound; her hair swirled around her like an ancient cloud, banishing all sound.


 

 

In our twisting at the length of our restraints we began to recognize each other. Out of the mutual language of dead dust, dusted years, the two of us would never be the same.


 

 

She looked in the mirror and saw her future-body staring back at her, emerging out of the cloudless glass, a shadow inching across and blinking through two eyes like plastic eggs. She had hatched into a perception of her own future-self, however much it remained still tethered to her dreams, cast to the bottom of the ocean on an anchor of kelp, stones, and bubbles.


 

 

Passed out in a fever fog, under a black sky and the beach, where the only trees were horizontal brown stalks sorted and skinned by the tides; carbon dioxide seeped into my brain and poisoned me with its noxious dream coma — all I can call my own is this. There is nothing else in this world I can claim. I own this sickness, this poisonous fog. And I own these thoughts, orange and sticky.


I shook my head and thought, “Too many words.”


I get the sinking feeling that I’m gonna be here forever. I traced into the sky: f-o-r-e-v-e-r… In this world, there’s no edge, no junctions or seams, just endless rounded corners — the sanded contours of hell —


 

 

Summer ticks away What have you been up to lately? they all asked her, poking their heads into view as she sat scrunched on the sidewalk. She turned squinting into the sun and inertly replied, “nothing,” then slowly lost consciousness until they all walked away. Kim’s rule of thumb, as I took it to heart was, “don’t think hard, think deep.” It carried over into every facet of my life… We receded to the edges of life. Concerned only with seams, borders, rims, outskirts, we took refuge in these places. Where actual life became real. We hid inside you —


 

 

A dish of salt and cat food sat at the mouth of the cave, the crystallized remnants of some kibble left out a long time ago for some neighborhood animals. Where had they been? Did anyone notice that all of the raccoons and cats in town have disappeared? Uneaten saltwater kibble in dishes all over town — something tremendously suspect had occurred.


Close by, a coven of “witches” stirred a cauldron of wax on the beach. Their sea rituals consisted of nights and days spent without sleep. Grabbing at whatever was meant to keep them awake. This particular afternoon: wax.


 

 

All tribes convened on the beach. It was usually dark enough so that no one could really see anyone else’s markings too clearly. This beach was not like others. It looked to have been visited, like a shopping mall came by and shook out its clothes on the sand and all the little mites fell out and crawled away. The beach is a public place, like a park. Some are fancier than others, some more policed. This one seemed to cushion the bodies from all walks of life, providing shelter for all kinds of itchy semi-legal activities. The peasants have gutted the palace of the old regime and now lie sleeping in piles of shavings in every crevice. The beach offered precious few places to hide so inhabitants pulled in partitions from various sources, erecting shelter in recognizable shapes from all over town. I walked until I thought I passed all the people to where it was just sand again. I felt my body fusing with a man I loved — only I didn’t know him. He held me at arm’s length and it drove me crazy. Why couldn’t I just walk away? What had he gotten from me that I needed so bad I couldn’t leave without? I didn’t even recognize myself anymore.


 

 

Crunchy ropes of red kelp wrapped around the tree trunks — a mass of many-legged seething shells crossed leaves and twigs from one bank of foam to another. Snakes slipped quietly from leaf-mulch gruel into foam at the place where the banks dissolved into water and traced a path to the bottom of the ocean. This world is black. Shiny black water filled with salt and many stones, hard leaves cracking into many pieces — swirl of twigs and salty foam. Seahawk nest fibers floating and sticking to tree trunks. It’s all over now. The hawk dips silently into the foam and skims forth a sea snake with its jaws held steady open and — lunge. Bite. Who falls? — dies?


 

 

I gathered slivers of white soap out of a grey-water runoff into a rough basket. Gathered flower seeds off of the hill, scraping grasses into tightly woven disc-like baskets. All along the beach reed tents stood next to giant piles of stones and mussel shells. Steam came out of holes in the sand and rocks hid baskets full of salty flowers.


I pounded piles of flowers and roots with a mortar stone and pestle and dumped it into a hole in the sand lined with fern leaves.Fern leaf juice leeched out into the sand. And I felt something in common with the sand as I sucked fern juice into my mouth, chewing on the briny poultice. Fire pits in the sand. Piles of charred flowers. Sea salt, seeds roasted in baskets of coals. A mountain of mussel shells as high as a tree blowing up in angelic clouds of razor dust in the offshore wind. Seagulls approached with seeds for eyes; I whipped stems at the sea birds.


Piles of shells. Flakes of barnacles caked underfoot. Seeds made shapes at the bottom of baskets. Reed mats twisted under piles of coals. I pierced tufted beads of chamomile with small rabbit bones. Rabbit bones clanked in the fire. Pits in the sand filled with cooking rocks, ashes — and rabbit bones. Rabbits rustled at the edges of the grass. I blew into my fist like the sound of a cornered rabbit and all around huge bulging eyes rushed to the edge of the bush.


Foxes woke up from their long winter sleep at the sound of the cornered rabbit across the clearing. Across the beach cornered embers spit themselves against the sides of pits dug in the sand, charring perforations in the fern leaves lining the pit.


A young boy/man appeared before me, long blond hair of the warriors of the lumber town squats to the north. I recognized his kind. The rough Pendleton jacket reeking of polluted coffee. He stood solidly upright, as his kind tended to do, but he was eyeing me with a perplexing look that I didn’t recognize, like it shifted so fast my eyes couldn’t gather focus and hold it even though I fixed his gaze. It was as if it was oscillating between two sides of a coin. I wasn’t sure if I could “master” him, and it churned my stomach. He got closer and appeared to have no legitimate business on this part of the beach. “What are you doing?” Just kicking stuff around. He approached me and his voice was slight and forgettable. He settled on a big flat rock, staring at the empty space behind me, hair blowing slightly in the wind. That killed me. I had never seen such a ludicrous head of hair as this: long and blond like a babe’s but unkempt, neglected and dusty like a man’s. Is this a lumber town thing or what? He was more than a little pasty. But then again this wasn’t a beach that ever really saw the sun. I stared hard. He was pointy, underfed, but still big and unwieldy with light, unfocused eyes that looked like he might be legally blind.


 

 

He pounced, fastening himself to me; he brought me to the ground. Sand got everywhere, most of it came from him. “Who are you? What are you doing on the beach?” “No,” he kissed me. The boy/man seemed to appear out of coordinates fastened to my animal mind. He seemed assembled out of my own fractured territory of desire. There he was, bounding out of this landscape fully formed, his coat of armor strong but spongy, punctured in all the right places to let his poison flows of love seep out and stain me. He acted like he already knew me. The more he talked the less I listened and pretty soon I discovered that he adored me; he swept in and I felt him hanging right in front of my face, a trick fog stinging my face and clouding my mind. I didn’t know him. I felt him take my lips — he may well have been touching them with his eyes. He gathered my mouth and sighed inaudibly, I felt it rattle my teeth. He sighed and said I want you, I want you —


His flesh felt like it was suffering. I could taste it on him, the mortification of the only one left alive… He was so young. He was on top of me and out of the corner of my eye I spied a crappy shed and wished I could be inside as he abruptly stopped and shifted away from me. He moved around agitated and perched, catlike, with his eyes fixed to the horizon. He stretched out in the last swallow of sunlight on a large flat rock in front of me. “You cannot be comfortable there,” I said. “But I am.” His body smelled of salt and laundry detergent, fairly consistent with every other man under thirty I had ever been with. Do you know who I am? I asked, Why did you choose me?… He gathered me up in his arms and turned me to face him. He kissed me. “I’m in love with you, I’ve been watching you from far away. I followed you here.” I choked on a lump in my throat and was getting ready to cry. My heart soaked through my shirt. “Please tell me you understand,” he said. “I don’t know.” He kissed me he nipped and sucked at my throat, “Please tell me it’s okay.” “I don’t know if it’s okay… who are you? Where did you come from? Do you live here on the beach?” I felt like I was folding in on myself, seven times, half, half, half, and tightened when I found I couldn’t fold any smaller. I lay frozen, my hand moving over his body, shifting, conflicted, unsettled. I felt the sand locked in his hair. I shook it but it stayed. “Were you born here?” I asked. He kissed me, “No but I will die here — ”I will die here with you.


I kissed him and on the other side behind his mouth I found blood blooming in a beaker of water. A hot resistance steeped in the shadows of a large doomed animal, a kiss and a drink of enveloping velvet steam suctioned to a large wilted flower. His sour presence, long shadows rising off the sand… This is forbidden! — what we’re doing is outlawed. You live on the beach. What are you doing here? “I followed you here.” His weight shifts on top of my body and my head spins and my mouth fills, my eyes are full, he’s kissing me and his eyes are filling my mouth my chest my memory, I’m flooded with dreams of death. Dreams of his death are racing through my veins. You’re attacking me. I didn’t ask for this… “I’m sorry I followed you. What am I supposed to say? Don’t go.” In the middle of all of it I felt the presence of another man lurking behind his eyes. I felt two men before me and I buckled under the pressure. They drained me together. They stole my senses but even then I began to feel one of them slip away. Like he had been dismissed the boy/ man’s weight lessened, he dimmed and I tried to hold his face in my hands: stay with me, stay here. I bit at his face I clawed at his chest in an effort to get him back. I felt myself devouring what I could of him to keep him with me but the presence of another man rose in him and I felt weighed down by a force that was irresistible and inextinguishable and could not be escaped, deeper and deeper into the quickening sand the whole beach shifting around me and I felt myself lose it on top of the mystery man and just as suddenly, inside the wooden shed I’d seen in the distance a shadow was framed by the open door. I felt him tear into my neck.


I woke up under many layers of the cast-down skins of old Eucalyptus bark. He had come to rest on top of me and was stealing my breath as he kissed me. This mystery man — the Warlock — tore at me and his breath was a dull magnetic lightening storm that drained and drained me. He slid off of me and bolted upright. I struggled under the shifting debris and just like that he was gone. The Warlock had found me. The taste in my mouth readily surrendered its evidence, I tasted my lips and his name appeared in my mind.


 

 

He begs for me. His voice slips and erodes as he speaks. Begs. His voice prowls me and breaks off and I wonder what has happened.


The smoky, salty pressure of his lips on mine makes me think of all the spent fires along the beach. He roasts and sputters just outside of me; I can almost grasp his presence, but feel myself lingering intimately at so great a distance I feel as if he is playing a game with me. He flashes near and far and it boggles my mind and makes me uneasy and growling with my face in my hands: Who are you?


Pink wire cage bits of fuzz caught in hardened glue beads… cane furniture, reed brown green clear glass worn in fine white scratches at the edges of creaking baskets, reed mats. Fan running at full blast, spare brown pants bunchy in the wrong places; the hook fly and pocket stuck inside out. Yellow light globe plastic egg sitting on the carpet… blue plastic straw with brown sugar crystals lining the spout… I was awake but my brain lay twisted among the rotten pilings and the weeds that stank in saltwater. The way I stood with one foot on top of the other made men take notice. I felt them looking at my ass, pulled up into an adorable little punching bag. I guess my own body even felt fucked up and serene as it pulled tight against my jeans. So this is what it feels like to be desired? To be folded up and put at the bottom of some secret drawer? I felt like I was close to unlocking the secret look of male desire, the one that says not “I want to fuck you,” but “I want to keep you.” I was sure it was a different look. There was a difference but it flickered in and out of my sights. But I didn’t know what the fuck I was talking about. I only had a partial view.


Had I ever looked at a man and said to myself, “I want to keep you?”


The impossibility of it made me unsure of what I wanted. His attention had left me confused. Edgy, wandering around playing the events in my head over and over and got panicky when they had already started fading away. The smells were gone, the colors getting flatter until the memory hung in front of me like a laundered sheet, stained with a bitter bleached cartoon of what had really happened.


 

 

Men who lived on the sidewalk washed in the ocean, at the edge of the septic tap water creek… Men on the sidewalk called out to me. All over town they followed me pessimistically with their eyes. I was never left uncovered by their eyes. I shoved my hands into my apron pocket and stepped carefully around their black and yellow boiled-egg eyes. My shoes swept the dust out from under their didactic signage and the sight of my bare legs sticking out from under my skirt thickened the straps of cured turkey breast hanging in their sweatpants. I wondered what happened to all their women, where did they go? Did these women ever see the sidewalk start to creep into the corner of those black and yellow eggs watering in the center of the men’s faces? Do they know where to find them now? On this band of concrete tethered between the living and the dead, the waking and the sleeping, the forest and the city — out there somewhere pumping their fists to music they’ve never heard before?


 

 

He is a small-g god, crouched hidden inside a host body, siphoning my breath through host lips, animated and full of borrowed electricity. He grabs at me, to hold me, but his hands are different and I can feel his spine through his shirt, which makes me think of death and mortal things and I am confused. Being combined with one that is not just “one” is disorienting and I try to find a way around coming to any conclusions because there aren’t any.


 

 

Grizzled men sang on the sidewalk. They clutched kittens on leashes to their chests and nuzzled the little things awkwardly. There were so many men out on the sidewalk today. Some wore their tanned hides like a badge of honor. They liked sleeping on the beach, but the post office lobby would do nicely too. The men teased me from the street, somewhat vague accusations about being a “kitten hater,” but the truth was I just didn’t want to linger there listening to their broken singing any longer. The men were gonna come for me, the main one bellowed. Where did you guys come from I asked, and why does everything in your life need to be on a leash? The men on the sidewalk said, Look girl, if only we could get up from our places on the sidewalk you’d see exactly what kind of leash we’d fasten on you… a short one! Ha ha ha. A thick one, ha. And then their cheeks got redder and their eyes got stare-y-er and their arms tanned at hyper speed and they leapt up from their places on the sidewalk and strained to lumber toward me, roiling around on the curb all tangled in a thicket of rag pants and pocketknives.


 

 

Surfaced in a strange man’s house. He painted the undersides of my body with hot soapy water where a sleeping bag was half-unzipped and spread over me like a big purple scar. Light seemed transformed, the irregular cloud of his strange funk like a man-tree sprawled over my body. I could hear the soles of his boots from far away. I licked at the last drifts of sleep, opened my eyes but couldn’t feel anything else below the neck. I looked down and saw myself sleeping but felt a lively burr of clear tiles clanking around in my chest. He dragged me out from under a midnight paradise and sat me up at the table for breakfast. The roads filled with rain; he shoveled gravel outside the door, piled rugs in front of the doorway. I set myself up in his beach lair and it was as if the floodgates had opened and he now had a reason to touch me with an urgency that before would have been blasphemous, abstract, and suspicious. I tore into him making a mess with ferociousness like eternal night.


Messages from the immobilized seared through the airwaves, piercing the membrane through a small radio playing quietly late at night. Their stale grey eyes were closed in hibernation; the swallowed voice caught like a ball of wax in the throats of the immobilized. The sleep of the dead — from which they do not wake easily — penetrated by the enlarged fang creeping into the flesh as it is given, coolly, in the dead hours of the morning. The smells taken in by the immobilized pasted together the lapse, the jump cuts, the forgetting. The wash of memory pierced by that fang and its smell like fat burning on the stove, like lust plastered on your burning body, black like the smoke that escapes your mind through your breath. Your mouth an oven of lust, love smoldering in the dark like a growling stove, black smoke leeching out from between your teeth. You seethe from between your teeth (you seethe from behind my eyes). Black smoke creeps along the skin of your burning body in a tangle of mists, secrets, whispers.


He’s the one who stoops in the corner and laps at the foot of your bed. He is unforgiving of the limits of mercy, such lapping only reveals that much more death, that which dashes the flash of life from your forehead in a burning smile. He laughs smoke clouds, he laughs and smoke clouds his eyes and he laughs. He reaches for your burning body and he falls deathly quiet, smoke laughing in the caustic shadow on the wall at his back. Jerking with every convulsive swoon of pity. Diseased shadows spill over the bed. Out spill black bones onto the table and black bones in patterns of a secret code for which the key is obscure — perhaps it is “white.” Out spill a tangle of black bones like shadows of bones. The table quakes, casting negative shadows in white up through its surface, mingling within the tangle of black bones, the dream lurking in the crevices in among the tangle of black bones that quivers as squirrel skulls pop out of negative spaces, some turning black themselves.


The tangle of black smoke stands between us, that cushion of lust as we lap away at the burning at our sides. The black of your eyes is a poison pond I fall into as it falls into me without a sound, the silent torrent that shapes fissures and aches like a pox on your blackened body. The sound of sand burning blacker. He’s something new. Desire in exile. Black smoke of desire. Burning bodies of cream, yellow tide foam echoing up through a skin of steam in the sky of fire.


This realm of no return is a prison. We’re locked to the bed… Vaults are everywhere. The walls of this room are pockmarked with vaults, accordion-like seams for shadows and gathering places for the smoke that prowls the room. Every surface is covered in graves. Steam gathers and catches under brass grave markers that chime through the room when they are full. The sound of metal warming and expanding echoes in creaks and snaps across my field of vision. The graves are full, bloated with black smoke. Heat bangs at the door with fists of fire mist.


 

 

The Warlock smelled of all the spent fires in blackened pits up and down the beach. Little spines of broken sea kelp were trapped in his hair. You really live on the beach? I asked, and I knew the answer already.


He bathed in the ocean and rolled up his various clothes, first light of morning. He wasn’t going to give me anything. Silence coming from his part of the beach. He stared a little at my fingernails, which were pink but not at all shiny and said nothing. His fists grew at his sides when he saw the way the gulls salivated over what little scraps of food he had gathered, piled on the shore while he waded in the break. He would pummel those things when he saw what they had looted.


I was unprepared for this. I saw flies repeatedly smash themselves against him. Dead flies piled up on the ground at his feet. He had pummeled them with his fists. Piles of beaten flies lay like black raindrops.


He lumbered toward me and I stepped back almost aware that I should be running, and fast. But I felt the same impulse to remain, feet planted within snorting range of the enormous black horse. He was so close that his mane blew in my face. Shadows of black birds pooled at his feet, flaking into the sand. Brown stumps of sea-beaten driftwood twisted into fence posts, caging me. I was aware of some event vaguely earthless that brought them here.


Bees fell out of the sky. The ocean waves beat quietly against the jetty as sea lions and bands of kelp echoed quietly through the waves. Birds beat their wings against the waves; sea gulls fluttered and opened their beaks noiselessly against the approach of noontime… All over, animals are seeing through things into what rests beyond. They see through you and they see through me. All over, stones and dried kelp stuck together; sand stuck to the sides of birds, to the sides of rocks at noon. Sand burnished with patches of shade; cracks in the sand steamed up with thoughts of this impossible drift caught at the bottom of the world, this panel of land between water and silt. Silt of sand paste at water’s edge. Snakes and crabs grab what they can from the quickening silt, extracting pieces of kelpskin with their tongues and scoop-like mouths. Moss gave way to sand; moss devouring, making the sand a part of its futuristic body. Twisted gnarls of knotty bull kelp, twisted pressurized fibers straining against the unreal sun; dirt and twigs caught under giant foaming leaves, curled over into small caves at the bases of trees, foaming at the mouth: The forest and the beach at once. The forest fell from the bluffs above, down to the beach and there kept growing. All the sand crabs, looting worms’ and seagulls’ entrails, maintained their world underneath this beach grove. The roots made their way into the saltwater waves and rot and molt a layer of bark and then turned out sea snakes. Bare roots bred sea snakes; they slept in the knotted roots. They shed and molt and took off with a single stroke; salty snakes matted into the sides of sea-moss-crusted rocks teeming with salty custard swimming with snakes. Hissing rocks sparkling with salty sea snake eyes, big black sacks of coins twinkling in the heat. Fallen trees made homes for sea crabs; tide pools hosted large dollops of flesh like the undersides of horse hooves. Only those gulls and crabs and stones buried under this miniature forest knew both above and below and gazed up from the underside of these trees, up through roots and trunks into the uppermost branches, x-ray sights cast upward from under ground… He dragged me to his place in the sand surrounded by this forest in exile, having fallen from the sky, picking up where it left off, taking root and growing in an alien grove on the beach. He carried me to his shed-against-nature built of wood that shouldn’t be there, filled with fibers woven from scraps of alien hides. Skinned animals not from this earth or this time. The shed was full of flies. They beat themselves against the walls, forgetting, or punishing themselves for the trees and the shed that came out of the sky. The shed was hot and muggy and all the unkempt spores fell out of the trees and clogged the powdered thicket of light inside with nowhere else to go.


I choked on the spores in my sleep and he arranged patches of weather-beaten calico around me. His dingy breath was all over me, trapped in the bits of cloth wrapping me up tight. I felt as if he had eaten me — he surrounded me so completely — as he rose and fell with my breath so close in this calico cave. There’s doom in my heart and love in my eyes, he said, tickling the spores clouding the baked air. They rattled on the floor as if electrocuted.


A gurgling popped and sputtered in the corner. He assured me that it was just the sound of the baby trees slowly and meticulously prying their way up through the floorboards. “Surely you’d let your babies in,” I said still sleeping. Surely you wouldn’t pummel your sapling friends through the floorboards of this shed-against-nature… There was not a lot to be trusted on this parcel of unnatural land. All the laws were screwy and if you looked away for a moment you’d turn back to find things were even screwier.


 

He felt like shoving me away, explaining that he was no good for me, “a psycho slob,” almost as if explaining that he contracted cholera for a living. He was horrified when I said I liked him anyway.


I liked the priest with the wire whip… Fire had driven him away from town to live at the edge of the world on the beach. He spent his days trying to reconnect with the spark that drove him here. Crouched in the sand, he lives terrified of the ocean. Here lay the biggest depths of burning fire crystal lava resting curried in the black void, spit thousands of miles away from the sun. The fever chill burned away in his chest. He spat out black tar firebreath. The Warlock felt the weight of his lives caving in on this black. Death prowled the ridge overlooking the beach by day. At night he felt around in the dark for his chest and felt himself being opened to all the things he would do. Millions of seeds sounded off in the depths at the base of the black bay outside. Soundless creatures squirmed in a pool of unfathomable weight outside his hovel.


He was sick with ghosts. He chewed pieces of sand that blew up into his face. He didn’t give a fuck. He thought he could get another dog, but the smell of blood that pervaded his campsite would set it off barking all night. His face was whipped with wires where sand had blown up in it. He needed a dog to come sit in front of his tent to keep the smell of blood at bay. Sand on the beach made a horrible noise.


 

 

The Warlock lay back, reclining on a lawn chair, his partially digested vagrant attitude shooting out of the black pool of his mind. I had the uncomfortable realization that he could hear everything I was thinking — then I realized my hands were just giving it away. He never spoke. Rather, he seemed to spit words out in a reverse chewing process I soon came to know well. I felt confined in close quarters with a massive, quietly stewing animal who had been chained within yearning distance from the door its whole life. The soles of his shoes ground into the floor of his hovel; it was paved with salvaged pine pallets. He looked like he wanted to build a fire with my bones, to stack them like lattice in a pit especially dug for the occasion. My bones would be made out of wood, you see. He’d thought of everything, including what he was going to do with the rest of my body — probably stuff it, reconstituting the form. Adding a little more here and a little less there. Not particularly surprising. His eyes seemed to be already sizing me up for the alterations, scanning and burning holes where they came to rest.


“I can read thoughts too, you know,” I said without really meaning to — at least not out loud.


He stopped stuffing dead leaves into the cracks in the floor, “If you’re trying to say that you think I’m reading your mind, then I’d really like to know why you haven’t run like a fucking wild animal out of this door and straight into the nearest, coziest sheriff station. Assuming you’re turning this particular situation over in your mind at all, I’d be the first to congratulate you if you did just that.” His voice was grizzled, wrung out, slapped around. It had spent its life stripping the sheen from silverware.


“You piece of shit. What other kinds of patronizing crap are you going to lay on me while you’ve got me confined in your piece of shit cardboard shed? I can’t run away, you’re blocking the door. And if I did you’d catch me, you’d skin me alive and use my bones for firewood.”


“What a delicate little angel you are — ”


“You’re kind of godlike yourself. Only way more pathetic,” I said, pausing to take in the full measure of the poisoned man-presence he’d set down in front of me, “Why did you bring me here? Why did you trick me into coming here? What do you want with me?”


He held me down on a pile of garbage and rags lining the bottom of his place. Everything was running counter to the rules of nature that I thought I knew, even though I always tried to ignore them.


Outside the wind whipped large stems up into bundles that swept the dirt into vague patterns on the floorboards. I felt the animals — the most secretive ones — coming out of the woodwork.


I could feel them waking up all around me.


My mouth gaped open at the pounding shadow inside me as it released shadows of blackbirds, my stomach filled and I held my head back and wandered into the dreams of an enormous black horse, who understood the violence lurking in my shadows. The tips of his tail pricked at my arm and I fell in so close, so doomed in the proximity of what I could hardly manage to suppress in one massive scream; striving to tear myself from this big black horse from which I derived so much, I knew I had to throw it all at the wind, throw it all away. I clawed at the chest of the man I could not resist. When he went for my reed-like neck I tore at him and tore at him. I wallowed in my rape by the Warlock because in my dreams it was not rape in that he never sought to limit my orgasm. His mane whipped at my face, I didn’t try to sweep it away. My hair swirled in the supreme emulsion of dreams dipped in shadows, and the dream stopped — the shadows stopped — and the sky ceased to be at all. And I was alone with the viscera, alone with the escape I had devoured at the root of the flower; I spat myself into the sea.


 

 

I was still awake. I hadn’t slept yet even though it was morning.


Blood poured over my exposed throat as pale as water. Dried and stiffened into a new, dull skin. A phantom burst touched his lips and the blood was pale as water. Microscopic beads of torment blazed through my veins and burst in his mouth. Tears gathered in the corners of the eyes of a carcass ripped open, sighing, crying. Exhaling deafening shadows of flies…


He lives as an animal, a plunderer on the beach, making a nest out of the fractured cast-offs of dead alien trees. I was a crumb upon which his eye fastened, he prepared to pounce and devour. He gorged himself and the dust caught in his mouth.


His tongue fastened to my body like a sucker. His thoughts, his eyes inched over my body like a lead weight. Contesting every surface. Pushing it deeper. The core sizzled and ached with pieces of metal — little lead weights — rattling around in the center. An unbearable stain ached like a lead weight, fusing with my body, oozing juice. The vibration jogged my memory. Memories of past migraines flood back into view. I was afraid that if I thought about them, remembered them, that the headaches would come back as if they were no more than extra strength remembrances, a way my body made me mark a memory for future indexing. I tasted every single one’s sharp nasal saltiness. I received on my lips the kiss of suffering that blinded all feeling but its own. I labored to tend to it, cultivate and nourish it, so it would grow up and move away.


 

 

After the trauma: radiation has killed off most, their bones cover the ground. Powder-skin and husks of sow bugs blow up and down the street.


I chose the path of the part that grieves. I implored the ghost to show me the missing door — the secret through which I could pass to another world. I pleaded for the secrets, I pleaded for the ghost’s return. But at every turn my voice echoed into the supple empty velvet night.


A sudden remembrance of the lost language comes rushing back to me. All of it, the forest, the stones in the creek —


Chamomile buried in the sack of briny intestine, aged into soft leathery pellets for tea… cow skulls overflowing with chamomile blooming with sweat in the full sunlight. Caught somewhere on its way to syrup or salt. Yarrow root pulverized into rough rocks with aged oak bark flaked into steaming mush. Add hot pond water for a forest tonic soup and you will see ghosts bending their backs low to the ground like white branches, scaly scraps of their own hides balled up underneath their fingernails. Their laughter is contagious.


I shut up my mouth so fast! I started seeing dark forms dangling from all the branches, swaying ever so slightly…


Elsewhere, a plastic skull, smiling, dipped in bleach. Brittle, boxed up in an old nail box with a stained vellum window. Thick leathery snake plant spears clapping at the side of the shed, weathered tongues full of wind.


 

 

Mother hatched from the sea. Elevated by bubbles and the fizz of the ocean’s own brand of electricity. It was a far-fetched system but it worked. She was bound at the ankle. Tides came in and swept her messages away. No one knew to rescue her…


 

 

Mother hatched out of a bubble in the sea. Foam that rose out of the tide. Her eyes were obscured by two smooth pebbles. She removed them and the sky poured in and dreamtime became waking time. The sun hung suspended in orangetime, of puffy, hot frost.


 

 

The beach has been unlatched, un-tethered, thrown open to accept every assorted being who ever walked the earth, shadowy half-chewed animal people afraid of settling down. He rested his eyes on my naked body indifferently, with a warlike calm. Did we hate each other? We turned each other over in our hands, assessing faults and practicing retorts. Weargued all the time. We hated each other.


At every turn he withheld a little from me and it drove me up the wall. All I could think about was what had been kept from me.


“Since neither of us are fully human, do we at least together make a complete person?” I asked and I knew the answer already. I braided myself up into his body. He loomed large in my sights and the weight of his body was oppressive.


“The answer is always ‘yes,’ just keep that in mind.”


“I’m serious!”


“There’s no way.”


 

 

We traded appalled stares, suctioned to oozing particles in the dark. Room scraped with spilt wine shadows inching across, floor littered with half-chewed light bulbs lodged in silt.


“Where do you want to go?”


“I can go wherever I want.”


“Who do you want to be with?”


“I can be with whoever I want.”


Well you are here with me now. You came here having followed my taste, my smell; your memories of things that haven’t happened yet. Only that you carry souvenirs from times past around in your pocket to mark them by. This place was already set up for you. You just had to get here. Get brought here.


You brought me here! You tricked me by wearing the disguise of a young man I couldn’t resist.


But you’ve taken many forms in order to get what you want.


 

 

Mossy turf lipped up at the corners like a smile. Small nondescript bugs milled around below. Torn leaves in meticulous piles that must have been placed by hand. All humans gone. The shells caught their breath and instead of waves I heard laughter choking in on itself at a small dark place at the bottom of the surf.


He said, You thought you were satisfied with your indifference to what you wanted. Do you want me? I don’t know. I think the whole thing is perplexing to you. I think you want me to eat you. You’ve been waiting for someone to come along and really do it right for a while now — and having the upper hand, even at a time like that, is so natural and assumed you don’t even think about it anymore. But I can see the possibility of it not being there one day; I can see it in your eyes… I think you thought you could master men just by getting screwed over by them, but now I don’t think you know what it is you want. All this confuses you. What do you want?


I don’t know what I want.


But you want it bad.


I don’t know what I want but I want it bad.


The air outside whipped at yellow rocks on the jetty. All the birds went to sleep; all the spaces between rocks in the jetty were stuffed full of feathers.


“You thought you could master men and what they did. But that part of you was just a baby — half-formed — and you ran away, thinking that you had the equipment to take on the world… So what happens next for you? Where do you go? Who do you see?… Nowhere?… No one?… Do you go to sleep?”


 

 

I was still awake My neck bent back and revealed the skinned fruit, the peeled fruit open and stretching across the length of your lap. Open, ready to take a bite. I lay back, bent around your lap, a skinned switch resting across. No anesthetic. I wondered if I could ever bend back to my previous shape. My neck laid open and exposed to the froth of fruit flies tracing the vein in my neck. I could feel the infrastructure buzzing about on the inside of my neck and felt the dull thud of big blue veins going up each side like two seams. Inside a mass of quivering threads, a braided swamp of fruit flies. You bit and froth gathered in the seams of your mouth. Seams ran all up and down your neck as the froth moved into a light fluid of fruit flies. From this open fissure where my neck had been out cropped crests of meat and braided bone. Juices dissolved into a numb cloud of crisp, dappled mites, dipped in blood, buzzing through the outstretched absorbent terrain of desirous flesh. Leaking sponges creased in the seams where braided bone and calico cloth twisted into agate rock. High twisting beams of agate and algae spun in the buzzing blood. Hot clouds of summery heated air buzzed in drafts around my open throat. You took a bite and your mouth filled with drafts of heated, vibrating air, pink and chewy in your mouth. Neck tissues teemed with vibrating, clanking bones — the middle of a forest of skinned birches slashed and blackening beneath papery membranes. Pulsing clouds of hot blood mist echoed through the cave. Desirous little trap, caught mists between my teeth, jellied eyelids twisting closed.


Ankles dipped in poison clouds of pink pulsing blood, poison bones sutured into ankle skins and tiny waves of pink stale mist of poaching fluid. Wading ankle-deep in poison. Hemmed inside a miniature pink pond to drown in the depths of misty powdered bone. You bit into the lumps of powdered bone, sacks like cherries steamed in gel sticking and gluing to knucklebones. Little traveling sacks of powdered bone scaled the length of my neck and popped out into your mouth. Echoes of laughter rained in sacks of powdered pink knucklebones, rapped against your chest — claw and tear at your chest, fight with this flesh. It gives so easily. You bit my knuckles, you extracted pink jellied knucklebones and swallowed small sacks of powdered pink clouds of fire mist. White mists of bone billowed up from your mouth. You spit there into that open craving place where my neck used to be. You bit and devoured whole sections of flesh, only to feed it back to me sitting there aching on your lap. Aching out of my open, peeled throat of sharp plaster fruit.


The sun comes out. Creamed light spills into the cracks in my windpipe, hardening the braided bone and moss into wreaths of cracked shell. Clear tissue seals the porous membrane around my throat, tightening into a skin several sizes too small. Light spills into the hole where my neck used to be, devouring the purple shadows, drying to a sheen-less finish and creasing into a brand new skin, airtight, transparent —


Now everyone can see the hole where my neck used to be.


 

 

The pink mask fell from her face. Water gurgled into the cracks of the dried shell as it lay on the ground. Others gathered around her with the thought that she might guide them, but she said nothing, only motioning for them to cover their own eyes and when they did she disappeared. In this way she dispersed her army of followers out of the foam that rushed around the fissures and crags of the fallen shell, those recruited to comb the surrounding hills for signs of the lady with the mask for a face.


 

 

The Warlock beat hard-shelled crawlers into cracks in the floor, “You want to be with him again? Fuck. Go for it. He couldn’t have gotten too far. I bet he’s still out there, waiting for you.” He went to work gluing patches over tears in the walls where sapling branches pierced through the tarpaper and grew wild. “I think there’s a thing or two you’ll need to figure out about life — but you’ll learn in time. I can’t stick around and wait for it to happen.”


“But you tricked me! You tricked me into coming here. A trap — ”


“It’s not a trap if you can just walk away.”


 

 

A bunch of kids screamed outside. He returned to the shed with stolen food in a cardboard lettuce box. You don’t want to leave, he said, I think we both know that. This is what you wanted, what you’ve been looking for — “You’re wrong!” — I do something for you. Perhaps you didn’t even realize you wanted it. Now it’s ruining you. “We will ruin each other then,” I said.


 

 

You bit into a solid mass of ground beef artery in my shoulder. You closed your mouth around it and juices sprang into your mouth. Beach people hit bongos on the other side of the wall. Our pulses synched up with it even though we tried to ignore it. I lashed my tongue against the seam of wincing blood vessels up under your jaw. The slick of bone keeping bands of bundled veins tucked under your throat.


We were a bad fit, wedged, as we were into a two-step of puckering esophagi, convulsing larynxes forced into line by the beach people playing bongos outside. Our throats hissed involuntarily, blubbery on the surface, itching with every twist and stretch. Involuntary radiant heat of bongo beats wheezed soupy through the wall. Don’t stop! Did you hear that? They stopped.


I dragged you out, sleeping, lulled into paradise sleep by the big bongo gang. We’re taking it further than anyone ever could, we told ourselves.


 

 

This place is bullshit! This shed is poisoning our bodies! We stained the rug, or the rug stained our bodies (couldn’t tell which), the air smelled and was paralyzing. My heart labored against the giant magnets. Sugar caught on my eyelashes. Granules got caught under my eyelids and stuck there, grinding away and I panicked as it etched insignia onto the lens.


 

 

A few hours went by. Sucking on a peace pipe, I poked my head out of the little door, turned around a bit, slowly, cautiously seeking out the hippie kids. They were all stretched out on big rocks in the sun, looking slightly brined, birds having picked the bodies clean of hairs to reinforce their nests. Some had their limbs buried halfway inside the mouths of craggy rocks. Moths slept on their eyes, fluttered and shook their dust where they lay. The soles of their feet had been replaced with brown leaves with red veins running through them. Their bodies spread slightly in the salty heat.


 

 

I went back inside and got in bed. As I lay I could feel the warmth of his breath and I knew that I was in close proximity to a massive presence, a body pulsing with hot blood hanging in silence at my side. The big oppressive weight languished in the air like a solid tone of black mist.


He brought my hands to his face and kissed my palms.


My hot breath stained his neck. I love you, I love you, he said with every breath.


And?


And, as if to bridge two continents, he went to sleep at my side, as if anything at all had been said before, or would be said after.


I ate both of his hands, fingers, and moved up his arms. In no time I’d stuffed him all into my mouth. I finished and went to sleep. I had eaten the Warlock.


 

 

I awoke under an avalanche of dead leaves. Massless, quiet tufts of orange smoke. The room seemed to float an inch off the ground on the low-hum muted wheeze of a fridge in the corner. Approaching the subject in the corner, Kim’s already economical body functions slowed even further. I laid a cold palm to her side and she shut down, holding her breath, waiting for me to go away.


She was wet around her eyes, shedding tombs of it. There was some air chill to her tears, staining her collar. Steam billowed over her on the low platform where she lay like a rock, an island bobbing in a creeping sea waiting to be discovered. Huge cracks widened in slow-motion heaves of the eternal earthquake. I crawled along the damp planks feeling along for her body, a big wet nose wedged into the subfloor.


“How did you get here?” I asked her. As she grumbled at me a wooden bowl half-full of food, mud, and rainwater flew across the room, nearly hitting me in the back before crashing to the floor. I turned around to see my house mom bent in the doorway. Kim turned over and settled in the shadow, in a crevice in the corner where I could only make out the vague shadow of her shoulder blade twitching.


House Mom stooped over a series of crates, stuffing some scraps into her apron pocket. I had mistaken her for a large pile of clothing. I was startled to find her there.


Even more startled when she started speaking. “Don’t touch her,” she looked up, blinking hard over and over at me. Some birds tweeted uproariously outside — I guess they were taking their bath. Her blinking, dry, puffy lids rather screamed out of nowhere. I felt like she was trying to communicate with me telepathically, blinking a series of blinks between thoughts, her shiny black eyes signaling me to read into the big holes.


She stood over her dead daughter, speaking for her as if they were partners in crime. “The reasons why we did what we did were indecipherable. Who would want to know anyway?” Then, uselessly adding, “Don’t judge us.”


What do you mean us? I don’t remember you ever being there for her. When she left, did you go out looking? I don’t actually remember you ever leaving the house, I said.


This house!


Don’t think hard, think deep! That tiny bag of bones squatting in the doorway had spoken! It looks like she had gnawed away at the ground below her long enough to have constructed something of a suitable dwelling for herself. She was proud and showed me by kicking a small wooden bowl of food and rainwater at my feet. “Mother, stop!”


“Old Rags,” as she said she wanted to be called, went to mopping up the large pools in the corners of the room while an army of small black crickets piled on top of each other in an effort to stop her.


“Don’t touch her.” Don’t make the same mistake I did.


But we both followed the same path to this place, now what do we do?


 

 

House Mom’s two arms jutted out from under her rags like two shafts of bottle glass. She moved around heavy and cautiously as if her body was full of rainwater. She looked tired…


“I realize they had all taken me for the dead girl!” I said to my house mom, almost in one complete sob.


But you aren’t. Don’t you realize? None of that shit ever happened to you. It doesn’t matter. You think too much. Obsessive!


What do we do with her?


Nothing. We leave. Don’t touch her. She’ll kill you. She’s toxic poison.


 

 

She knelt down to where Kim lay on the ground Mother cares, mother cares… and with that she began to collapse into the guise of the one at our feet. I couldn’t stop any of this from happening, she just started melting until she was inside the body of the dead one, dripping out of the dead one’s eyes, those black pools of water with the white skin on top. The eyes blinked, the swollen pools strained to blink open and closed without spilling. But they spilled a little and streams of grey charged down the dead one’s cheek. The mission is complete, the story is over. The dead one speaks — and blinks — on the floor. Sealed up into a dull, new skin.


“Mother,” I suddenly wanted very badly to save her — what was left of her. She itched a little, complained of tiny bugs’ legs prickling her skin all over as she fell into a pile of rags on the wood floor, orange rust rising in a slow cloud over her, blood and dust, hair mashed into pellets on the floor. I picked up what was left of her and carried her out of that place.


 

 

We had both lived on the beach these long days and nights, our eyes spilling open in the pitch black, two bowls which saw nothing out of the nothing stretched out before us. A void appeared next to each of us in the dark, a voice pitted with sand. The silence of the darkness stuffed the voice into our heads; we swore it was taking place inside because we couldn’t fully identify its source. We had each incorporated it and moved on.


 

 

She rooted around in the pile of clothes in the corner for a little while longer, but she was so tired. Exhausted, she collapsed into a pile of cloth with ribs sticking out, pulsing slightly with small private breaths.


 

 

I felt around in the dark and my hands fell on a small beating body rising and falling like a seashell full of meat.


Leaning over her, House Mom’s nose seemed fashioned out of white polished bone and stood out illuminated against the crust covering her face. I dug around where she lay, trying to get some footing on the loose dirt around her enclosure. I picked her up and carried her out of that place, gathering her up and hoisting the clacking mass up onto my back I walked out of that little shed. The hot wind dried up what few drops fell on the footpath practically as fast as they fell.


The proximity to the dead girl had really depleted us both — only my marks were on the inside. It appeared as if her mind was still intact even though I wore her body like a bloody backpack. We talked about all kinds of things… walking… walking… her black holes burning into my back. “Your eyes, they look at me so strangely — ”She had wounds and bits of odd flesh that I pinched together closed so I could pick her up and take her out of this mess. It worked so-so for now.


Walking…


Walking…


A “town” —


A small clutch of gas stations, marts, and diners hung in an orange fog that pulsed on the horizon. It gave people somewhere to go for basic life services. Surrounding it was a black that seemed equally empty, even as it spilled into the night sky.


Lump of fat, sparkling with the shock of crackling synapses. Smiling all the time. She was just crumbs when I found her: a speaking, breathing monster. She felt like nothing, pieces of her flesh hanging off here and there as she wiggled around my shoulders. “I’m taking you away from this place” — I walked across the night, into the next town, and it became more difficult to make steps forward as the grade rose and fell unpredictably. She complained, our conversation veering between consolation and admonishment and back again, her broken body draped like a skinned rug on my back while she appeared to grow heavier with each hour. I suspected her body was filling with the rain that grew heavier as we entered the woods on the edge of town.


I slept under a bush next to a stream. Several days later arriving at the Greyhound station in Eugene, I sat her in a pile on a bench while I loaded what little else I had with me onto the bus. The doors closed behind me and the bus lurched forward. Frantic, I pleaded with the bus driver to stop so I could get her but he didn’t hear or didn’t care and wouldn’t stop the bus so I could get off. We drove on. I couldn’t get off the bus or do anything about it. She stayed out there waiting for me. ■
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