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Introduction by Dan Holloway 
 

 
 
 
 
Cody James is the best novelist of her generation. Her voice, by turns 
heartbreaking and hilarious, loud and layered, is unique, and adds a 
depth to her work just not there in the books of others who write about 
the subject matter she tackles. But that’s not the full picture. What is so 
extraordinary about Cody is the unrelenting honesty that she brings not 
just to her work but to her life. 

Back at the start of the year, during a very heated debate over 
her confessional approach to suicide, she wrote, “Maybe there is no way 
to leave the world a better place, and all that remains is to tell the truth.” 
For me, that sums up why we write, and how we write. In person Cody 
is funny, charming, hypnotically intense, and, despite writing for much 
of artistic her life under a pseudonym, she personifies that unflinching 
and often uncomfortable honesty. Cody had never made a secret of the 
fact she had attempted suicide three times. And this summer she tried a 
fourth time. 

I had coffee with her the first time she left the house after that 
attempt, and we talked about our writing, and her novel, The Dead Beat, 
which I published last November. I will never forget that half hour. It 
made me determined that writing should be, as she put it, about telling 
the truth – our truth, not some universal constructed conceit – whatever 
it may be. That’s imperative. It is, sometimes, the only thing that keeps 
us alive. I also learned from Cody that the truth, like life, is not a one-
dimensional thing, and if we portray it as such, either by sugar-coating 
or, as too often today, by concentrating only on the darkness, we do it 
grievous damage. Life is complex. The most hateful people have parts of 
light, the most despairing times have pinpricks of humour and hope. 
And if we claim to write the truth, we must reflect that. 



 
 

What follows is an interview from the time The Dead Beat was released, 
late 2010, just after this picture was taken, in the same coffee shop in 
Kensington High Street that we’d met up in the first time she left the 
house after her fourth suicide attempt. Just a few months later. Happier 
times, as she signed the 30 special first editions of The Dead Beat. Here 
she’s signing a copy for TL Tyson, Canadian writer, vlogger, and fan. 

 

1. I remember staying up to watch Giotto pictures in 1997. What’s the 
thing you remember most about Hale-Bopp? 

What I remember most is looking at it hanging there above our house in 
Oakland, and thinking about how it was going so fast but just appeared 
static, and how that reflected our lives, how jacked up we were, how our 
minds were going at a million miles a second, but our lives were going 
nowhere. 



2. The characters in The Dead Beat strike me as really fun to hang out 
with, full of life and oddity (personally, it’s the scene with the buttons I 
love most) and fun. This strikes me as really important – to bring out all 
the positives as well as the negatives – to give the whole truth. 

I think it’s probably easy to dismiss the characters as stereotypes, if you 
weren’t in the same scene that we were. The truth is that three of the 
main characters are me, the fourth was a friend of mine, and all the 
other characters are people I knew and hung out with. We were 
characters, misfits, and outcasts, and that’s why we gravitated towards 
each other, towards a scene where there was acceptance, loud music by 
bands who didn’t know how to play their instruments, S&M clubs, 
drugs, alcohol, motorcycles and fights. We weren’t stereotypes – that’s 
who we were. What upsets me more than anything in novels and movies 
in this genre (Selby Jr. I’m looking at you) is that they seem hell bent on 
portraying only the moments of shock and depravity – they rob the 
reader and the viewer of the full experience. Yes, we were really fucked 
up and yes, we did bad things, but we were still trying. I still spent some 
Sunday mornings eating cereal and watching cartoons with a 7ft tranny. 
And, even though you’re all jacked up and your apartment has no 
furniture, you still try. Even though the person cooking the turkey has 
been up for three days and can’t remember how to work a stove, and 
your guests keep going to the bathroom to shoot up and then keep 
falling asleep in the mashed potatoes, you’re still there celebrating 
Thanksgiving. There are still moments of utter joy and there is still so 
much laughter. If, as an artist, you don’t portray that, you’re nothing but 
a cheap hack. 

[ed. I disagree only about the first sentence - I don't think there's 
anything of the stereotype about Cody's characters - that's what lifts her 
writing above the likes of Brett Easton Ellis] 



 

3. Adam (and Daniel in Babylon) has a pretty screwed up way with 
women. Care to say something about the female characters in your 
books in general? 

I get accused of misogyny a lot in my work. Again, these are all women I 
know. In Adam’s case, he’s falling apart and surrounded by annoying 
women that he has no respect for. How do we expect him to treat 
them? In Daniel’s case, I don’t really see the misogyny. Both Betty and 
Cindy are quietly strong women, and Daniel is closer to Betty than he is 
to anyone else. 

 
4. “Life is Beautiful”. Are some bits more so than others? 

Some bits, of course, so much more so than others. But, is it? Is life 
really beautiful? I leave that up to the readers. 

[ed. life is complex - and Cody is one of the few writers who conveys 
that complexity and gives readers the WHOLE truth on which to base 
their decision] 

5. What do you think is at the heart of Adam’s writer’s block (would I be 
right in seeing that block as a metaphor for his general inability to do 
anything?)? Is it something about the time, or the place, specifically 
Adam, or a more general truth? 

The issue that lies at the heart of Adam’s writer’s block is the fact that 
he really has nothing to say. He’s disappointed, disaffected, and out of 
his mind. But, more than anything else, he has no idea who his friends 
are anymore, and he has no idea who he has become. It’s like everything 
changed, everything got worse and worse and worse, and then there was 
nothing left to say. 



 

Cody back in San Francisco, running on meth, noodles, empty, and life 
sweet life 

 

6. You wrote The Dead Beat in five days (and then, I think, spent seven 
years editing). Do you think that’s why it feels so honest, so consistent, 
and so engaging? Do writers tend to overthink their first drafts to their 
detriment? 

I did write The Dead Beat in five days, and then wound up in hospital 
on the sixth day on an accidental overdose. After that, I asked my friend 
R.John from Love Bunni Press to look at it, and we edited it for a few 
months. He came from a similar scene to mine, so it was like he already 
knew the characters. I think that’s what enabled him to improve the 
book so much, without changing anything about how I write. Then I sat 
on it and did nothing with it for a further six and a half years. I do think 
writers edit and rewrite their work to death. It’s a mistake I made with 
Babylon – changing the beginning under peer pressure, and if I could do 
it again, I wouldn’t touch it, not unless I could show it to someone who 
could really understand the voice. 



7. It would be wrong to leave this without saying something about the 
relationship between The Dead Beat and your second novel, Babylon. 
There are all sorts of similarities, but each is such a great book in its own 
rights I don’t really want to dwell on them too much, but I’m 
particularly interested in the narrative frame you use. Both start with a 
sudden journey into a desert – in The Dead Beat the metaphorical one of 
San Francisco; in Babylon a literal one. Two questions – first, tell me 
about you and deserts; second, tell me something about the geographical 
act of leaving, and how you see its relationship to those internal 
moments of crisis or “leaving”. 

Me and deserts – I love desolate places the most. Somehow, your outer 
environment must reflect your inner environment in order to feel at 
ease, and so for me it must be desolate to have beauty. I’ve been moving 
most of my life. I’ve lived all over the place and I’m very used to leaving. 
I think leaving is one of the most important things to do at those crisis 
times in your life, because, although you can’t run away from yourself, 
you can change the atmosphere in which the drama is played out. It ain’t 
much, but it’s something, and in this life, you have to grab what you can. 
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THE TRAIN DOESN’T STOP HERE ANYMORE 

 
April 1997 

      
“Man, fucking Emeryville,” Lincoln said, pausing in his stride to 
hock phlegm onto the sidewalk. We continued walking until we 
reached the house. I went up to the door and knocked very 
hard.  

“What’s wrong with Emeryville now? Yesterday, it was, 
‘Man, fucking Fremont.’”       

“Dude, we had to drive all the way to Fremont to drop 
off some chick you banged and then forgot about until the 
afternoon. Fremont freaks me out. It’s weird.”       

“It’s not weird, it’s just boring,” I replied. I knocked 
again even harder.       

“The difference being, Adam?” he asked me, tilting his 
head to one side, looking at me in amusement.  

“The difference being…man, what the fuck? Is 
everybody deaf in there?” I tried the buzzer this time, keeping 
my finger on it for a long time. “The difference being…never 
mind that, what the fuck is wrong with Emeryville?”       

“Everyone I hate lives in Emeryville,” he answered airily.       
“Like who?”       
“Like Danny. Danny lives here, and I fucking hate that 

guy.”       
“Danny. The kid who was in jail?” I started pressing the 

buzzer in a staccato rhythm, shifting my weight from one leg to 
the other.  

“Aw, man, he was in there for like 48 hours for unpaid 
parking tickets. Parking tickets. And he was walking around, 
when he first moved here, like he was a fucking mafia kid or 
something. Parking tickets! Are they gonna answer the fucking 
door or what?”  

Just as Lincoln finished speaking that sentence, the door 
opened slowly, and a rail-thin guy with no shirt on poked his 
head out.  
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“Hey Adam. Come on in, come on in.” he motioned 
with his hand for us to enter, looking behind us frantically.       

 
We walked into a hallway. Well, we splashed into a hallway. 
There was water all over the linoleum floor. I looked down at 
my shoes.  

“This is Marco’s house?” Lincoln said, loudly, “See? I 
fucking told you. I fucking hate Emeryville. I hate Marco, 
he’s…”      

“Weird?” I said, interrupting him.    
Marco had walked ahead of us and disappeared. As we 

continued up the hallway, we passed the bathroom. It became 
clear why the floor was all wet. The toilet was overflowing. I 
sighed in slight disgust. It bothered me, but not as much as it 
probably should have. We splashed around until we came to a 
doorway. I stopped in the doorway. Marco was on the other 
side of the room, sitting on a couch. A girl sat next to him. She 
was about 16 at the most, and probably the most unattractive 
girl I had ever seen in my life. She looked dead. Dead dead 
dead. She wasn’t what had made me stop in the doorway, 
though. What had made me stop in the doorway was that there 
wasn’t really any floor in the room. There was just stuff and 
things all over it. It was completely covered, and I couldn’t see a 
way to cross it. The walls and windows were covered in black 
plastic. Lincoln pushed me from behind, and I stumbled into 
the room, standing awkwardly by the couch Marco was sitting 
on. Lincoln sat down on the other side of the dead girl, and 
leaned back, his eyes darting across the ceiling.       

“So the fucking slumlord won’t come over and fix the 
fucking bathroom, y’know, and it just makes me sick that I’m 
paying rent to this fuckhead every month,” Marco complained 
as the dead girl tied him off.  

I didn’t want to have to stand around while he shot the 
shit and shot up. I just wanted to get the goods and get out. 
Lincoln looked at me, and motioned with his head towards the 
dead girl’s cunt. She was sitting splay-legged, her skirt had 
ridden all the way up, and she wasn’t wearing any underwear. 
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He pulled a grim face, and I could understand why. I wouldn’t 
want to be sitting next to that cunt either. It looked, well, dead.  

“So, we really gotta get going, man,” I said, smiling, 
hoping my hint would be taken.  

“Oh? Where you guys going tonight?” Marco asked, 
getting up from the couch, the tourniquet flapping around his 
arm.  

My mind raced for an answer. The truth was that we 
weren’t going to go anywhere; we were going to go home, get 
wasted, and then maybe figure out something to do later. But 
that didn’t sound like a good excuse for having to go in a hurry, 
so I blurted out,  

“Lincoln’s band is playing a show out in the city. Can’t be 
late!”      

“I guess not!” Marco answered cheerily, and ambled out 
of the room.  

I fingered the money in my pocket, to make sure it was 
still there. Lincoln, the dead girl, and I looked at each other 
apathetically. Water dripped and splashed out in the hall.       

Marco came back and handed me a small plastic baggie. I 
looked at it, brown powder in its neat little container. Brown. 
Crank.  

“Crank?” I asked, disappointedly.  
I wanted it white. I wanted smooth and speedy. I wanted 

it crystal. I didn’t want the jittery, spluttery rush of crank.  
“It’s all I could get on short notice, man.” Marco replied, 

raising his hands in apology.  
Our regular dealer was out of town for a wedding, and 

I’d had to call creepy Marco instead. Oh well. Creepy Marco’s 
crank would have to do. I handed him the money and pocketed 
the baggie. Lincoln leapt off the couch. I said awkward 
goodbyes, and we splashed out into the night.  

“Man, I hate that fucking guy. Can we get the fuck out of 
Emeryville now?” Lincoln said, hocking onto the sidewalk.   

“Yeah. Let’s go.”   
We drove back to Berkeley, back home. After we got in 

the house our other two roommates came out and the four of 
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us cut fat lines and bumped, and drank whiskey, trying to decide 
what to do. We sat there until dawn, until I had to go to work, 
trying to decide what to do. Trying to decide what to do 
becomes a nightlong activity in itself, like some lousy post-
modern joke.   

     
It was early evening and San Francisco was covered with fog. 
Fog is like snow, a pain-in-the-ass weather function that is 
romanticized because it somehow makes a city look pretty. We 
had all gotten home that afternoon from our various shitty jobs, 
realized that the laundry situation had reached critical mass, 
piled it all in the car, and driven into the city. You never do your 
laundry in the East Bay, because every Laundromat in the East 
Bay is a void. You step inside, and within 7-8 minutes you 
become lethargic, depressed. You feel every ounce of culture 
seep out of your pores, and your humor leak out of you like 
fumes. You lose all the color in your face. Time stands still. 
Tumbleweeds roll through your soul. You never do your 
laundry in the East Bay.       

We drove into San Francisco, and came to the Brainwash 
Café. At least at the Brainwash, when we were doing the soul-
sucking chore of laundry, we could drink and watch a band play. 
That didn’t matter to Sean, however. What really sold the 
Brainwash to Sean was the unisex bathroom. That bathroom 
was his ideal of a state of perfect bisexuality and he smiled at 
the mere thought of pissing in there. After starting my laundry, 
I went over, sat down at the table, and looked at the other three. 
Lincoln was breathing hard, picking at something I couldn’t see 
on his t-shirt. He would intermittently cease this activity, scratch 
his tattooed arms savagely, and then resume picking at his t-
shirt. Xavi was cleaning the area of the table in front of him 
with a disinfectant wipe, and he had been doing this for the 
extended amount of time that only a tweaker with OCD could 
manage. Sean was looking around the room distractedly. His 
eyes, wide but unfocused, settled on me.  

“I have a vague feeling of uncomfort!” he announced.  
Lincoln looked up from his t-shirt,  
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“Dude, that’s not even a word,” he said.       
“What isn’t a word?” asked Sean, irritably.       
“Uncomfort,” replied Lincoln, “Uncomfort is not a 

word.”       
“Oh, did you learn that in the 4th grade before you 

dropped out?” sneered Sean. 
“Discomfort,” said Xavi, quietly.      
“Fuck you,” said Lincoln hatefully eyeing Sean.       
“Discomfort. You have a vague feeling of discomfort,” 

said Xavi, a little louder this time.  
“I would let you fuck me, Linc, but I don’t want herpes,” 

Sean replied to Lincoln, revealing an equally hateful glare on his 
face.  

“Or, alternatively, you could feel discomfited or 
uncomfortable…” Xavi continued, still louder.       

“You ass-fucking little jerk,” said Lincoln, his tone 
growing ever more vitriolic.  

“Did I piss off the almighty grammar police? Aww 
shucks!” Sean delivered in the manner of a hammy old actor 
doing shocked and appalled, hands up to the face, fingers 
wiggling in front of the mouth.   

“BUT YOU CANNOT BE DISCOMFORTABLE 
NOR HAVE A VAGUE FEELING OF UNCOMFORT!” 
Xavi finished very, very loudly.  

I had been staring at the ceiling, and picking at a scab on 
my face. Now, I looked at all of them with disdain.  

“What the fuck are you looking at, Adam?” Xavi asked 
me.       

“I was just wondering if those fucking people across the 
street had managed to fucking hear you, or maybe you could 
scream a little fucking louder next time?” I answered.  

Man, I wanted a drink. I wanted to take the edge off the 
speed.  

“I just don’t see why we couldn’t talk about my feelings 
without a lecture,” muttered Sean, reproachfully.  

“The fact that you used uncomfort, it totally made me 
not want to hear anything else you had to say,” replied Lincoln.  
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I felt a wet sensation on my face, and I looked at my 
fingers. Blood. I had picked at the scab on my face until it bled. 
I wiped my bloody finger on my jeans, absentmindedly.  We 
were all silent for a little while, waiting for our laundry to finish, 
waiting to put it in the dryer, waiting… 

”My face is melting,” said Lincoln, so quietly that I barely 
heard him.  

Have you ever felt like your face was melting? No? Then 
you just haven’t stayed awake for long enough. 

     
The aimless and mean-spirited bickering continued all the way 
home in the car. I sat silently, smoking cigarettes and staring out 
the window. So much shit had piled up on the floor of the car 
that you couldn’t see the carpeting anymore. I felt the weather 
change through the open window as we crossed the Bay Bridge, 
with Xavi repeating his Bay Bridge mantra,  

“Please no earthquake, please no earthquake, please no 
earthquake.”   

I had known Xavi for most of my life. He had always 
been like this; when we were ten, he used to pick everything up 
with a tissue. Nothing much had changed, except now he used 
latex gloves. Both his parents were French. His father was very 
impatient with his son’s idiosyncrasies. His mother was on 
Valium. This let her ignore anything about him that she didn’t 
like. We had hung around the streets of East Oakland, nothing 
to do, until we had discovered alcohol, drugs, and punk rock. I 
looked at him now; his eyes looked dull, his clothes were 
hanging a little loose. Yeah, we still didn’t have anything to do, 
just the means to forget about it, and songs to yell at us about it.  

When we got back home, I threw my laundry bag into 
my room, and headed back out again. I needed to go to the 
store for cigarettes, vodka, and food, although I was finding it 
hard to eat at all lately, given my jacked-up state. I got to the 
store, and was in the produce aisle, obsessing on the fact that 
the broccoli was stacked haphazardly, imagining rearranging 
them, like a giant game of Tetris, when I saw Serena near the 
tomatoes with her husband and their new baby in a pushchair. 
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Serena was an old friend of mine. We had partied together a lot. 
She used to play in a band. She had been into drinking and 
getting high. Her problem was that she had always cared more 
about everybody else than she did about herself. Always making 
sure everybody else was alright, but never showing herself the 
same consideration. Then she got pregnant, and everything 
changed. It was like an overnight transformation. She had 
started taking care of herself immediately, almost maniacally, 
because at first she had worried herself crazy. The worry that 
comes from being responsible, totally and utterly responsible, 
for another human being. A new type of worry hits people very 
hard, not like the dull thud of old, familiar anxieties. Sheer, 
breathtaking, monumental worry.       

I watched them, the three of them. They looked healthy 
and happy. I couldn’t bring myself to go over and say “hi.” I 
was tweaking, my eyes were bloodshot, my teeth were grinding, 
I had fresh scabs. I looked like hell. No, I couldn’t go over 
there. I walked very quickly to the checkout counter. That 
conversation would have killed me. Although I knew that we 
still connected deep, deep down, because you don’t stop loving 
your friends, we couldn’t interact socially anymore. She had 
moved on and I had moved down, gotten worse. There was 
nothing left for us to say to each other. The look that I knew I 
would see on her face when confronted with mine, well, that 
was more than I could take. Especially not when the broccoli 
was so haphazardly stacked.       

I was dreaming. Looking out a window, I saw birds 
everywhere, just like in that Hitchcock movie. A large cockatoo 
was right in front of me. It turned to me and it had a man’s 
face. Eyes, nose, mouth, teeth. Moustache, too. It was one of 
the scariest things I had ever seen. We stared at each other, the 
cockatoo and meUits eyes fixed on me balefully.  

“Wake up, Adam!” I heard, and opened my eyes.  
I was on the floor of my room. I guess I hadn’t made it 

quite to the bed. Sean was lying next to me on the floor, his 
head propped up on his arm.  
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“Are you going to get the fuck up, or not?” he asked, 
cheerily.  

I got up swearing and cussing, and tried to get into my 
bed.  

“Go away?” I asked him, pleadingly.  
“Come on, let’s go for a drive. I want to show you 

something I saw the other night!”       
“Please go away?” I tried.       
“Dude, come on! You’re just having that weird bird with 

a man’s face dream again. I can tell. You always say the word 
‘moustache,’ and look terrified,” his voice floated up to me 
from the floor.  

I lay there still for a moment, my breathing shallow.  
“Fuck it, let’s go. It’s gotta be better than that dream,” I 

said finally.  
He got up off the floor to go, and I stumbled after him, 

passed his room, over some people I didn’t know asleep on the 
floor in the living room, out of the front door, into the car.       

The stereo was broken, so all I could hear was our 
combined anxiety, repressed-anger, and depression. It chimed in 
my head like a shitty medley. I looked out of the window at the 
scene slipping by. I watched as we approached the Richmond 
Bridge, black and squatting low on the soul-drenched soil and 
water. The stars, the shacks, the fields, over the bridge, and we 
were in Marin County. You get to Marin County and the 
emotional climate changes. From Oakland to Marin - from 
fighting spirit and shattering struggle, to something older, much 
older than the redwoods, something that runs its finger across 
your forehead, and down your cheek. Something you can lean 
back on, and stay standing.  We stopped, and I got out of the 
car, into an empty field. I looked over at Sean. His face was lit 
up, excited.  

“You can really see it better out here. Fucking wow,” he 
said dreamily.       

“Wow what?” I asked.  
He grinned at me, “Don’t you see it?”       
“See what?”       
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“Look!”       
“Where?”       
“Everywhere!”  
I looked around. I saw every star in the Milky Way, 

ancient, historic pinpoints of light raying down, but I saw 
nothing else.  

“Nah man, I don’t see anything,” I answered.       
“But I can see it! The essence!” he yelled.       
“The essence?”       
“The beautiful essence of life and love that flows through 

everything. It’s like mist, but whiter and it’s rushing, rushing, 
rushing, and wrapping itself around everything, and going 
through everything. It’s connecting everything, everywhere.”  

Sean had been my friend for a long time. He had tried to 
kill himself three times. Such a grievance with life was proof 
beyond a doubt of his lingering hope and faith. That faith 
fought desperately with his deep pain and disappointment and 
anyone in a state like that was OK by me. All that internal 
screaming that we all do - he’d let it out all the time. He’d just 
start screaming and shouting in the middle of the street, the 
grocery store, the show venue. I envied him that. I looked at 
him as he gazed at the empty field in awe. I’m hung over, bored, 
and empty. No wonder I can’t see the ‘beautiful essence of life 
and love that flows through everything,’ I thought to myself. I 
watched Sean run his fingers through the air. I couldn’t sleep 
again that night. My usual late night feelings, fear, guilt, shame, 
paranoia, were gone, replaced by a vague, unspecified and 
excruciating longing.  

 
I had the day off from work the next day, so I hitched a ride 
into San Francisco with Lincoln. Living with the three of them, 
someone was always going into the city when I wanted to, 
which was good because I was finding that I disliked driving 
more every day. Neither of us had slept. Lincoln’s hands 
gripped the wheel, white knuckled. It was 11AM and it was high 
time that I started drinking. I looked down at the water as we 
drove over the Bay Bridge. I thought about drowning myself. 
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The thought pleased me.  
 
“Something is wrong, Adam,” said Lincoln, breaking my 
reverie.   

“How do you mean?” I replied, distractedly.       
“With us. With all of us.”       
“Way to state the obvious.”       
“No. Not the constant wrongness. There’s a new 

wrongness. I don’t feel right.” 
“Dude, you’ve been tweaking for 32 hours.”       
“That’s not it. I don’t feel you anymore. Any of you.”       
“What the fuck are you talking about?”  
I was starting to get irritable.       
“Never mind,” he answered, his face closing off.   
We sat in silence, driving up the Embarcadero. I don’t 

feel you anymore. That statement sat between us like an angry 
fat priest, pointing his chubby fingers at us. An angry, fat, 
sanctimonious priest.       

I got out of the car in Chinatown, slamming the door. 
The sun was shining, dead ducks in the windows, Dim Sum, 
spit on the sidewalk. I went to Li Po’s. It was a dive bar, 
probably the best bar in town. It was named after a drunken 
poet who hated because he loved. I was looking for my friend 
Anthony, and I found him at the end of the kidney shaped bar, 
sipping on a martini. I sat down and ordered a beer.   

“Looking for me?” he asked.  
He had a slight frame, little dark eyes, little hands. 
“Why else would I be here?” I countered.       
“Because you wanted a drink?”       
“No. Well, yeah. But I knew you’d be here.”       
“How?”       
“Because you’re always here, man.”        
“I’m not always here,” he said, “I’m only here 

sometimes.”       
“But, you’re here every time I come here.”       
“That’s because you only come here sometimes.”   
This conversation was making my head hurt. I fell silent.   
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“Writer’s block?” Anthony asked me after a few minutes.  
“Yeah,” I replied.       
“You should go back outside, Adam. The sun is shining. 

It’s not just decay everywhere you look.”   
I got up and walked outside, stood in the sun, kept 

standing there even though I felt no warmth. Something was 
breaking. Or maybe it was broken already. All I knew was that I 
didn’t have the energy to fix it. I don’t feel you anymore. The 
fat priest pointed at the sun. It neither warmed my skin nor 
burned my eyes.       

     
Xavi was a germophobe. He washed his hands a million times a 
day, disinfected everything; cutlery at restaurants, pay phones, 
bar glasses, ATM keypads, the remote control for the TV. He 
left little “Post-it” notes all over the house, dictating proper 
hygiene protocols, pointing out where we failed to follow these 
protocols, threatening us with violence should we fail to follow 
these protocols even one more time. I came home from the city 
to one such note: “The next fucker to piss on the floor will 
have their arm ripped out of its socket, and be beaten to death 
with the soggy end.” Poor Xavi. It made his life difficult. He 
had gotten worse recently. His hands were beginning to bleed. I 
turned on the light in the kitchen, and cockroaches scattered all 
over the place, running from the low wattage bulb. I had no 
idea how or when we had gotten roaches, but now there were 
millions of them. Xavi hated them, not because they were ugly, 
but because they carried germs.  

I poured out some cereal, sat down at the kitchen table 
to eat it. We didn’t have any milk, so I started eating it dry. 
Lincoln walked in, sat down opposite me. 

“You wanna go to a show tonight?” he asked me.       
“Gilman?”       
“Yeah.”       
“Sure,” I said, hearing the front door open and close.  
Then I heard a watery sniff and a half-stifled sob 

emanate from Sean’s room. A thumping noise made by fists 
punching the carpet came next, alongside the shattered plea,  
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“WHY?!”       
Upon hearing all of this, Lincoln’s face lightened a little, 

and he said,  
“I think we should take Sean, too.”       
“Sure,” I repeated, smiling.   
After a few minutes of quiet, Sean came into the kitchen, 

his eyes red and watery behind the smudgy lenses of his glasses. 
He sat down on the floor.  

“They had Away Team badges, man,” he said, sniffling.       
“Heard about Heaven’s Gate, huh?” I asked him.  
There was a giant snicker from the doorway. We looked 

over to see Xavi standing there, laughing.  
“What the fuck are you laughing at?” asked Sean, 

instantly annoyed.       
“Away Team? Hahaha!” Xavi could barely speak this 

sentence, laughter choking the words.  
“It’s not fucking funny!” yelled Sean, “It’s so sad!”       
“Yeah, it’s sad. But not in the way you’re thinking,” said 

Xavi, recovering his composure.   
“Oh? How so, then?” asked Sean, his tone bitchy.       
“I was thinking more along the lines of pathetic,” 

answered Xavi.       
“Well, maybe pathetic in the sense that they hated it here 

that much. The poor things. The poor stupid, stupid things,” 
said Sean, his eyes filling with tears again.  

“Oh, come on! A bunch of weirdo, castrated, sewn shut, 
celibate cult freaks see a comet, and kill themselves thinking a 
giant spaceship is hiding behind it, and you bother getting sad?” 
said Xavi, but by the time he had finished talking, his face had 
changed, and he added, “Wait, you’re right. That is really sad.”       

“Yes, it fucking is. And I don’t know who you think 
you’re calling a freak, bubble-boy.”       

“Shut the fuck up, get off the filthy floor, and wash your 
fucking hands,” replied Xavi. Sean grinned at him.   

“Don’t smile yet,” said Lincoln.       
“Why not?” asked Sean.       
“Have you looked at the sky above our house?”       
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“No.”       
“Well, if you had, you would’ve noticed that that same 

comet Hale-Bopp is hanging right above this dump like a big, 
shiny, hook-shaped, bad omen,” Lincoln said and gave me an 
accusatory glare that burned me.  

It made me look up from my cereal for the first time in 
the whole exchange. He held my gaze, burning me until I got up 
and walked out.       

An hour later, I was in my room. I had some time to kill 
before we were supposed to leave for the show and I wanted to 
try and get some writing done. I stared at the blank page in 
front of me, and I hated it. I wanted to slice open my eyes and 
bleed onto that blank page. I felt like everything I had ever 
written was crass and false, and really there was nothing to say. 
Xavi came in, and sat down at the edge of my bed. He looked at 
me looking at the blank page.  

“Oh just write something, anything,” he said.       
“I can’t.” I replied, “I fucking can’t.”       
“Yeah, well hardly anyone has written a good book for 

decades.”       
“Why?”       
“It’s Generation X, man. What is there to say? ‘I have 

this stupid existential angst and it makes me depressed, so I 
drink and do drugs. And all this drinking and doing drugs 
makes me depressed.’ Or, ‘I spend all my time making sarcastic 
comments, acting as though my opinions are fact, while doing 
jack shit except sit here drinking and doing drugs.’”       

“Ha!” I grinned, “What about those people who never 
leave school? Sitting there amassing endless degrees they will 
never use, because they won’t fucking leave school. The only 
use for their degrees is debating pointless topics with people 
like themselves, without doing a damn thing about anything. 
Then they whine about ten page papers, get depressed and end 
up drinking and doing all my drugs.”       

“HEY! I am one of those fucking assholes,” said Xavi, 
“no one hates them more than me. See, though? It’s no wonder 
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you have nothing to say. Who’d want to write about that? Or 
worse, read about it?”        

“I’m pretty sure I expected more out of life than this.” I 
stated flatly.       

“That was dumb of you,” he said.  
     

This block was seriously fucking with me. Writing was the only 
thing I had ever done, and if I couldn’t do that, then I had 
nothing. And if you have nothing, how do you keep getting out 
of bed every day? Habit? I used to see things, see beauty, see 
people, places, things that I wanted - no - needed to write 
down, tell people about, make mine. But, recently, I hadn’t been 
able to see anything but gray. Numb, dead gray. It worried me 
at first, but I had passed through that and into something much 
worse. Now, I didn’t give a shit about anything other than this 
block, sitting there on my chest like some ex-girlfriend’s 
unpacked suitcase. 

“Depressed?” asked Xavi.       
“Yeah,” I replied.       
“Wanna drink and do drugs?” he said, waving a little 

baggie of speed in front of my face.  
“Yeah,” I smiled.       
At the show, we stood around not getting it. Punk rock 

had been my life for so long, but out of my mouth right then 
came,  

“I hate punk rock.”       
“That’s not punk rock. That’s three idiots with 

instruments writing bad songs about girls and shit,” replied 
Lincoln.       

“That is punk rock!” I yelled over the shitty song, “Punk 
rock now!”       

“No!” Lincoln yelled back, shaking his head.   
After a few more minutes of the band playing, Lincoln 

turned to me and declared,  
“I hate punk rock!”   
I looked around the place. Fuck it, I thought, I hate all of 

these stupid fucks too. There was no danger anymore, just 
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bitter, snippy people whose entire idea of interaction was to cut 
each other to pieces. They were dull; you could run your finger 
along them without ever drawing blood. I thought the ennui 
might kill me, so I asked the others,  

“Wanna head to the railroad tracks?”  
Everyone agreed, so all four of us left Gilman, piled into 

Lincoln’s ride, and drove.       
And so we ended the night jacked up on meth, drunk on 

whiskey, waiting for an imaginary train to come whistling down 
those lonesome tracks, and take us somewhere better. The 
tracks always do that; give the illusion of some kind of magical 
escape, a fixation for my yearning. I used to be able to see the 
light coming, in the distance. It would take me somewhere 
better, even though it would only leave me off where I’d gotten 
on. Now, I looked straight down the tracks, but the light was 
much farther off, heading away from me, and I knew it was 
abandoning me. But, I watched it go with a nonchalance that I 
hope you never have to feel.  
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EXCUSE ME, MR. WILSON, WOULD YOU LIKE TO 

SEE MY GIANT COCK? 

 
I came into the kitchen the next morning, and found Sean and 
Lincoln at the table.   

“You have to help me, Adam!” exclaimed Sean.       
“Why?” I croaked.  
I wanted coffee. I had slept for two hours, total.       
“There’s a girl in my bed. I have to get rid of her before 

Frank finds out!” he replied.  
Frank was Sean’s boyfriend. Sean was bisexual. He would 

date on a strict rotation: boy/girl/boy/girl. He would try one 
gender, get annoyed and disillusioned, then try the other gender 
and get annoyed and disillusioned, and so on and so forth ad 
infinitum. With Frank, Sean had found someone he could settle 
down with, and get along with on a consistent basis.  

“Wait, we all came home together last night. Where did 
you get a girl from?” I asked, incredulously.       

“I went out again later on. I couldn’t sleep, so I went for 
a walk,” he answered, quietly now.  

“You just went out and picked up a girl?” I said, still 
incredulous.       

“It’s nothing like that! I ran into her down by Telegraph, 
and she said she needed a place to stay for the night. That’s all it 
was, but of course Frank won’t see it like that.”  

Lincoln had been sitting silently with his head in his 
hands. I was noticing that he had lost weight, and I found I felt 
very annoyed.  

“What the hell do you want me to do about a girl in your 
bed?” I snapped.       

“I don’t know.” Sean said, shrugging.       
“Then why did you ask?”       
“Because you’re good at fixing things, Adam,” replied 

Sean.  
Lincoln’s head rose slowly, and he looked at me, and I 

swear to God that that fat angry priest was suddenly at the table 
with us. You’re good at fixing things, the priest was sneering. 
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No, I’m done fixing things, I said to myself adamantly. I turned 
to Sean and said in a shitty tone,  

“Why don’t you ask Lincoln?”       
“OK, then. Linc, how am I going to get rid of this girl?” 

asked Sean.       
“Set the bed on fire,” Lincoln answered and smiled at the 

thought.  
     

I bumped and went to my crummy job at the record store. It 
was tiny, and sold only jazz. It was a cold morning, but the 
inside of the store was suffocatingly hot. My boss was from 
Brazil, and always felt cold in the Northern California climate, 
so he would have the heating on full blast, night or day, whether 
it was hot or cold outside. I sat behind the counter, the only 
person on the morning shift, left alone in my growing 
annoyance which had been swelling since breakfast. I looked 
around for some Nina Simone, and put it on loud. “You know I 
love you, so don’t you pay ‘em no mind,” she sang. When 
Buddha said, “All life is suffering,” he said it in a voice like Nina 
Simone’s.       

All my tattoos were itching; I sat and scratched. The 
clock was mocking me from the left corner of the wall. 8 hours, 
8 hours, 8 hoursUI felt my brain shrinking. I stood up and 
started cleaning. I cleaned everything, obsessing on every detail. 
When that was done, I started arranging the contents of all the 
drawers behind the counter; all the paperclips together, all the 
rubber bands together, perfectly organized. I looked back at the 
clock: 5 hours had gone by, and so had my lunch hour. I wasn’t 
hungry at all. I was running on empty, my brain on overdrive. I 
was finding it really hard to be there. I walked into the back 
room and told my boss that I needed to go home early.  

“I need to go home early,” I said.  
“You look like shit today. Why are you grinding your 

teeth? What are you on?” he asked suspiciously.       
“On?” I replied, being deliberately obtuse.       
“Be straight,” he cautioned.       
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“But I’m not gay,” I answered, still looking clueless. 
“Now, can I go home?” 

“Fine,” he said, after a minor pause.  
I ran out of there. I was feeling strange. I was totally 

wired. I got into my car and drove home really fast. I walked 
into the house, going back-and-forth between all the rooms 
until I finally found some Xanax. I took it and lay down on my 
bed. The sedative took effect quickly and left me dry-crying. 
Dry, because no tears fell.  

Later that night, I had a date with girl named Ginny 
whom I had known for a while. I took her and drove down to 
the tracks. I thought maybe we could talk, but it didn’t quite 
work out like that. I would ask her a question and she would 
answer, and I would hate all of her answers, so my questions 
would get more and more absurd. At least they made no sense 
to me. She started to undo my pants. I took her in the backseat. 
I made sure she was uncomfortable, and I made sure it hurt. 
When I dropped her off at home later, she pecked me on the 
cheek. I felt bad for, like, a second.  

I got home at about 2 AM, and found Xavi sitting on the 
front porch, wearing doctor’s latex gloves, and reading a book 
by porch light.  

“What’s with the gloves, dude?” I asked him, sitting on 
the steps next to him. 

“Library book,” he answered,       
“So?”       
“So, you have no idea how many germs there are on a 

library book.”       
“Really?”       
“Yeah, it’s disgusting.”   
I leaned back on my elbows, and looked up at the sky. 

Comet Hale-Bopp still hung over the house.  
“What are you reading?” I asked.  
Not that I really gave a fuck what he was reading, I just 

couldn’t stand being silent.  
“Aldous Huxley, Doors of Perception,” he sighed.       
“Any good?”       
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“You never read it?”       
“Naw,” I admitted suppressing a yawn.       
“I don’t know. I can’t get past the first four sentences. I 

keep reading them over and over again. I keep forgetting what I 
just read.”   

I grew uneasy, a strange feeling of pins and needles 
spread over my body, and a need to say something important, 
although I knew not what. I bit my tongue, breathing quickly. 
Whatever it was that I felt was breaking, it was coming apart in 
my hands and it was starting to hurt. I just wanted to drop it. 
Just drop it and leave it there on the floor, ignore it. I was filled 
with resentment. I looked back up at the comet.  

“Pretty amazing, isn’t it? Aesthetically speaking,” I said.  
Xavi looked up from his four sentences, taking in the 

once-in-a-lifetime cosmic event with theatrically squinted eyes.  
“Yeah,” he answered, “shame it’s just a giant ball of 

space bacteria, raining down on us.”       
“It must be hard to be you,” I said, laughing.  
But Xavi wasn’t laughing.       
“I don’t know,” he said quietly, “I’ve never been anyone 

else.”       
 

Sean and I drove into San Francisco the next morning. He was 
on a mission to get Frank a birthday present. We parked the car 
in North Beach, and as if we were following a homing beacon, 
ended up in a bar, drinking beer. Sean looked down at the bowl 
of peanuts in front of us.   

“Xavi told me that they tested nuts at bars and found out 
they were covered in pee. People don’t wash their hands after 
they go to the bathroom, then they come back out and eat these 
nuts with pee-hands. Peanuts, pee-nuts, get it? It’s so 
appropriate!” he said, eating a peanut thoughtfully.   

I looked around the room. The bar’s opening hours were 
posted on the wall next to my seat. This bar opened at six AM. 
At six AM, people came in here and drank. There were a lot of 
Beach Boys records on the jukebox. If I were drinking in San 
Francisco at six AM, I would want to hear the Beach Boys. 
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”Help me Rhonda, help help me Rhonda.” I was starting to feel 
OK.       

“What are you gonna get Frank?” I asked Sean.       
“A giant dildo. I’m going to get him a huge fake cock! 

The hugest I can find!” he answered, excitedly.  
“Is that for him or for you?”       
“Both! Isn’t that great? I suggest we start down on the 

Haight, then the Castro, then Folsom Street. Oh God,” he said, 
his face darkening suddenly.       

“What?” I asked.       
“Don’t look behind you. It’s Michelle. She just walked in 

and went straight to the bathroom. I bet she’s shooting up in 
there. She has TB, you know. Let’s leave.” 

“Leave? But I haven’t finished my beer,” I protested.   
The truth was I didn’t want to leave the Beach Boys-

Early-Drinkers bar. It was the first time I had felt relaxed in a 
long time, and I thought that the minute I left the hardened 
alcoholic Brian Wilson vibe, I would lose the feeling.   

“Please? Let’s leave before she comes back out. I don’t 
want to talk to her,” he looked a little panicked, so I relented, 
and we sped out of the door.  

As we walked down Green Street, Sean continued,  
“Am I a jerk for not wanting to talk to her? It’s just that 

every time I see her and talk to her, I get so depressed and just 
want to die. All those track marks, and bruises from pole 
dancing at the Lusty Lady. I can’t take it. But I guess I should 
take it. I should be able to look at her and hear what she has to 
say, because nobody wants to look at her, or hear what she has 
to say, so I should do her the courtesy. But she’s so busted up 
and broken, I don’t think I have the strength to look all that 
pain in the eye,” he was talking very quickly, “BUT! But, but, 
but, if I go back in there and talk to her, is it only to satisfy my 
own inner peace and, therefore, a selfish act of conscience and 
pity, and not because I genuinely want to talk to her? And, 
therefore, does that in fact make it even worse than not going 
back there to talk to her at all? Shit. Shit. Fuck. I’m going back 
in there to talk to her, are you coming?”  
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God, he was talking fast. Sober, Sean spoke quickly 
enough, but Sean with a meth habit was non-stop and about to 
break the sound barrier. All his thoughts were still his own usual 
brand of thoughts, but really sped up. I declined to go back 
inside with him.       

I was feeling all tough that day; like I could accomplish 
anything I tried and would not suffer fools gladly. That feeling 
was beginning to crash, though, and pretty soon I knew I would 
feel really fucking tired, and would suffer fools in a resigned, 
energy-less, put-upon manner. Sean came back, looking 
haggard. He stood in the street and screamed. The day he 
stopped screaming at life, I would know all hope was lost. We 
went and hid behind a dumpster, doing lines off the back of the 
SF Weekly. After that, we rushed all over town on a giant fake 
cock hunt. Sean finally found the perfect, ridiculously sized one. 
We took it, wrapped in brown paper, and headed back to the six 
AM bar to drink more beers.  Inside, the music flowed, “I feel 
so broke up, I wanna go home,” sang Mr. Wilson.   

“Hey, maybe everything is OK? Maybe we’re OK?” Sean 
asked.  

It was as if a fragile happiness made of cracked glass had 
been built over the bar during the course of the evening and 
Sean’s beaten up hope was sticking its neck on the line.   

“Maybe we are,” I lied.  
I didn’t want to tell him the truth, that no, we were not 

alright, because I didn’t want to let go of this delicate, strange 
happiness that had closed itself around the bar either. We would 
have to face the truth later on anyway, merely by opening the 
door and leaving the bar. The minute that I opened that door, 
that shambling glass house of happiness would shatter, because 
of all the cracks and holes in it. We couldn’t take it home. It 
would shatter because it was a lie. We both knew that, so we 
hung out inside for a while, listening, “Bar bar bar, bar Barbara 
Ann.”       

 
I left work early again the next day. I was pretty sure I was 
going to get fired, but I felt blank about it. I walked down to 
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Telegraph, from force of habit more than a chosen direction. I 
wandered around for a while, bumping into some people I 
knew. There was Jason, the gutter-punk-homeless-kid that I 
knew pretty well. He crashed at our house a lot. He was a 
smackhead. Smack was becoming prevalent on the scene, but 
not as much as speed. Speed was everywhere. I was noticing the 
effects, like my friend Brooke, who would no longer drive on 
the freeway because she was too paranoid. Everyone was way 
skinnier, scabbier, testier, more tired.  

Yes, I noticed it on my roommates, but didn’t want to. 
Xavi’s hands were bleeding and raw. Sean’s mind was on 
overdrive and, since his was a dainty consciousness, overdrive 
might smash it like the windshield on some beat up old car in a 
junkyard. Lincoln was getting thinner and angrier with me by 
the day. We both knew what it was about, but I wasn’t going to 
give him what he wanted from me this time. I was angry that he 
expected it from me, but maybe what made me really mad was 
that for the first time in our friendship, which stretched back to 
when we were kids, he was expecting something from me that I 
wasn’t capable of giving him. He was expecting me to fix our 
situation. To stop it somehow, to drag everyone up, to slam on 
the brakes. I had always been the caretaker, especially with him 
because he was a little younger and little more insane than the 
rest of us. But the train was receding ever farther down the 
tracks, and that excruciating longing was ever present, and all I 
wanted to do was kill the feeling. He was smart, very smart. So, 
why couldn’t he see that he could expect nothing out of me 
right now? I held our situation in my hands, that breaking thing, 
cutting me. I so wanted to drop it, but after years of being a 
caretaker, my hands would not open. Why did I have to take 
responsibility for all of us, just because I always had? I couldn’t 
take responsibility, I resented it, I said ‘FUCK YOU’ to it, but 
still I couldn’t drop it. I couldn’t drop it, and I couldn’t put it 
together again. I was too fucked up for something so altruistic, 
and too tired to care.       

I went home and crashed on the couch with the other 
three. We turned on the TV, and watched reruns of Mystery 
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Science Theatre 3000. We laughed. I mean, really laughed. 
Something about the old show and our collective laughter was 
so innocent. We all fell asleep. Maybe we were hoping some 
sort of osmotic effect would infuse us with the innocence. That 
way crashing down wouldn’t be so bad. But, I guess it doesn’t 
work that way. Not when you know you’re going to do the 
same bad thing tomorrow that you did today. No amount of 
Mystery Science Theatre 3000, Pac Man, Space Invaders, or old 
records could stop it. Jason had followed me home, and was 
sleeping in the corner of the room in a sleeping bag that wasn’t 
his. His parents had thrown him out when he was 13, and he 
didn’t give a shit about Mystery Science Theatre 3000 anymore. 
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THE UGLIEST SUNRISE EVER 

 
I was finding it increasingly hard to be at work. Yeah, everybody 
hates their damn job, and I had hated my damn job for a long 
time, but my reasons for hating my damn job had changed. At 
first, I had hated it because I had wanted to be at home - 
writing. But now, I was finding it increasingly hard to be at 
home – writing - too. Now it wasn’t that I wanted to be 
anywhere else; it was that I really didn’t want to be at work. 
When my shift ended, I walked out and stood on the corner of 
the street. Where do I go now? I felt disconnected, my limbs 
felt alien, as if they were someone else’s, nothing to do with me, 
and for a good 10 seconds, I couldn’t even remember who ‘me’ 
was. So, where the fuck do I go now? 

I walked to the payphone up the street and paged Mitch. 
Mitch, our reedy, pockmarked speed dealer who went 
everywhere on his bicycle. He delivered speed to your house, 
took your money, did a few lines with you, talked your fucking 
ear off for 45 minutes, and left. I arranged to meet him at my 
house. I wanted that bitter taste, that night-long jack up. I mean, 
what the fuck else was I gonna do? 

Later that night, on the BART train on our way into the 
city. The train went under the Bay. I couldn’t move my hands. I 
couldn’t breathe. I panicked. I remember leaning on Xavi, and 
there was Xanax and vodka, and then the harsh lights of the 
Powell Street station. I found a chemical equilibrium 
somewhere between the stairs up to the street and Chinatown. I 
found I was feeling pretty damn good. 

 
At the Lucky 13 bar on Market Street, a debate was raging. Sean 
had stated that he was thinking of breaking it off with Frank, 
because Frank had been doing smack. Lincoln had taken 
offence.  

“Wait, wait, wait. You’re standing there telling me that 
you are breaking it off with him because he’s doing drugs?” 
Lincoln asked, outraged. 
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“Smack. He’s doing smack,” Sean said, emphasizing the 
word, as if to infer that heroin was beyond doing drugs. 

“And you don’t find this hypocritical, even though you 
keep running off to the bathroom to do lines?” Lincoln 
inquired slowly, narrow-eyed. 

“So do you!” 
“Yeah, but I’m not dumping someone for doing the 

same thing.” 
“It’s not the same thing at all.” 
“So, it’s ok to shove shit up your nose all the time, but 

God forbid your boyfriend should shoot up?” 
Xavi and I were silent, but I was inwardly agreeing with 

Linc. People on drugs look with disgust and disdain at people 
on other drugs.  There were the alcoholics—if it is a guy, people 
think it is cool. If it is a woman, she’s thought of as pathetic. As 
a whole, though, they are society’s accepted addicts, and feel 
themselves completely removed from drug addicts. There were 
the potheads. Man, potheads smoke all day and all night, mostly 
can’t string a sentence together, but vehemently hate all other 
drugs, from alcohol and cigarettes to crack. They regard all of 
these as evil, but not weed—weed to them is like a religious, 
medicinal, God-given thing. They don’t see themselves as filthy 
junkies like the rest of us; they are just chilled out.  Everyone 
hates potheads in a reciprocal fashion. They’re looked upon as 
fucking hippies, Jerry Garcias, unwashed, patchouli-smelling, 
incense-burning motherfuckers. Then, there are cokeheads. 
They are hated for being neurotic and unstable, plus they always 
have the cocaine sniffles and their noses are always bleeding. 
It’s a bummer to look at.  

Mitch had once given me a diatribe on how he used to 
deal coke, but couldn’t stand the cokeheads paging him all the 
time, freaking out. He felt that tweakers were much easier to 
deal with. He probably thought this because he was a tweaker 
himself. So, we come to the tweakers, the meth addicts. 
Generally reviled for being skinny, sore-ridden and overly 
talkative, they are looked down on by cokeheads for being 
cheap. In turn, tweakers think cokeheads are dumb for paying 
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way more for a drug that lasts about 15 minutes with less kick 
than speed. Lastly, there are the smackheads and the 
crackheads. These guys are the most hated. They are the 
untouchables. Anyone shooting smack or smoking crack 
immediately becomes part of a contemptible alien species. 
They’re subhuman, the dregs of society. They‘re filthy, vile, 
disgusting, pitiable, and to be avoided at all costs. As for the 
smackheads and crackheads themselves, well, if you aren’t doing 
their drugs, then you’re just wasting your time. You’re an 
amateur, a wannabe. They don’t even want you in their 
treehouse. 

Xavi was mumbling something I couldn’t understand. 
Linc and Sean argued on. I smoked, drank my vodka, and 
formed the notion, without any justifiable cause, that everyone 
around me was a hell of a lot more stupid than me. I was 
holding myself up to myself as the epitome of brilliant insight 
and intellect. I went into the bathroom and did lines. Yeah, I’m 
so fucking smart. 

     
The next day at work, my teeth felt like they were going to fall 
out. Not just a couple of them. No, all of them. They felt like 
they were just hanging in by a thread. I sucked at them, loudly. 
Nobody was in the store, and the clock was moving so slowly 
that I had checked if it was working four times. At lunch, I 
didn’t eat. I had four beers and a whiskey, then walked to a 
payphone and called Ginny. I arranged to meet her after work. 
It wasn’t that I wanted to see her, so much as it was that I 
couldn’t think of a good reason not to. The minute I put down 
the phone, I realized that there was a really good reason for not 
seeing her--I didn’t want to. So, I called her back and cancelled. 
I went back to work, breathing fast and sucking my teeth. 

There was something else, too.  Starting about a week 
before, I had begun to smell rot everywhere I went. It had been 
driving me nuts, trying to figure out where the smell of decay 
was coming from. Sitting there at work, however, the smell’s 
origin suddenly became clear. It was coming from me. I 
wondered, blandly, just what part of me was rotting away. 
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“Man, I saw this homeless guy today,” Sean was telling me, 
“and he was just the most homeless, homeless guy ever. His 
hair was not just matted and shit; it was like one big dread. And 
he was beyond dirty, with these long, creepy nails, and this blue 
blanket that he was wearing as a shawl. He was walking up and 
down the street, with his head held really high. He seemed 
messianic, you know? So, I asked him what was up, and he told 
me that God had created himself, so as to create all of this. 
Pretty fucking interesting, huh?” 

We were in Sean’s room. I noticed that everything on his 
table had been arranged in geometric patterns. He had emptied 
a jar full of shirt buttons onto the floor and was carefully 
arranging them into piles, according to size and color. I didn’t 
want to go into my own room and stare at that blank fucking 
page again. 

I looked at the clock--six hours had passed since I had 
gotten home from work, and had sat down in here with Sean 
doing lines. Sean had spent six hours arranging buttons, and 
even worse than that, I had spent six hours watching him 
arrange buttons. It was late now. 

“You wanna go out or something?” I asked. 
“Let’s go to the all-night ‘Payless’ in Piedmont. I need 

more buttons,” he said. 
“Alright,” I answered. I took my cigarette, and burnt my 

inner arm with it. It hurt. I did it again. 
“What are you doing?”  he asked me.  
Now what kind of a stupid fucking question was that? 
By the time we were driving home from the ‘Payless,’ the 

sun was coming up. I had to go back to work pretty soon. Sean 
was driving.  

“I have The Spiders,” he announced. 
“Huh?”  
“The Spiders! You know,  those little black things 

crawling around out of the corners of  your eyes, but when you 
try to focus on them they disappear or wiggle just out of view” 
he replied.  
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The Spiders were actually the reason that I recently 
stopped driving. Well, that, and I had had three accidents in 
three weeks. I was jumpy and paranoid and I had The Spiders. 
But, I didn’t tell Sean that. I said nothing, and squinted out of 
the passenger window. I didn’t want to go to work. I really felt 
like I had just left there. It didn’t feel like a whole evening had 
passed. It didn’t feel like the next day. It felt like I’d had an 
extended lunch break, nothing more. 

You know that feeling you get when you watch the 
sunrise—the colors are vivid, and the world looks clean, and 
you are overcome with a deep feeling of hope and optimism? 
Yeah, well, I didn’t have that feeling at all watching the sunrise 
that morning. What I did have was a kind of generalized 
anxiety, an irregular heartbeat, and a wrenching pain in my 
stomach. 
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FUCK YOU, HENRY DAVID THOREAU 

 
I can’t remember exactly how the panic attack started, I just 
remember being right in the middle of it. I went to the back 
room, leaving my co-worker, Tre, to deal with the customers. I 
stood, gripping the sides of the table, in the middle of the room, 
gripping really hard, trying not to pass out. Then, I felt my legs 
go out from under me. Then blackness. A few seconds later, I 
came to and hauled myself into a sitting position on the floor. 
Tre came in and crouched down next to me.  

“Shit, bro, are you OK?!” he asked, frantic.  
I rubbed my face. I couldn’t make a fist with my hands; 

they wouldn’t close. I knew my legs were too shaky to hold me 
up. My boss Eddie walked in, and gave me a stern look. 

“What’s wrong, Adam?” he asked, no inflection, no 
specific tone. 

“He passed out!” Tre said to him, “We should call an 
ambulance or something!” 

“No goddamn ambulance. I told you guys, no 
ambulance, no police! Ever!” Eddie replied. I wished they’d 
both shut the hell up and leave me alone. I didn’t say anything. 

“Should I take him to the hospital?” Tre suggested. 
“You’re working. You can’t just leave the store! Who will 

work?” Eddie almost shouted. 
Eddie really hated cops and paramedics and doctors and 

probably even mailmen, too. Man, Tre had been in the store 
alone one day and gotten robbed. They had pistol-whipped him 
and left him unconscious. They had taken all the money and 
Eddie still didn’t call the cops. If you ask me, I don’t think he 
was legal. I put my money on no green card.  

I knew I wasn’t going to get any time off for being 
“sick.” When you work a shitty job for minimum wage, you 
can’t afford to fuck up. There are no sick days, no mental health 
days, no time off and you sure as hell got no health insurance. 
You screw up, you lose your job. It’s simple. Only rich people 
are allowed to fuck themselves up. They’re the only ones with 
the room to fall. 
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Tre and Eddie were still fussing about what to do with 
me, it was getting on my nerves.  

“Well he at least needs to go home!” Tre was pleading. 
“Fine. Adam, go home. I want to see you in the morning. 

We will talk,” Eddie said and stormed out.  
The dude was diamond-hard. If he fired me, I’d fucking 

call INS on his ass. 
The only thing that mattered to me right then was getting 

away from Tre fretting over me. So I was gonna go home. Yup. 
Just as soon as my legs decided to work again. 

 
I lay down on my bed. But I couldn’t have been farther from 
sleep. The afternoon sun filtered through the blinds on my 
windows. Scattered on the floor were clothes, CDs, strange 
notes I had written to myself during the endless parade of 
sleepless hours that dragged by every night. The house was 
completely silent. I had taken two Vicodin, but could not feel 
them. I took another. A cockroach crawled up the wall to my 
right. I got up and crushed it with a copy of Walden. Fuck 
Thoreau. Fuck his fucking cabin. I looked at the dead bug 
smeared on the wall and on the back cover of the book and was 
so deeply disgusted that I projectile vomited onto the wall. Well, 
it was more like a wet, spurting cough. I dropped the book onto 
the floor, walked back to the bed, and lay back down. I’ll clean 
it up later, I thought to myself. Just please, God, let me rest 
right now. 

Let me rest. 
Then, black. 
I woke up to a loud crash from somewhere in the house. 

I stumbled out of my room, and into the kitchen. I found Xavi 
in there, angry. He had ripped the phone off the wall and 
thrown it across the room.  

“What the hell?” I asked, quietly. 
“My Dad,” he said his eyes dim, “he doesn’t get it.” 
“Doesn’t get what?” 
“He doesn’t get anything, Adam! You know what he is? 

He’s a fucking idiot.” 
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“What were you guys talking about?”  
He paused before answering me, and then said, “I don’t 

really know. I can’t remember now.”  
His eyes grew wide and he started to look really 

panicked, so I said the only possible thing that could have 
broken his mounting terror. I said, “Man, I puked on a dead 
cockroach.” 

 
Back in my room, I did a couple more lines. I don’t know how 
much time had passed. I couldn't remember the last time I'd 
slept for more than an hour. I had been writing--pages and 
pages. I thought I had been writing about my mom’s suicide 
attempt and subsequent stay in the loony bin, back when I was 
twelve years old. But when I stopped and looked back over 
what I had written, none of it made sense—not one fucking 
sentence made any sense at all. Did I even write any of it? 
Suddenly, I doubted it. My heart started to pound. I looked over 
to the door of my room, wide open, never having felt so 
trapped. I was feeling detached from myself, from that guy 
Adam, from his writing, his hands, legs, arms—the view 
through my eyes became distant, distorted.  

“Jesus Christ,” I said aloud. My voice sounded wrong. 
That’s not my voice! It took everything I had to get up out of 
the chair, walk into the hallway. I was trembling, shaking. 
Everything looked strange, looked bad.  

Lincoln was at the kitchen table. He looked up at me; I 
looked back at him. 

“Jesus Christ,” I said again.  
He got up from the table quickly, came over to me, put 

his hand out to touch my shoulder. I recoiled violently.  
“Don’t you fucking touch me!” I said backing up. I was 

against the wall. 
“Adam?” he said, and his voice was suddenly the only 

solid thing in the world. 
“Help me,” I said. My hand shot up to cover my mouth, 

the sound of my voice so vile and alien to me. I began to cry. 
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“Look at me,” he said, firmly, “Look at me—pull it 
together. Pull it the fuck together, Adam.” 

I didn’t say anything, couldn’t bear to talk.  
Sean appeared next to me, “Should we take him to the 

hospital?” He looked into my eyes; he looked scared. 
“Have you gone crazy?” he blurted out. 
“Shut up,” Lincoln said to Sean, “and make yourself 

fucking useful for a change – get his coat.” 
Sean bolted out of the room, “Which one is his again?” 
“The one he always wears, jackass,” Lincoln shouted 

over my shoulder, the words breezed past me.  
Sean returned with my coat, “This it?” 
Lincoln snatched the coat from Sean, then pulled me 

forward by my upper arms, wrapped my jacket around me, and 
steered me to the front door. I let my hand drop from my 
mouth to my side. I tried to hold the shreds of myself together. 
I tried to breathe deeply, but I was hyperventilating.   

Lincoln told Sean to stay home and wait for Xavi. I 
staggered to the car and got into the passenger side. None of 
my movements felt automatic I had to work very hard at it. I 
was struggling to hang onto my sanity, but it was blowing away 
like shifting sand dunes.  

Oh God, oh God, oh God.  
Lincoln pulled the car into a gas station. He looked at me 

and in an even, deadpan tone, he said,  
“Adam, I don’t know the way to the hospital.” 
He got out and started to fill the gas tank. What the fuck 

do you mean you don’t know the way to the hospital?! I 
thought inwardly. “That’s just fucking great,” I might have said 
aloud.  I pushed my head against the window. I looked up and 
saw three huge gangbangers standing around their Cadillac, 
laughing. I opened the door and walked over to them. It 
seemed to take me forever, coordinating my legs, keeping my 
eyes focused. I stood behind the closest one, it took two 
awkward swings of my hand before I tapped him on the 
shoulder. He turned to look at me, the smile on his face faded. 
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He looked at me with genuine concern. I opened my mouth, 
panting, out of breath.  

“Hospital?” I managed to say.  
As soon as I said it, I wasn’t sure if I had said it at all. I 

could have said anything or maybe I said nothing. 
“You fucked up, man?” he asked me.  
I didn’t answer. I couldn’t answer. He looked over my 

shoulder, spied Lincoln, walked over to him and gave him 
detailed directions to Alameda Hospital. 

 
In the waiting room at the ER. I thought the sound from the 
small TV would burst my eardrums and that the fluorescent 
lights would melt my skin. I would be a skeleton on an 
uncomfortable plastic chair with a puddle of skin underneath 
me. Lincoln was standing over by the payphone, biting his nails 
and pacing without moving. I rocked back and forth and I 
wanted to die. Please God, let me die. 

When I was in the examining room, the doctor was 
about to ask me what was wrong— 

“I can’t sleep!” I yelled and started to cry so hard I was 
retching.  

Retching and wretched. The doctor sternly informed me 
he never wanted to see me in the emergency room with meth-
related problems again. He told me to quit while I still had half 
a brain left. Then he sedated me and sent me on my way. 
Between that shot and the last few tranquillizers that I had at 
home, I slept for two days and I lost my job. 
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IT’S A GOOD THING I’M UNEMPLOYED, WHAT 

WITH THE NARCOLEPSY AND ALL. 

 
I lay on the grass near the Palace of Fine Arts. It was sunny. I 
was feeling pretty warm, and still very tired. Anthony was lying 
next to me, and we were chatting lazily. This was the first time I 
had seen him outside of Li Po’s in a long, long time. 

“So, you quit?” he asked. 
“Yeah. Wait, the speed?” I replied. 
“Yeah.” 
“Yeah, we all decided to quit together.” 
“Ha! Good luck with that.” 
“What?” 
“I said, ‘Good luck with that.’” 
“I heard what you said. I want you to clarify the 

inference.” 
“All I’m saying is it’s not easy. I think you should leave 

town,” he said, sagely. 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” I scoffed. 
“It’s not ridiculous. You can’t quit a drug habit in the Bay 

Area.” 
“Plenty of people have kicked drugs in the Bay Area.” 
“No, only a few have. Go somewhere else. Except 

Seattle. Nobody kicks a drug habit in Seattle, either. Hell, maybe 
it’s the whole Pacific Northwest,” he said, smiling sarcastically. 

“I’m not going anywhere,” I answered, “but I need a new 
job. I was thinking of being a bike messenger.” 

“No.” 
“Why not?” 
“They’re all on speed.” 
“Oh right,” I nodded. 
We fell silent, surveying the clouds up there in the other 

big blue. After a while, I said,  
“Anthony?” 
“Yeah?” 
“You ever think about quitting smack?” 
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“All the fucking time, man. One day I’ll do it. I’ll go to 
South Carolina and do it.” 

“South Carolina?” 
“Yeah. South Carolina is a place where you can quit 

things.” 
“So, when you gonna go to South Carolina?” 
“Just as soon as it stops hurting to be sober,” he said, 

stretching his arms up to the sky. 
“Good luck with that.” 
 

It’s not like you quit and your thought processes return to 
normal, you know? I sat at home that night and I knew that it 
was still taking me three times as long to complete an ordinary 
task. It took me forever to cook dinner, after which I collapsed 
in bed without eating any of it. I still didn’t feel like eating. In 
the mirror, I looked really fucking gray and tired. Sleeping 
wasn't easy, either. It was like being Icarus after his wings 
melted and sleep was the ground racing up to meet me. When it 
did, strange, dense, oppressive imagery closed in on me until 
morning. 

We had a backyard. Sort of. I mean, it was there, but we 
never used it. When we had first moved into the house, we had 
all talked excitedly about it; how we would clean it up, put a 
BBQ back there, get some lawn chairs, a hammock. Of course, 
we had never done any of that. That morning, I walked through 
the door at the back of the kitchen, out into the backyard. It 
was a real fucking mess. Everything was overgrown, just a sea 
of tall grass and weeds and a shitty, shriveled-looking tree 
knotted in the far corner. I had nothing to do that day; I was 
unemployed and felt maybe I could do something productive. 
Yeah! I would fix it up! I could do it all in one day! I pictured 
myself at the end of the day, surrounded by many garbage bags 
full of uprooted weeds and mowed grass, a look of deep 
satisfaction and fulfillment on my dirt-smudged face, enjoying 
the reward of good, honest, hard work and a job well done. My 
chest swelled with pre-pride as I looked around the yard for a 
place to start, and wondered whether I owned a flannel shirt to 
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work in. The mental image I had required that I wear a flannel 
shirt. 

I heard the phone ring and walked back inside to answer 
it. It was Sean. 

“Hey, I got off work early—wanna go into the city?” 
“And do what?” I asked. 
“I don’t know,” he replied. I looked out of the window at 

the backyard. Oh, who the hell was I kidding, we didn’t even 
own a lawnmower for Christ’s sake. 

“OK,” I answered. 
 

“I think quitting has given me narcolepsy!” Sean announced as 
we walked from the Embarcadero towards North Beach. 

“What?” I asked. 
“NARCOLEPSY!” he yelled. 
“You mean you’re tired?” 
“Not just tired, man. Today, at work, I fell asleep on the 

toilet. I was sitting there taking a dump and the next thing I 
knew, I was waking up with dried shit caked to my ass!” 

“I found Xavi asleep halfway up the stairs of the front 
porch,” I said, laughing, “he must’ve sat down to check out the 
view and conked out.”  

I, too, was falling asleep all the time and I was getting 
sick of it. 

“Coffee. Wanna get some coffee?” Sean asked, hopefully.  
We went to Café Prague. It had this crazy, surrealist, 

Parisian circus interior and hand-painted tables. Between the 
two of us, we consumed forty-eight dollars worth of espresso 
shots and only then did we begin to feel normal enough to walk 
down to Tosca’s and drink whiskey for the rest of the night. 

As we stumbled out of Tosca’s after last call, Sean turned 
to me and said, “Did I tell you about John’s dick?” 

“I don’t wanna know about John’s dick!” 
“No, you gotta hear about it—I heard it’s just awful! It’s 

gone all green and it hurts like hell when he jerks off AND it’s 
bleedingU” 
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As he continued his in-depth description, I looked up at 
the sky. There it was, Comet Hale-Bopp. It was so strange; it 
looked like a pencil sketch of something moving very fast. You 
could see the motion, although it just hung there in the same 
place: Lincoln’s bad omen, Xavi’s celestial germ bomb, Sean’s 
pretty twinkly thing, Heaven’s Gate’s mothership. Whatever it 
was, I didn’t like it. 

“He actually tried to show it to me while I was eating, 
can you believeU” Sean was continuing.  

How did we get here? I thought to myself. When did our 
lives turn into crummy jobs, drug addictions, dead puked-on 
cockroaches, and green bleeding dicks? 

“Green as in pus green?” I asked, “I mean, is there pus in 
his dick?” 

 
There I was in a house besieged by birds, staring through the 
window at that cockatoo, its black eyes fixed on me, its 
moustache wiggling, nostrils flaring. I’m telling you, you haven’t 
seen anything quite as scary as a bird with a man’s face glaring at 
you. I awoke with a start, looked immediately at the clock—
4:30PM. I’d had fifteen solid hours of sleep. 

I went to the kitchen. There was nobody else at home; 
everyone was at work or school. I opened the refrigerator and 
looked inside. A six-pack was sitting untouched on the shelf in 
there. It wasn’t a six-pack of beer. No, not beer, or cider, or 
even soda. It was a six-pack that Ginny had brought over when 
she had heard about me quitting speed. It was a six-pack of 
those protein drinks that old people drink—you know, so they 
don’t lose any more teeth or shatter a hip or whatever. She had 
brought them over and put them down on the table in front of 
me, with this knowing, sage smile that had annoyed the fuck out 
of me.  

“These will help,” she had said. 
These will help? These will help what, exactly? Just what 

the fuck are these going to help? I had thought, growing more 
insulted and incensed by those blue cans by the second. I had 
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put them in the fridge and there they had stayed, out of sight, 
until now. 

I took one out, opened it, and took a sip. It tasted like 
liquid toothpaste, with a putrid vanilla tang. I finished it and 
opened another. Taking the second can, I went and sat down in 
the living room. I recalled the ad for the old people’s drink I 
was drinking. The ad showed various old people drinking from 
the blue cans and then engaging in social and sporty activities. 
This one old lady was grinning like a nut, as if to say, “Now I 
can smile without worrying about my old teeth falling out!” 
Another was playing a rigorous game of tennis, her hip be 
damned! The ad ended with an incredibly telegenic old man 
turning to the camera, blue can in hand, and a caption appeared 
below, which read, “Improve the quality of your life.” I took a 
sip, thinking, you and me, old buddy. 

“OK, life,” I said aloud, “Improve!” 
I felt something fall onto the top of my head. I looked up 

to see that the ceiling had started leaking again. It had started to 
rain outside. I remembered that I had no money, no job, a 
severe case of writer’s block, and a drug problem. I felt 
pointless. 

“No, no, no,” I sighed, “I said IMPROVE.” 
 

I’d had a routine, you see, certain times during the day and night 
when I would do lines. I would take out the orange box where I 
kept the meth, razor, and straw. Empty the powder out, cut it 
into long, fat lines, and bump. Now, I found myself looking at 
the clock at those times, wondering what I should do instead. 
The boredom was crushing, and on top of that, I kept falling 
asleep. 

“Drink coffee and smoke cigarettes,” said my friend 
John. I was trying not to think of his pus-green, bleeding dick as 
we sat drinking at the Starry Plough in Berkeley. 

“I already do that,” I replied. 
“No, I mean triple your intake of coffee and cigarettes. 

That’s how I quit. Man, I drank more coffee and smoked more 
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cigarettes than I thought humanly possible. It dulls the 
cravings,” he nodded assuredly, exhaling a smoke ring. 

“What about, like, eating healthy, and exercising, and 
drinking a ton of water? Or, like wheatgrass, or spirulina, or 
some shit like that?” I asked. 

“Nah fuck that shit. It doesn’t work. Smoke a fucking 
carton a day and drink pots of coffee till you fucking burst,” he 
said. 

Maybe he’s right, I thought. I remembered an instance a 
while ago, when Sean had brought home a big packet of 
powdered spirulina. He had been at a bar in Marin County and 
had been talking to some guy. This guy had told him how he 
had worked construction for forty years and then had been told 
to try spirulina. According to this dude’s story, he had 
immediately broken out in huge festering boils all over his body, 
which, when they were lanced, had turned out to be full of 
asbestos. That dude said that without spirulina, all that asbestos 
would have stayed in there and killed him. Sean had believed 
every word of it, had rushed straight out to buy a ton of 
spirulina, and had brought it home. 

“WE SHOULD DETOX!” he had yelled and had 
poured all the spirulina powder into the blender with some 
water. 

We all sat there, Sean, Xavi, Linc and I, with a glass each 
of dark green, frothy, lumpy water in front of us. It looked and 
smelled like the glass had been dragged along the bottom of 
some nasty, fetid swamp. I am not sure how I decided it would 
be a good idea to drink it. After one sip, Linc, Sean and I had 
retched and gagged, amid shouts of “Aww fuck, that’s awful!” 
and, “I’m gonna puke! PUKE!” 

I took the blender, ran to the bathroom and poured the 
rest of that shit into the toilet. The green lump sat on the 
surface of the toilet water, refusing to sink or dissipate in any 
way. I flushed the toilet and watched in horror as the water in 
the bowl became foamy. It took three good flushes and a wad 
of toilet paper to get the green lump down. The toilet water ran 
milky and little bubbles kept floating up. The bubbling 
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continued for three hours. I had found it really creepy and 
walked to the corner restaurant to take a shit, instead of using 
that bubbling toilet. 

Xavi, however, had drunk all of his and had quietly stated 
afterwards, “Not too bad at all.” 

So, maybe John was right. 
“Maybe you’re right,” I told him, looking around the bar. 

I was just so tired of talking about it. Everyone I knew wanted 
to talk to me about it, give me advice, tell me how they’d quit 
this or that. I really didn’t want to talk about it anymore. I had 
kept the orange box. It still had everything in it. Just like the 
option of suicide can keep you from killing yourself, that weird 
comfort that comes from being able to choose not to do it, as 
opposed to being forced not to do it. I didn’t tell the others any 
of this. I had watched them flush all of theirs. But not me. I had 
staunchly told myself that if I were going to be able to quit, I 
would need the option of getting high.  

I finished my beer and ordered another. 
“So, how’s your dick?” I asked John. 
“The fucker is about ready to fall off,” he said with a 

worried smile. 
“Dude, you gotta get that checked out.”  
“No insurance” he said resignedly. 
“Go to the free clinic on Haight,” I suggested. 
“Yeah, I guess I could do that,” he muttered. 
“If it was my dick, I would’ve been down that clinic 

faster than the whiskey shits,” I stated. 
“The thing is,” he said looking unhappier than I had ever 

seen him, “I’m not really sure that I want to know.”  
Then his face took on a child-like quality. “Hey, you 

wanna see?” he asked, grinning. 
“No!” 
“Come on, you scared?” 
“OK, show me,” I relented.  
John whipped it out, standing sideways to face me. The 

guy behind us spat out his drink in disgust. “Aww, man! What’d 
you go and do that for?!” he said, nauseated. 
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I didn’t go straight home after the Starry Plough. I 
walked around and around, and found myself standing in front 
of the house I had grown up in. Another family lived there now, 
my parents divorced: Mom in Mill Valley, Dad in San Francisco. 
I didn’t really feel anything looking at the house. I just reflected 
on how strange it was when I realized that there was nothing in 
my childhood to feel nostalgic about, that I had been unhappy 
pretty much all the time. But, then I saw a multi-colored ball, 
lying on the welcome mat in front of the door. When I saw that 
ball, I started crying. I was crying all the time, lately. I walked 
away from the house quickly. You could say I ran, but I like to 
think I just walked away quickly. 
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HERPES, WHORES AND FALLING OFF THE ROOF 

 
I had gotten a bartending job that morning. With the garrote of 
unemployment loosened from my neck, I strangely felt even 
worse. Xavi had come home from school early. We sat in the 
kitchen, drinking beer. I asked him to read a short story I’d just 
written. When he had finished reading it, he looked up at me 
and then back down at the paper in front of him. 

“Adam, this is awful,” he said, gravely. 
“Awful?!” I responded, shocked. 
“Excruciating, even.” 
“What’s wrong with it?” 
“Everything. It’s terrible. It doesn’t even seem to be 

written by you. What’s going on here?” 
I slumped in my chair. This was the last thing I wanted to 

hear.  
“All I ever write about is me and my friends and people I 

know and the things that happen to us. I wanted to make 
something up for a change.” 

“Well, you’re lousy at it,” he said, with no trace of 
humor. 

“Then, I must be a lousy writer,” I answered, and the 
thought terrified me. 

“Every writer has a voice. You have a voice, so why are 
you using someone else’s here? You know you can only write 
what you know.” 

He was right. I wasn’t a lousy writer; I was a lousy 
person. 

“I’m just so sick to death of me,” I said. 
“Who isn’t sick to death of themselves?” asked Xavi, 

raising an eyebrow. 
“Morrissey,” I answered. 
“What makes you think that Morrissey isn’t sick to death 

of himself?” he said, smiling now. 
“He said in interview that he likes his own company.” 
“Fuck that. Even Morrissey wishes he could just tell 

himself to fuck off.” 
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There was going to be a party that night for Frank’s birthday. 
Since Sean had not broken up with him yet, we were all required 
to go. We still had a few hours before we were supposed to 
head over there, so I sat in the kitchen, drinking coffee and 
smoking cigarettes, as per John’s suggestion. Lincoln had been 
avoiding me since the hospital episode, so much so that he 
hadn’t even been home for a couple of days. There were always 
girls who dug him and his band, who were more than happy to 
let him stay at their houses. Sometimes he did it just out of 
sheer amazement that anyone would want him staying at their 
place. It never ceased to surprise him, seeing as his parents had 
thrown him out of their house and his grandparents after that. 
He had bounced between squatting and being homeless, until I 
had found this place and we had all moved in together. This 
house, this dump, had been the first stable home he’d ever had 
and I had been the first person to be around him on a daily 
basis. He really came to depend on me for a lot. 

Then I had fucked up. 
Then he’d had to watch me lose it completely. 
Now he wouldn’t come home. 
The realization hurt so much that it made me feel 

nauseous. I knew he’d be at the party that night, since his band 
was playing in the basement of Frank’s house. I thought I 
should say something to him then. But really, what the fuck was 
there to say? 

      
Xavi and I sat in the living room, drinking whiskey, waiting for 
Sean to come home so we could all leave for the party together. 
The front door flew open and Sean stood in the doorway, 
looking furious. 

“Are you OK?” I asked. 
“Come on, let’s leave,” he said in a low, steady voice. 
“What’s wrong?” I tried again. 
“Time to go! I want to give Frank his birthday present,” 

he sneered. 
Xavi and I got off the couch and headed out the door. 
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“You sure you’re OK?” Xavi asked Sean as we walked 
out to the car. 

“OH, I’M JUST FINE!” Sean yelled acrimoniously, 
“WHAT COULD POSSIBLY BE WRONG?!” 

Xavi turned to face me from where he sat in the front 
seat. We exchanged puzzled, mildly drunken glances while Sean 
drove in livid silence. 

When we got to Frank’s house, Sean threw open the 
door, shouting, “WHERE’S THE BIRTHDAY BOY?!” at the 
top of his lungs. I wandered off to the kitchen and put down 
the beer and liquor we’d brought along. Nobody was in there.  

I opened a beer and was on my way out of the room, 
when Ginny entered, blocking my passage.  

Fuckin’ great, I thought to myself, irritably.  
She smiled up at me, what with her being only five feet 

tall. She was pretty; that wasn’t the problem. The problem with 
Ginny was that I had never in my life slept with a girl whom I 
had wanted to strangle with my bare hands more than her. Sure, 
I had fucked girls who annoyed me, but I usually only slept with 
them once. And yet, I didn’t just sleep with her once—no, I 
kept fucking her. Every time she showed up, I ended up fucking 
her. Don’t get me wrong; it wasn’t out of uncontrollable lust or 
anything like that. More like, she pissed me off so much, it was 
all I could do to keep myself from choking the very life out of 
her. It's just that she was pretty and always willing. I could 
always find a way to make it degrading for her, which made me 
feel slightly satisfied. I think it was just that, actually—the fact 
that I was attracted to hating her, to that sensation of wanting 
to smash her brains out with a brick after I fucked her. 

“Hey,” she said, still smiling. 
“Hi,” I replied, staring down at her. 
“I was hoping you’d be here.” 
“Well, here I am,” I sighed. I looked over her head, into 

the living room, and then back at her. 
“Have you seen Lincoln? I really need to find him,” I 

asked her gently because she made me feel anything but gentle. 
“Yeah, he’s downstairs,” she answered.  
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She then composed a look of sadness on her face. When 
someone composes their face in a certain way, it never is as 
beautiful as the look on their face when the feelings are real. 

“Thanks,” I said, moving her out of the way by her 
shoulders, “I’ll come and find you later, OK?” If my tone had 
gotten any softer or gentler, it would have betrayed the feeling 
of violence and brutality that brimmed in me. 

“Please do, because, um, I need to stay with you tonight. 
Is that alright?” she asked, again composing her features 
expertly. This time the look was lost and alone. 

That was another thing that annoyed me—she always 
needed saving from one thing or another. This time, she had 
decided that her harmless roommate, who just happened to be 
in a shitty mood, was really a psychotic girl who would try to slit 
Ginny’s throat in her sleep if she spent the night there. 

“Sure,” I said. 
I walked out into the living room, looked around, and 

wondered why, when I knew so many women, why the fuck did 
I keep fucking around with that one? 

My train of thought was derailed abruptly as Sean came 
marching into the room, heading straight for Frank. 

“YOU PIECE OF SHIT!” he yelled, “YOU ASSHOLE! 
YOU NASTY, SKANKY PIECE OF SHIT ASSHOLE!” 

The room fell silent. Sean pushed Frank and said, “I hate 
you! I really hate you right now!” 

Frank pushed him back. 
“What the hell is wrong with you?!” he protested. 
“You! You are what’s wrong with me, you fuck!” Sean 

said, close to tears. 
“Me? What did I do?” 
“YOU GAVE ME HERPES!” Sean shouted, miserably, 

“I got my blood test results back, YOU GAVE ME HERPES!” 
Ouch. I decided to leave the room, because there are few 

things as embarrassing as your friends’ domestic quarrels. I 
headed downstairs and I found Lincoln sitting on the ground, 
tuning his bass. He looked at me, then looked back down at his 
bass. I heard him sniff. That was all it took. I had seen that look 
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in his eyes, but it was the sniff that really gave it all away. He 
was tweaking. Suddenly, his prolonged absence from home 
made sense. I was so angry, so fucking angry. And part of me 
knew that I wasn’t necessarily angry because he hadn’t quit. 
What I was really angry about was that I had. I had quit. I 
wanted to hit him really, really hard. 

I turned and stormed up the stairs. I found Ginny in one 
of the bedrooms, took her by the hand and dragged her all over 
the house looking for Xavi. I was probably crushing her hand in 
my state of fury, but she said nothing. We ended up on the 
roof, where some people, including Xavi, were drinking and 
looking at the comet. John was over by the edge of the roof. 

And then he fell off the roof. 
Three stories down. 
My heart sank and I found myself, still dragging Ginny in 

my vice grip, running down the stairs and out of the front door. 
I ran over to John, lying on the ground, but he was fine. He was 
totally fine. Later on, when he finally went down to the 
emergency room, the doctors would tell him that he had been 
saved by his drunkenness. He was so drunk that his whole body 
had been relaxed on impact, causing no injury at all. But, before 
that, as I helped him up and told him to get checked at the ER; 
as I took Ginny’s hand once again in an iron grip, I felt 
something snap in me. 

“I hate these parties,” I said, dragging her off to the car. 
She didn’t say anything. 

We didn’t have sex that night. We lay in bed and I held 
her way too hard. I wasn’t even sure if she could breathe 
properly, but I didn’t loosen my hold. I needed it. She didn’t 
complain. In fact, she didn’t say anything at all for the rest of 
the night. 

 
I woke up when Ginny left, at around 10AM. She said she’d call 
me later that day. I didn’t reply, and I didn’t walk her to the 
door. She didn’t inspire any courtesy in me whatsoever. I went 
back to sleep, because I didn’t have to be at my new job until 
7:30 PM.  
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When I woke up again, Sean was in bed with me. I 
blinked at him, his back was to me. He was curled in fetal 
position. It was 2:15 PM. 

“You asleep?” I asked him. 
“No,” he answered. 
“How are you?” 
“DISEASED!” he yelled, wretchedly. 
Shit, I thought. I’m going to have to talk to him about his 

herpes. I didn’t really want to talk to him about his herpes, I 
was not in the mood to discuss his herpes. But somebody had 
to. Herpes, herpes, herpes. The people I knew that had herpes 
actually outnumbered the people I knew that didn’t have 
herpes. 

“The people I know that have herpes actually outnumber 
the people I know that don’t have herpes,” I said, lighting a 
cigarette. 

“I’M DISEASED AND DIRTY!” he shouted. 
“Yeah, well,” I rubbed my face, took a drag, and 

continued, “and that’s not counting all the people I know with 
chlamydia, scabies, gonorrhea, and various forms of hepatitis.” 

“What’s your point? You’re making me feel ill,” he said 
biliously.  

“My point is, so what?” 
“So what?! So, it’ll never go away! And I’ll have to tell 

everyone I fuck from now until I die that I have herpes! And 
I’m going to get sores! Sores on my dick! Oh God, I can’t bear 
itU” his voice trailed off. 

“Come on, man. You’ve seen the ads on TV. You know, 
for that new herpes medication? Where young, hip people enjoy 
dating, and hiking, and smiling, because this medication stops 
breakouts? And they’re dancing and stuff because their genitals 
are lesion free! They’re having fun, Sean, and so can you!” I 
said, laughing. 

“Kill me now,” he said, his tone lightening a little.  
The only thing to do was to laugh. 
“Sorry, man, it’s not terminal.” 
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“No, it’s just NASTY!” he said, yelling the word ‘nasty.’ 
"I’m a big, nasty, diseased whore,” he added. 

“Being a whore is not what got you into this,” I replied. 
Sean had been a whore. An actual prostitute, but not a 

very high price one, though. Now he worked retail. Retail made 
you feel like a used up old whore, and it paid even less. But 
most of the time you got to keep your pants on. So, he had 
escaped prostitution unscathed, had gotten a regular job and a 
steady boyfriend, and then he contracted a lifelong STD. Nice, 
huh? 

      
I was almost at the end of my first shift at work. My friend 
James had hired me; he was managing this bar. I didn’t know 
who had given him the job, but they must have been blind. 
James drank all the time. I’m not just saying that, I really mean 
he drank all the time. We had gone on a road trip to Mexico 
once and I cannot think of a single moment of that trip in 
which he was not downing some form of alcohol. And now, 
somebody had put him in charge of a whole bar’s worth of 
booze. They must have wanted to kill him. James was half 
Mexican and half German. He was first generation American 
and 100th generation alcoholic. He was the eldest of three sons 
and, at seventeen, had been the first person in his entire 
extended family to drop out of high school. Now he was my 
age, running a bar, playing guitar in a swing band, and cheating 
on his wife. In another life, James was my hero.  

Last call came and went. We closed up. 
“Hey, what you doing right now?” James asked me, 

narrowing his eyes conspiratorially.  
“Nothing. What’s up?” I replied, hopeful. 
“I don’t really wanna go home yet. Let’s play cards.” 
He went to the backroom and I followed. I watched 

from the door as he cut lines of meth on the table. He did a 
couple, then motioned to me. 

“You want some, dude? I don’t want you fading too 
early!” he said, grinning. 

“Fuck it,” I said and walked over to the table. 
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AND THE CLOWN SAID, “DIE, BITCH!” 

 
On my way to meet Anthony in Chinatown the next afternoon, 
I parked my car near the Embarcadero and got out. As usual, I 
was relieved to have stopped driving. I walked over to Bix 
restaurant. I went to Bix every time I came this way; I didn’t go 
there to eat, but to walk in, stare at a painting for a while, then 
leave. 

They had this painting in there, based on the opera I 
Pagliacci. This was the only opera that I had in my record 
collection. My uncle Joe had given me a copy right after my 
mom had tried to kill herself, back when I was twelve. I didn’t 
like opera, but this one I loved. The painting in Bix was based 
on it. It’s of a dressing room in a theatre. In one corner of the 
room, a beautiful ballerina stretches herself into a perfect 
arabesque. In the other corner, a fat, ugly clown pauses in 
removing his garish clown makeup, watching his beautiful wife 
in the mirror. That fat, ugly clown is crying. In the opera, he’s 
crying because he knows that she’s cheating on him. In the 
opera, he stabs her during a performance of the comedy they 
are enacting. He kills her lover too, as the lover rushes forward 
to try and save her. Then, the knife falls from his hand and he 
says to the audience, La commedia e finite, “the comedy is 
over;” sobbing and laughing like a maniac. “Ridi, Pagliaccio!” 
the opera goes, “Laugh, clown! Laugh at the pain!” 

I could hear this famous line in my head as I stared at the 
painting. My hands balled into fists at my side, waves of sadness 
and anger washing over me. I connected both to the opera and 
this painting—not for literal reasons. I had never been in love 
with a beautiful woman who cheated on me. No, my fascination 
was metaphysical. I felt like life was this beautiful ballerina I was 
desperately in love with, at first so enamoured with her constant 
dancing. But the dancing never stopped, restlessness led her to 
cheat on me. She broke my heart into a million murderous 
pieces. All I could do was look at her reflection in the mirror, 
those delicate features reversed, unaware with self-absorption. 
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All I could do was look at this reflection in the mirror and cry. I 
wondered how long it would be before I, too, cracked, like the 
pagliacco and murdered her. I’d do it differently, though. I 
knew exactly how I’d kill her. I would ram my goddamn 
squeaky red clown nose down her fucking throat until she 
choked on it and died. Yeah, I’ll give you “Laugh, clown, 
laugh.” 

Later at Li Po’s, over vodka and pork buns, Anthony 
said, “Life doesn’t deserve to be forcibly asphyxiated with a 
squeaky red clown nose, Adam. Life is beautiful.” 

“Please. Have you read a newspaper lately? Watched the 
news? Looked at your friends?” I replied. 

“That’s not life’s fault. It’s the human race that should be 
choked to death with a squeaky red nose,” he said, nodding. 

“I think you should run for office, with that as your 
slogan,” I said. 

“The human race should be choked to death with a 
squeaky red clown nose is too long for a slogan. We need 
something bite-sized.” 

“OK, how about, Vote Anthony Van Horn: Kill Them 
All.” 

“That works. I like it. But there would be a lot of good 
people to save, though,” he said. 

"What if we had some kind of version of The Rapture? 
We could take it away from the televangelist Christians and 
make it just that cool people could float away before the razing 
began,” I answered. 

“Yes! But wait, who decides who’s cool and who’s a shit-
sucking scumbag?” he asked. 

I paused for a minute, thought about it, and then said, 
“Nobody from around here.” 

“Well, I guess we all stay and die, then. How shall the 
razing be done? Floods? Earthquakes? Mega-tsunamis?” 

“Nope. A species-wide genocide via forcible asphyxiation 
with squeaky, red clown noses,” I replied. 

“Absurdist! Very stylish,” he concurred. 
“And life?” I asked. 
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“Life is beautiful,” he answered, the bruises of the track 
marks on his arms peeking out from under his shirtsleeves. 

Life is beautiful. 
   

At work that night, it was beyond slow. I perched on a crate 
behind the bar, chain-smoking. Not only was it slow, but to top 
it off, some asshole had put a ton of money in the jukebox and 
had programmed in every song I hated. It was like he had found 
a list I had written to myself on some sleepless night called 
These are the fucking jukebox songs that I fucking hate  and 
then requested all of them on the jukebox just to torture me. 

Around midnight, I was staring down every single 
customer we had, trying to figure which jerk-off had put on The 
Beatles’ Penny Lane, when my friend Chloe came in to see me. 
She sat down and over a beer told me what had been happening 
with her. 

See, unlike Ginny, Chloe really did have the roommate 
from hell. Her name was Edna and since Chloe had moved in, 
Edna had been awful. Edna was a fucking crackhead. She and 
her fellow crackhead boyfriend, Steve, had made unwanted 
sexual advances to Chloe; had reported her to the cops and 
gotten her busted for possession (a couple grams of speed, and 
this pathetic-looking marijuana plant she kept trying to grow.) 
They then reported her to the uthorities as dangerously insane, 
in need of immediate commitment. All through this, Chloe had 
done nothing, had kept to herself.  

Obviously, this couple was nuts. Chloe wanted me to go 
over there with her and pick up the rest of her stuff, so she 
could be done with the whole thing. I said I would go with her 
after work. Then I asked her if she still had Edna’s father’s 
number. Edna was only nineteen and still very much under her 
rich father’s thumb. He paid for everything. Chloe wrote his 
number down on a cocktail napkin for me. I told her to meet 
me at the bar at closing time. 

I nodded to James that I was going into the office. Then 
I called Edna’s father. I sat there telling him everything, the 
crack smoking, the stripping, the harassing behavior his 



61 

 

daughter was involved in. I could practically hear the steam 
coming out of his ears. I even made up a bunch of shit about 
her turning tricks on 6th street, I wanted to fuck her over, so I 
went on and on. I knew exactly what would happen. 

Chloe met me after last call, and we drove over to the 
house. I got out of the car first, and walked up to the front 
door, the events transpiring in that vicinity filling me with glee. 
A cowed Edna and her jackass boyfriend were being dragged 
out of the house by her incredibly red-faced father. It was music 
to my ears hearing her father screaming at her. As her boyfriend 
walked past me, I punched him in the throat, hard. He dropped 
to the ground, choking. I walked back to the car to get Chloe 
and escorted her into the house. She was smiling at them the 
whole time. 

Chloe started to gather up her stuff. Since everything was 
in Edna’s name—the lease, the utilities, everything—I went on 
a stroll around the house and I turned on every faucet and 
shower, turned the heat on full blast, and switched on every 
light and every household appliance. It became loud, hot, and 
bright. And that’s how we left that house, running up every bill 
imaginable, causing water damage to everything. I left the door 
open behind me and threw the keys into the bushes. I wanted it 
to feel welcoming in case an enterprising looter felt like fucking 
the place up some more. 

In the car on the way home, I asked her where she was 
going to stay. 

“Can I crash with you tonight?” she asked me.  
“Sure,” I answered. 
I knew I was now in temporary boyfriend territory. This 

evening had been a boyfriend’s job, but Chloe didn’t have a 
boyfriend, so she had asked me. Would she fuck me that night? 
Of course she would. All I had to do was sit with her head in 
my lap, stroking her face and hair. That was all I had to do. She 
was on top of me in less than two minutes. 

The next day, there would be no spoken complications at 
all. I had acted as a boyfriend only for the night and now I 
would go back to being her friend and she would accept that for 
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what it was. A lot of the time, no matter how many times I slept 
with the same person, it was just a series of one-night stands. It 
would never progress into a relationship; something would be 
missing from the dynamic. In Chloe’s case, I liked her, but not 
quite enough, so she became my friend who I just happened to 
fuck once in awhile. In Ginny’s case, I disliked her so much that 
I wanted to do her harm, so she became someone I sought to 
degrade with a series of one-night stands. Casual sex isn’t really 
casual. What it really is, is neurotic, complicated, and infected 
with disease. Still, you take what you can get, right? 

I drove Chloe to another friend’s house the next 
morning. She was going to rent the landing.  

No, seriously. 
A landing. That small area between the floors. A landing. 

It had a tiny closet and a little floor space to the left of the 
stairs. Rent had gotten so expensive all over the Bay Area that 
people had started to rent pantries, closets, and landings. I 
watched her put her little plant on a shelf in the closet. It 
depressed me, so I left. 

I was tired and hung over. I figured I would go home, do 
a couple of lines, maybe do some writing and clean up the 
house a little. I got to my room, opened my orange box, and 
bumped. Sniffing, wiping at my nose distractedly, and lighting 
up a cigarette, I didn’t notice Xavi walk in. He looked at me, 
then eased himself onto my bed, lying down. He was smiling. 

“Don’t say anything,” I sighed, settling back onto the 
floor. 

“I wasn’t going to,” he replied. A few moments passed, 
and then he said, “You know, the only one of us who has 
managed to stay off the stuff is Sean.” 

“Not you?” I asked, surprised. 
“Not me. I caved.” 
“Oh. Well, Lincoln didn’t even try.” 
“Lincoln doesn’t think he has a problem,” Xavi replied, 

spreading his hands in resignation. They were red and raw from 
all the washing.  
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I didn’t want to talk about speed. I was so done with 
talking about speed. 

“How are you?” I asked him. 
“I feel tired,” he said, flatly. 
“You and everybody else,” I replied. 
“No, not like that. I mean, I’m just so fucking tired of 

everything. It’s the same thing, day in and day out. It’s just a 
monotonous grind. It’s all a big, ugly pile of shit, all of the time. 
My hands hurt, my brain won’t let me sleep, I’m not going 
anywhere, or doing anything. You know? I just don’t see how 
I’m going to get through another fifty years of this crap, just so 
I can die.” 

“You can change it,” I lied. It was a lie because I didn’t 
feel like he could change anything. I didn't feel like I could 
change anything, either. 

“I’m too tired to change anything,” he said, “I really 
don’t have the energy. Besides, it all hurts too much. I fly 
between this kind of fatalistic boredom, and this unbelievable 
pain and anger.” 

“Anthony says life is beautiful,” I said. 
Xavi didn’t reply. 
   

I was hopped up and aimless, so I took myself into San 
Francisco on BART. When I emerged from the station, Market 
Street spread out before me, a long, concrete vista. I headed 
towards North Beach, towards City Lights Bookstore. I thought 
it would inspire me. They had a little reading room upstairs. 
When I was a kid, I had read three things in that reading room 
that had blown my mind. On The Road by Jack Kerouac, 
America by Allen Ginsberg, and a short poem by Philip Whalen 
called, Plus Ça Change, in which a married couple change into 
cockatoos overnight, and have a brief absurd dialogue about 
what to do next, what to tell their kids. It was only a few lines 
long, but it was genius. Plus ça change, plus c’est la même 
chose; the more things change, the more they stay the same. I 
think that poem was to blame for my bird with a man’s face 
dream. I thought about the three authors as I walked.  Kerouac 
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had drunk himself to death by 1969, Philip Whalen had become 
a Buddhist priest, and Allen Ginsberg had just died earlier that 
month. I had gone down to his memorial, which was held in 
Congregation Emmanu-el, on Two Lake Street in the Sunset 
district. I remember sitting there feeling really sad. Then, during 
a reading that one of his friends was giving in tribute to him, I 
saw behind the man reading, a small whirlwind. It was kind of 
like a whirling heat haze. I blinked and squinted and stared, but 
it was still there. It spiralled and jumped happily. Nobody else 
seemed to notice it, except for me and the guy giving the 
reading, because he turned around to face it, and he said, “Hi, 
Allen.” 

“Hi, Allen,” I had said too, under my breath. 
I had walked out of there so fucking inspired and in awe 

of the world. 
But now I reached the door to City Lights and I couldn’t 

even bring myself to go in. I decided that I didn’t want to be 
inspired. See, the trouble with innocence is that it doesn’t die. 
No, it lives on. It’s what causes all the sadness later on; it 
torments the rest of you that tries to grope its way around the 
real world. It makes its permanent dissatisfaction known—
nothing is ever good enough for that fucking innocence. 

I didn’t even open the door to City Lights. 
Mr. Bing’s cocktail bar is just a little farther down 

Columbus Ave. 
I went there and got shit-faced drunk instead. 
I got home a few hours before I had to leave again for 

work, an early hangover setting in. Sean was pacing around the 
living room.  

“What’s up?” I asked him, sitting down on the couch. 
“I NEED TO PEE!” he yelled. 
“So? Pee,” I sighed. 
“I can’t. Xavi’s in the bathroom. He’s been in there 

forever.” 
“How long?” I inquired. 
“Since I got home a while ago.” 
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There was a pause, then I could see that the wave of 
nausea hit us both at the same time—we ran to the bathroom, 
pounding on the locked door. There was no answer. The house 
was a fucking cheap dump, so it didn’t take us long to break in 
the door. 

It seemed to take forever for the ambulance to arrive. 
“Do you have any idea why your friend would try to kill 

himself?” the paramedic asked me. 
“Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose,” I answered, 

handing him the packet of sedatives that Xavi had taken. They 
like to know what the patient has ingested. You have to look 
around and find it, when all you can think is, “That fuck.” 

Xavi survived his suicide attempt, they told us later at the 
hospital, as Sean and I sat and shook in the waiting room. They 
told us they would have to keep him there for seventy-two 
hours, under suicide watch. 

“YOU CAN’T KEEP HIM HERE!” screamed Sean, 
“THIS IS A HOSPITAL!” 

“Excuse me?” said the doctor, confused. 
“Doc,” I jumped in, “that’s like keeping a man who’s 

terrified of water inside a giant aquarium.” 
The doctor wandered off, confused. 
“Maybe we should break him out?” said Lincoln, walking 

into the waiting room. He had received the message that I had 
left on his voicemail. All three of us burst into giggles, followed 
by full-on belly laughs. 

Plus ça change, 
Plus c’est la même chose. 
 

The last thing any of us wanted to do was go back home. I did a 
few lines in the hospital bathroom, and called James to tell him 
what had happened. He gave me the night off work. I put down 
the receiver of the payphone and turned to the other two. 
Lincoln was slouched in a chair, biting his nails. Sean was sitting 
on the floor, with his head in Lincoln’s lap, his eyes closed. 
Lincoln and I locked eyes—an unhealthy truce was reached. 
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“I don’t know about you guys, but I’m way too sober for 
any of this shit,” I said. 

“I don’t want to sit in a bar,” said Sean, his eyes now 
open, but downcast, searching the cracks in the floor for 
something. Lincoln looked down at him, I saw his face soften 
for a minute. 

“OK, no bars. Vodka and tracks?” he asked Sean, quietly. 
Sean looked over at me. I saw on his face the resolution 

that I had to come with them. That he would keep the peace, in 
the middle, between me and Lincoln, like some kind of 
bespectacled buffer zone. 

“What do you think, Adam?” he asked, his voice 
cracking. 

“Sounds perfect,” I answered. 
At the store, Lincoln and I stood around. We had been 

standing there for quite a while. I was reading every piece of 
tiny print on a bottle of vodka that I was holding. I assumed 
Lincoln was doing the same thing with the bottle of cough 
syrup he had picked up. Then, without any warning at all, he fell 
over; fell right on his face for no discernable reason. 

Sean appeared next to me. 
“Hey, there are cops over there actually buying donuts! 

Hahaha! If I was a cop, I’d never buy donuts, you know? Just to 
avoid people like me laughing at me, I mean how fucking cliché 
can they get?” he paused, looked down at Lincoln, and said,  

“What the fuck are you doing on the floor?”  
He reached down and helped Lincoln to his feet, then 

stared at the both of us with our bottles and tiny print. 
“LESS OBSESSING, MORE PURCHASING!” he 

yelled.  
We looked back at him blankly. 
“What, you think I don’t know? Standing around 

sniffing, grinding your teeth and breathing irregularly! Adam 
can’t stop glaring at everyone and Lincoln can’t even stand up. 
Please. I’m not a fucking idiot,” he finished, then grabbed both 
our bottles and marched off to pay for them. 
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“YOU MAY NOT BE AN IDIOT, BUT YOU GOT 
HERPES!” Lincoln yelled after him. 

“SO DO YOU!” came the shouted reply from outside 
the store, as we followed him.  

I looked at the cops hanging near the door. 
“I don’t have herpes,” I said to them. 
“Good for you,” one of them responded, nodding. 
We sat on the car, down at the tracks. Sean and I on the 

hood, Lincoln on the roof. 
“Remember when I tried to kill myself?” Sean asked.  
We passed around the bottles of vodka and cough syrup. 
“Which time?” I replied. 
“Well, I don’t really remember the first two times very 

well because I was hella drunk. But, the third time, I was 
completely sober and it was first thing in the morning. I 
remember it so clearly. I was crying so hard—I woke up crying, 
actually,” he said, his introspection going silent. 

I watched a homeless guy pacing around on the opposite 
side of the tracks. 

“Yeah, I remember seeing you the night before,” I said. 
“Really?” asked Sean, “What did I say?” 
“You said that you were lonely,” I replied. 
Lincoln started to laugh, from up on the roof. It 

reminded me of what my mom used to call “nervous 
laughter.”—laughter at inappropriate moments. I started 
laughing too, but I was feeling incredibly uneasy. A prickling 
kind of dread was crawling up my legs, into my stomach, down 
my arms, and cramping my hands. Yet, on I laughed. Sean 
smiled, and said, “Yeah, well, if only I had STAYED lonely, I 
wouldn’t be looking at my dick every morning in fear of some 
nasty pustule growing on it,” there was a pause, and then he 
said, “Hey, what exactly should I be looking for, anyway? I 
mean, what does it look like?” 

“Jose,” Lincoln answered. 
“JOSE?!” shouted Sean, bewildered. 
“Yeah, Jose,” I said, “He collects slides of diseased 

genitalia. Go ask him to show you the herpes ones.” 
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“He’s the bar back from the Covered Wagon in the city?” 
asked Sean. 

“That’s him,” replied Lincoln. 
“I gave him a blowjob for $20 once,” said Sean, “I think 

he’ll remember me.” 
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ANARCHY, SYMPHONY, AND THE LAMB 

RETURNS AS THE LION 

 
I sat on the end of Ginny’s bed the next morning. I had ended 
up there after the tracks, banging on her door at 4:30 in the 
morning, yelling until she opened up. I threw up in her toilet, 
then we’d had really lousy sex that had put me in an even worse 
mood, during which I had banged her head very hard against 
the bathroom floor. Now she sat in the bed behind me, feeling 
around the back of her head. 

“It bled a bit. Do you think I should get it checked?” She 
asked in a small, accusatory voice.  

“I’m sorry.” I lied. 
I wasn’t about to tell her that her head injury had been 

entirely intentional. At the time, I had wanted to crack it wide 
open. 

I sat on the end of her bed, trying to figure out how to 
put my shirt on. The task was making no sense to me. The arms 
and neck were all tangled together, it seemed an impossible 
undertaking. 

“I’m sorry,” I said for the second time. That horrible, 
prickling dread was creeping over me again. Or maybe it was 
genuine regret this time? 

“It’s OK, you didn't do it on purpose" she replied. I 
could tell she was deluding herself. 

She’s so fucking stupid, I thought. 
And whatever might have been regret was gone with that 

thought. My awareness of my absence of regret deepened the 
sense of dread considerably.  

I wasn’t sorry about her head at all. 
Fuck. 
I quickly got dressed and left. 
I was running home through the rain when a car pulled 

up alongside me. It was John. He offered me a ride home. I got 
in, shivering.  

“I haven’t seen you since you fell off the roof,” I said, 
“How you doing?” 
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“I feel invincible,” he said, grinning. 
“Invincible?” I asked. 
“Yeah! I fell off a roof,” he stated, smugly.  
Then he gave me a funny look, “But youU” he said. 
“But me, what?” I snapped.  
Fuck, I’m really testy, I thought. The thought didn’t make 

me feel any less irritable, though. I glared at him. 
“You look bad, man. You’re not doing so well, huh?” he 

said, slowly. 
Jesus Fucking Christ, what am I, surrounded by fucking 

idiots and assholes today?! I thought. First, Ginny reached all 
new lows of denial. Now I was getting a psychological 
assessment from a moron who falls off roofs. Fuck this. 

“I’M FINE!” I yelled. 
“Look, I’m just sayingU” 
“I’M FINE!” I shouted again, as I got out of the car in 

front of my house, “OH, AND THE NEXT TIME YOU 
FALL OFF A ROOF, DO ME A FAVOR AND MAKE IT 
COIT FUCKING TOWER! LET’S SEE YOU GET DRUNK 
ENOUGH TO SURVIVE THAT, YOU SANCTIMONIOUS 
PRICK!” 

I slammed the car door and strode up the porch steps to 
my front door. I’m surrounded by idiots and assholes, I told 
myself as I went inside. 

I lay on my bed, but of course I couldn’t sleep. I listened 
to the rain hitting my windowpane. The house was empty. Xavi 
was still in the hospital and the other two were at work. I still 
had some time before I had to think about getting ready for 
work. Poor Xavi was going to be in debt for the rest of his life 
with these new medical bills. He had no insurance. None of us 
did. I had been receiving angry letters from a collection agency 
for my little episode at Alameda Hospital. There was no way 
that I could afford to pay them. That’s all there was to it. I sat 
up in bed and lit a cigarette. I rubbed my face as I looked 
around the room. My heart was beating so hard, like it was 
trying to pump its way right out of my chest. Every other 
minute I was experiencing bad palpitations. I felt really 
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panicked, stalked by something, a paranoia rearing up in the 
back of my mind, crawling and clawing its way to the forefront, 
overpowering my thoughts. I took two long sips from the beer 
next to my bed. Then I looked down at my bare chest and 
stomach. I took my cigarette and burnt seven holes into the 
skin on my stomach. The physical pain overtook the panic. I 
exhaled heavily. Then I noticed that the smell of rot had 
returned. 

After a while, I drifted off to sleep briefly and had a 
horrible, vivid nightmare where I was pursued around an empty, 
old hotel by foul, grotesque monsters. Cornered by an 
unbelievably abhorrent-looking one in a bathroom, I asked it, 
“Who are you?” 

It stopped, glared at me, and said,  
“Guilt.” 
I woke with a start, which was just as well, because my 

still-lit cigarette was about to set my bed on fire. I did a few 
lines, to get me ready for work. 

I was wandering around the living room, looking for my 
car keys, ready to leave, when I heard music. It was classical 
music, a symphony. I thought no one was home, so I walked 
through the house to make sure nobody had left his stereo on. 
Nope, it wasn’t coming from inside the house. I figured it must 
have been a neighbour’s stereo. Funny though, no matter where 
I walked in the house, the volume remained constant. I 
shrugged it off, found my keys, and headed out to work. When 
I stepped outside, the volume stayed the same. When I got in 
the car, the volume stayed the same. All the way to work, I left 
the car radio off, because my own private symphony played on.  

I’m actually hearing things, I thought. And not just 
random things, but a whole classical symphony. I was so 
freaked out by the time I got to work that I blurted out to 
James, “I keep hearing classical music everywhere I go!” 

“Oh, the fucking classical music. I’ve had that too, man,” 
he said. 

“You have?” I asked, surprised.  
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No one had put anything on the jukebox, so the bar was 
quiet and I could still hear it. The violins had come in now. 

“Yeah, dude. You been up for a few days? I’d tell you to 
lay off the shit for a while, but I’m probably higher than you!” 
he laughed, and then looked over at the jukebox. “I’ll help you 
out, bro,” he said and walked over to the jukebox, putting in a 
few dollars. He pressed some buttons, then turned to me, 
grinning, as the first notes of the first song from The Misfits’ 
Walk Among Us came blasting through the speakers. 

“Let the fucking classy shit fight its way through this!” he 
said, his face contorted into extreme musical appreciation. He 
loved The Misfits. I laughed. 

“Nervous laughter,” I could hear my mom saying. I 
wondered if she had picked up that gem while she had been in 
the nut house. 

My friend Kendall came down to the bar that night to 
visit me. He was a cop with the Oakland Police Department. 
Kendall and I had gone to high school together. Everyone we 
knew stopped hanging out with him when he entered the police 
academy. I had been the only one to attend his graduation. All 
of our other friends saw him as the enemy, but I still saw him as 
that kid I used to listen to Flipper and skate with. Except now, 
he could get rid of my speeding tickets and bring me interesting 
stuff from the evidence locker. He sat at the bar, in uniform, 
drinking a whiskey. 

“Better hope you don’t shoot anyone tonight,” I said, 
motioning towards his drink. 

“Ha!” he responded. He chatted away, dissing all the 
other law enforcement agencies in the area: “Belvedere Police 
Department? You know what that is? That’s two guys who 
needed a job. Alameda County Sheriff’s department? Thugs 
with guns, man. Highway Patrol? AAA with a badge!” 

I told him that I didn’t have much respect for the law. 
“Still hoping for Anarchy? What would keep shit from 

falling to shit then?” he asked. 
“Morality. I know right from wrong. I don’t need the law 

to tell me that,” I responded. 
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“Anarchy, huh?” he grinned. 
“ANARCHY!” I said. 
“Do you honestly think that, as a species, we’ve 

developed that far? Do you think that we don’t need the law?” 
he queried. 

“No, not the whole species. Just me.” I said. 
"Oh! Of course, just you, Adam. But, until the rest of us 

catch up with you, I’ll continue to arrest motherfuckers who 
beat their kids, rob homes, and kill each other.” 

“And drug addicts?” I asked. 
He gave me a hard look, then said, “I got nothing against 

the drug addicts a state sponsored hot shot wouldn’t fix,” and 
laughed. 

I was trying to breathe deeply, fight the urge to 
hyperventilate. I decided to change the topic. 

“You know, Kendall, you’ve been a cop for a while 
nowU” I started. 

“Yeah, so?” he answered. 
“So, I think it’s high time you grew a moustache, man. 

No one’s gonna take you seriously with that badge and gun if 
you don’t have a moustache.” 

“Fuck you,” he said, smiling. 
“You know I’m right.”  
“Motherfuck you,” he laughed and left to go back on 

patrol. 
I wondered how long he would be able to stay himself in 

that line of work.  
The spiders danced in my peripheral vision.  
Yeah, the rest of the human race had a long way to go 

before it caught up with me.  
Idiots and assholes, man. 
      

It was after closing time, and James was holding a paper bag 
over my mouth and nose. 

“Breathe! Breathe!” he urged me, sternly.  
The hyperventilation attack had started right after we had 

closed, as I was cleaning up, stacking the stools on top of the 
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bar. It was strong—I couldn’t stop it. I could hear my own 
rapid breath, see the blackness creeping in, closing off the sides 
of my vision; it felt like my head would unscrew and fly off. 

“Breathe!” James said, again. 
I pushed the paper bag and his hands away from my face. 
“It’s not working,” I managed to say. 
“Of course it’s working! It always works!” I heard him 

say. 
Then I passed out. 
I regained consciousness in the office chair. James was 

shaking me by the shoulders and shouting my name. I glared at 
him. 

“YOU BACK?! FUCK FUCK FUCK!” he asked, still 
shouting.  

I looked around and saw the paper bag on the desk in 
front of me. 

“It always works, my ass,” I choked out. 
“Hey, you’re breathing, ain'tcha?” he said defensively. 
Yeah, I was breathing. But, my legs were weak as fuck, 

and my hands were cramped into the shape of lobster claws. 
Sean called this “The Lobster Boy,” after that book about the 
carnie dude with the deformed hands and feet. It had been 
happening on and off to all of us doing meth, but right now, it 
was really bad. I figured I could drive home anyway. 

“I’m going home,” I said and got shakily to my feet. 
“I should take you to the emergency room!” he 

countered. 
“No,” I snapped. 
“Then I’ll drive you home!” 
“I’ll drive myself home.” 
“Dude, you can’t drive like this,” he stated. 
“I can and I will,” I replied. 
“But.” 
“Are you trying to tell me what to do? Nobody tells me 

what to do,” I said.  
My tone was ice. He raised his hands in submission and I 

turned and left. 
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I got in my car. The spiders were worse now and I could 
only hold the steering wheel and gear stick in a weird way, 
because of The Lobster Boy thing. I rolled all of the windows 
down to let the cold air in and tried to clear my head enough to 
focus on the road. It was a bumpy ride; I couldn’t remember 
how to shift gears, or even steer, and all the way home I kept 
seeing little black animals running into the middle of the road—
I would screech to a halt, but there would be nothing there. 

When I arrived in front of my house, I sat in the car and 
didn’t move for a minute. That excruciating longing, that 
painful, gut-wrenching longing was back. It had been gone for a 
while, but now it was back, and it was worse. That breaking 
situation, that thing that I had wanted to put down, to drop—I 
realized that I hadn’t just put it down. No, I had taken it and 
thrown it against the wall and had watched it smash into a 
million pieces. There was no way that I could put it back 
together again. Pieces of it were lost forever. All I had left were 
my bleeding hands and this heartbreaking longing. I gasped 
inwardly, felt my eyes get wet. 

I sucked it in, and went into the house. Sean was waiting 
for me in the living room. He jumped up from the couch when 
he saw me. 

“Adam! You’re OK! I was worried!” he said. 
“Why?” I asked, feeling anger start to well up in me. 
“James called me after you left workU” he started. 
“James called you?” I spat, “What the fuck did he call 

you for?” 
“Don’t freak out, Adam. He just called to sayU” 
“To say what?” I seethed, anger turning to rage.  
I had been advancing on Sean, and he had backed up 

until he was against the wall. I was right in front of him and he 
looked scared. Of course he was; I was bigger than him. 

“Dude, you’re crying,” he said to me. 
“SHUT UP!” I yelled. I wanted to break his face. 
“Adam, stop scaring me, orU” 
“Or what?” I sneered, “What the fuck are you going to 

do?” I was shaking with hate. 
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Then, the longing stole in again, it flowed in alternate 
waves to the rage. One after the other — I thought I was going 
to explode. I punched the wall next to his head. He covered his 
face and flinched. My fist left a hole in the wall. I backed off 
and headed for my room as quickly as I could. 

“DON’T FUCKING TALK ABOUT ME BEHIND 
MY BACK!” I yelled over my shoulder. 

I entered my room and did something I had never done 
before: I locked the door behind me. My knuckles hurt; I 
figured I had broken a couple. I sat down with my back against 
the door, breathing hard, drowning in the waves of rage and 
longing that were tearing my insides apart. 

At about 6AM, I took two sedatives. At 7AM, I had to 
leave my room to piss. I was feeling hemmed in anyway. I took 
off my shirt and looked down at my stomach. The seven 
cigarette burns were throbbing, and the pain felt really good. I 
burnt seven more around them, wincing. My brain was racing 
so fast that it felt like it was standing still, kind of like those old, 
cheesy depictions of time-travel, or kind of like comet Hale-
Bopp. My brain had turned into comet Hale-Bopp. I put my 
shirt over my eyes. I nodded fitfully between consciousness and 
sleep for half an hour. 

When I woke up, Sean was in bed with me, curled up in 
fetal position, with his back to me. At first his presence flipped 
me out, since I had locked the door, then I remembered I had 
gone to piss and must have forgotten to lock myself back in. He 
was wearing two sweaters, his pants, and his shoes. I knew that 
my cigarettes were on the floor next to his side of the bed, so I 
leaned over him to get them. I glanced at his face on my way 
back. I lit a cigarette and sat up in bed. 

“Who did that,” I asked, pointing to the black eye and 
scratches across one cheek he was now sporting.  

I didn’t do that, did I? I asked myself. I was having a hard 
time remembering, but I was pretty sure I had hit the wall, not 
his face. 

“Not you,” Sean replied. 
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“Do you want to tell me who did?” I asked, rubbing my 
eyes. 

“I went out last night, after you, well, anyway, I went out 
for a long walk. After a while, I ran into that homeless guy, you 
know -- the blue blanket Jesus guy? I see him standing on the 
sidewalk, straight as a rod, chin in the air. So, I run up to him, 
to ask him what was up, like last time.” 

“Last time? Didn’t he tell you that God created himself 
before he could create all this, the universe etc.,” I interrupted. 

“Yeah,” said Sean. 
“And this time?” I asked. 
“This time he attacked me,” he said; his voice was dull; 

he sounded so heartbroken. 
“You want me to find this guy?”  
“What would you do, Adam? Punch the wall next to his 

head?” he quipped. 
“You’re fucking funny,” I replied. 
“No. Don’t you think his life is bad enough already?” 

said Sean, “Anyway, I don’t really want to talk, Adam, I just 
don’t want to be alone.” He curled up in an even tighter ball. 

I put out my cigarette and closed my eyes again. Sleep 
eluded me completely, my brain racing along like a smudge in 
the sky, like comet Hale-Bopp. 
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THE BIG ONE WILL HAVE NOTHING LEFT TO 

BREAK 

 
Sean, Lincoln, and I were in the kitchen drinking coffee in the 
early afternoon. Lincoln reached out and pushed the hair out of 
Sean’s face.  

“Did he do that to you?” he asked him, angrily pointing 
at me. 

“No, Adam didn’t do it,” said Sean, his tone still dull. 
“I am sitting right here.” I snapped. 
“Yeah,” Lincoln snapped back. 
“You could have just asked me,” I said in a mockingly 

reasonable tone. 
Sean let out a huge sigh, and gave us both a pleading 

look. We fell silent for a couple of minutes, then:  
“Why is there blood on your shirt, Linc?” I inquired, 

adopting a nauseatingly happy tone. I was feeling so much 
aggression; I could barely sit still. 

“I cut my hands breaking into Mia’s house,” he replied, 
biting a nail casually, the cuts on his hands dried and caked. 
Lincoln was like the Anti-Xavi, inviting infections every chance 
he could. 

“Are you still stalking her?” Sean asked. 
“Yeah,” Lincoln answered, smiling at him. 
Mia was a little older than Lincoln. She managed a coffee 

shop down the street from us. Lincoln would wait outside her 
work for her and then he would follow her home. He would do 
this every day. To call him obsessive would be to understate the 
matter. If he saw her at a party, he would make sure to extricate 
her from whatever guy she was with, and take her home. He 
would watch her go in the front door and wait outside for a 
while. Then he would go fuck some other girl he didn’t care 
about. But, sometimes, it would all get too much for him and he 
would break into her house in the middle of the night. She 
would wake up with him on top of her, begging her to marry 
him. 
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The thing is, she didn’t mind it at all. In fact, she found it 
endearing. All of it; the stalking, the obsessiveness, the breaking 
into the house, the pinning her to the bed and proposing 
marriage. 

“It shows he cares,” she told me once.  
She was beautiful, she was smart, she was cool, and she 

just wouldn’t commit to him in any way, shape, or form. But, as 
far as Lincoln was concerned, it was only a matter of time. 

“Well, I like her because she never calls the cops on 
you,” Sean said to Lincoln. 

After a few minutes we all heard the front door open and 
close, and promptly Xavi was leaning in the kitchen doorway, 
looking tired and thin.  

“He escaped!” Sean exclaimed, legitimately surprised. 
“So, not even one of you assholes comes to the hospital 

to pick me up,” he rasped.  
“Holy shit, sorry Xavi,” I mumbled. 
“You were in the hospital?” Lincoln quipped. 
“We’ve been friends since we were kids, I thought, at 

least one of them will show up! These guys are the best friends 
a guy could have! But, no! Not even one of you fuckbags could 
be bothered. Well, I will take great pleasure in giving all of you 
the numerous disgusting, vile diseases that I am sure to be 
carrying now,” he finished, his voice like rusted metal.  

That’s what happens when they pump your stomach—
they fuck up your throat, the pain is awful. 

“I’m sure you didn’t catch anything, Xavi,” said Sean 
reassuringly.  

Xavi came and sat down at the table with us. 
“Oh, I’m sure I did. As soon as I get the energy, I’m 

going to burn these clothes,” he said, pinching at the t-shirt he 
wore, “Is that blood on your shirt, Lincoln?” The level of 
disgust in his voice rose by about ten notches. 

“Yeah, but don’t worry, it’s mine,” replied Lincoln, 
earnestly. 

“That‘s not any better,” said Xavi. 
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“I was up to my ass in counsellors,” Xavi was telling me.  
He and I were in his room. He had burnt his clothes in 

our defunct fireplace. At first it seemed like a good idea, Xavi 
standing there naked, his clothes doused in kerosene piled in the 
middle of the fireplace, a flicked cigarette sitting on top, slowly 
burning down to start the fire. But once the clothes caught fire, 
the room had filled with smoke and a stench like a grease fire in 
a slaughter house. Xavi immediately began to run around in 
slow, wide circles, waving his IV bruised arms to try to dissipate 
the billowing smoke. Lincoln was doubled up laughing at Xavi’s 
ridiculous naked smoke dance. Sean was at the front windows 
yelping that they were nailed shut before he ran from the room, 
choking. It was up to me to remain calm, go into the kitchen, 
dig a dirty pot out of the mound of kitchenware rusting in the 
sink, fill it with tap water, and dump it on the smouldering pile 
of clothes.  

He was rubbing some clear gel on his hands. By the smell 
of it, he had showered in rubbing alcohol. 

“Counsellors? I’m sorry, man. That’s a bummer,” I said. 
“Yeah, you have no idea. They just kept asking me why.” 
“Well?” I asked him, even though I didn’t need to be 

told. 
“It’s not like I felt dramatic at the time. It’s weird, when I 

finally snapped, all the anger and pain was gone—it was like, I 
just thought ‘Ah, fuck it,’” he said. 

“And now?” I inquired, quietly.  
Yeah, what now, I wondered to myself, watching him 

closely. Why would anything change in just a few days? 
“And now, they’ve put me on these anti-depressants that 

I can’t afford to keep taking,” he giggled. 
“Yeah, they really know how to help,” I said. 
“I know,” he replied, and then said, “Hey, nice job on 

the living room wall, bro.” 
“Don’t,” I said, holding up a hand to stop the direction 

of conversation. 
“When was the last time you slept?” he asked me. 
“I don’t know. Days ago,” I said. 
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“Days?” 
“Days,” I replied.  
He saw the challenge in my eyes—just what moral high 

ground did he think he was coming from? I saw it register on 
his face. 

“You could at least have fucking cleaned while you were 
up,” he said finally, shrugging. 

We did lines together before I went to work. 
     

Three hours into my shift at work, I had already broken five 
glasses and one bottle of vodka. I had also broken the cash 
register, although I didn’t know how I had done it. I just 
couldn’t seem to go near anything without breaking it. James 
wasn’t doing any better. 

“You know, the last time I went to a punk rock show, I 
knew I was old. Washed up at twenty-four. The bands were 
great and all, but I was up at the front, in the pit with all these 
young kids, and suddenly all I could think about was my 
cashmere sweater,” he said, pushing his fedora back on his 
head, his face sweating, eyes swivelling around in his head.  

His general unease was making me feel paranoid, not 
about anything in particular—a generalized paranoia. Something 
was bugging him, and his being bugged out was bugging me. I 
just didn’t know what it was that was bugging him. 

“Your sweater?” I asked. 
“My CASHMERE sweater. Some kid pulled on it in the 

pit, and all I could think was, ‘Shit, now it’s going to be all 
misshapen.’ That’s when I knew I was old.”  

He took a swig of his beer.  
I stared at him, drumming my fingers on the bar 

impatiently. He looked down at my fingers, then up at me. 
“What?” he asked me. 
“What the fuck is the matter with you tonight?” I said 

irritably.  
James leaned in really close, and I wilted under the 

onslaught of his meth-breath as he looked quickly around the 
bar, and then said,  
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“I think my wife is trying to kill me.” 
I frowned as I tried to process this. 
“Rat poison in the food,” he continued sniffing hard, 

“I’m sure of it. She’s doing it slowly, but believe me, she’s doing 
it.” He narrowed his eyes as he spoke.  

Part of me wanted to laugh at him, tell him he was being 
ridiculous, but a bigger part of me was feeling so paranoid I 
couldn’t dismiss his notion. I mean, how the hell did I know she 
wasn’t trying to kill him?! Maybe she was! Maybe it was because 
of all those other women he was sleeping with! Maybe I would 
come into work one day and he’d be sprawled on the floor, his 
insides foaming at his mouth! 

“Get a grip,” I told him. Get a grip, I told myself. 
“I think that’s why I’ve been feeling so shitty lately, you 

know?” he said. 
It seemed to make sense at the time. 
It couldn’t have been the drugs that were causing his 

health to deteriorate. 
Oh, no. 
It made much more sense that his wife was trying to kill 

him by putting rat poison in his food. 
Of course it did. 
When I got home, Sean was asleep on the couch in the 

living room. On the floor in a sleeping bag was Jason, the 
homeless kid. Xavi was cleaning obsessively in the kitchen and 
swearing at the cockroaches. The whole house smelled like 
Raid. I could hear music and some kind of banging noise 
coming from Lincoln’s room, but his door was closed. 

I went into my bedroom, turned on the light, and 
recoiled in shock. I hadn’t made my bed, as usual, and the 
comforter had been kind of scrunched up to one side. But, as I 
looked at it, I didn’t know what it was—was it a comforter? Or 
was it a person curled up in my bed? I approached it with 
caution and actually had to touch it for a few seconds before I 
could safely say it was not a person. My perception of reality 
was untrustworthy now. I got half-undressed, lay down, and 
turned out the light. The wakeful hours drifted by. 
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The next morning I went into the kitchen to find the 
other three there already. I had the next three days off from 
work, so Xavi suggested we go to the Haight for the afternoon. 
The way I saw it, there wasn’t much difference between the 
Haight and Telegraph, except maybe that the ghost of Jerry 
Garcia haunted the Haight a little more. I consented. 

Lincoln was sitting at the table, concentrating. He was 
studiously poking holes in packets of condoms with a pin. I 
watched him. But the more I watched him the more pissed off I 
got at him. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” I asked.  
He looked up from his work, the look in his eyes as 

confrontational as mine. 
“They’re for Mia,” he replied. 
“I don’t get it,” said Xavi, reading my mind. 
“I’m gonna knock her up,” Lincoln answered firmly, 

smiling. 
“Um, does SHE know?” asked Sean kindly, from his seat 

on the floor, reading the paper.  
“Of course not,” Lincoln drawled, “If she knew, I 

wouldn’t be sabotaging this here birth control.” 
“Well, wouldn’t it be nicer to ask her first?” tried Sean, 

encouragingly. 
“Oh, come on. She would never say yes if I asked her. 

She won’t even admit we’re dating,” said Lincoln, sniffing and 
fiddling with his nose ring absentmindedly, “but if I knock her 
up, she’ll have to be with me.” 

“Is that any way to approach a relationship?” asked Xavi. 
“Yeah, I think so, yes,” replied Lincoln, smugly. 
“But is that any reason to have a baby?” ventured Xavi. 
“Look, a kid is born. The parents love the kid, and the 

kid grows up OK. Does the kid give a shit why the parents had 
it? Whether they tried for years, or did it on their wedding night, 
or daddy poked holes in the fucking birth control? I just think 
it’s ridiculous to assume that there’s gotta always be a noble 
fucking reason to procreate,” said Lincoln. 
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“What if she aborts it because she can’t stand the idea of 
raising your little bastard?” I asked. 

“She’d never do that,” he answered. 
“Even if I offered to drive her to the clinic?” I spat. 
“Nope,” he locked his eyes to mine, Mexican stand-off 

style. 
“I bet she would if I offered to pay for it,” I asserted 

cockily. 
We glared at each other. To be honest, I would’ve picked 

a fight with him even if he had been talking about wanting to 
buy his grandma some flowers or something. 

“Having a kid to save a relationship,” Sean sighed, “I 
think we all know how well that works out.” 

“Oh, fuck you,” Lincoln and I said almost 
simultaneously.  

 
The wind on my face felt strange. Like there was an extra layer 
of face on top of mine, and I was feeling the wind through a 
thin mask. I sat in the backseat of the car, Sean and Xavi up 
front, just the three of us since Lincoln had gone to band 
practice. I looked out of the open window. I remembered 
driving like this when we were younger. I felt a pang—there it 
was again—fucking innocence. It clouds your vision of the 
present, of what you have, of what you’ve made of yourself. It 
colors everything with dissatisfaction. It points out every 
instance in your life where you’ve been disappointed, hurt, and 
heartbroken. It jumps on every word out of place that you hear 
people say and shows you the bruises and bumps it has suffered 
along the way, demanding that you do something about it. It 
looks around and tells you that it can’t handle things this way, 
that things weren’t supposed to be this way, that this isn’t good 
enough. We’re always being told to hold on to our innocence. 
Well, let me tell you what I’ve learned: innocence is a dirty, 
conniving whore. I looked at the back of Xavi’s head as he 
drove. Yeah, you hold on to that innocence. The only thing it 
will do is kill you fucking dead. 
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We lay in the grass in Golden Gate Park, at the end of 
upper Haight. Sean and I lay sprawled, while Xavi lay on top of 
his coat, trying to have no part of his body actually touch the 
grass. 

“I wonder if the Haight was this dirty in the ‘60s?” he 
said out loud, looking around at the urban debris—fast food 
wrappers, used needles and condoms, vomit, those lone, 
floating, plastic bags from supermarkets—that littered the 
verdant surroundings. 

“I saw this old man here once, he was standing outside 
the ‘Backseat Betty’ store, looking lost,” started Sean, “and so I 
asked him if he was OK. He said he was fine, and started telling 
me that the neighborhood had changed, blah blah blah. Then 
he invited me back to his house, a few blocks from here. He 
showed me all of these pictures of the Haight in the ‘60s, and 
the funny thing is, it really didn’t look any different to now, 
except that all the cars were cool. Although, back then they 
weren’t cool, I guess; they were just normal cars. Then, he asked 
me to pee on him.” 

“Did you pee on the old hippy?” I asked. 
“Yeah. I mean, he paid me and everything, but I would 

have done it for free because I felt sorry for him. He was ugly 
and crazy and stuff, so I thought it might be hard for him to 
find people to pee on him,” Sean answered. 

“How nice of you,” said Xavi disdainfully, itching his 
palms. 

“It was kind of awkward though, because I really didn’t 
need to pee, so I had to sit in his kitchen drinking all these 
glasses of water first. It seemed to take forever,” Sean mused, 
putting his arm over his horn rim glasses as the sun broke out 
of the monotonous gray cloud cover, unexpectedly. 

 
Time really is relative, I thought to myself. When you’re up at 
5:30 in the morning, obsessively rearranging everything in your 
room because you suddenly feel it is essential that they are at 
right angles to each other, time just flies on by. But, when 
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you’re waiting to piss on a crazy, ugly, old hippy, it sure seems 
to drag. 

 
Driving back home over the Bay Bridge, Xavi uttered his 
mantra,  

“Please no earthquake, please no earthquake, please no 
earthquake.” 

He had been saying it every time he was on the Bay 
Bridge since the 1989 quake. That meant that I had been 
hearing it about four times a week on average, for eight years. 

“Why the fuck do you keep saying that?” I snapped at 
him from the backseat, “Do you really think it wards off an 
earthquake?” 

“It just makes me feel better to say it,” said Xavi, “and 
maybe it does help.” 

“What, like, the earth is gonna go, ‘OK dude, since you 
asked so nicely, I’ll wait until you get past the toll booth on the 
other side before I shake the shit out of this motherfucker?’” I 
asked, testily.  

“Look, the last place I want to be if the Big One hits, is 
on this rickety, piece of shit bridge, and that’s why I keep asking 
for that,” he said irritably. 

“Well, I would hardly call the Bay Bridge rickety,’” said 
Sean. 

“Man, all these bridges and overpasses are fucking 
rickety!” exclaimed Xavi, “You saw what happened in ’89! And 
if the Big One hits, I do not want to be on this fucking bridge!” 

“Not if, but when!” I said, “When the Big One hits—
because it is going to happen. We live on a seismological time 
bomb. We just have to accept the fact that we have no control 
over where we’re going to be when that shit happens. No 
fucking mantra is going to make a difference and if I hear you 
say it even one more time, SO HELP ME GOD, I’LL 
FUCKING EXPLODE!” My voice had risen to a yell by the 
end of my tirade and I was having palpitations.  

I sank back against the seat, shaking. I felt like everyone 
had gotten so fucking stupid lately—I was a lone island of 
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intelligence in a sea of inanity. What the fuck was wrong with 
everyone? Jesus Christ. 

“Frank thought that Hale-Bopp was going to cause the 
Big One,” said Sean quietly, looking up at the celestial smear, 
bright against the nighttime.  

“God, I hate that lingering ball of frozen space disease,” 
muttered Xavi. 

“Shut the fuck up,” I said “just shut the fuck up.” 
      

Back in Berkeley, we met up with Lincoln at his band’s practice 
space. The four of us bumped and went out for pizza. Actually, 
the last thing I wanted to do was eat, but going for pizza was 
one of those things you keep doing out of habit. Lincoln was 
finishing his beer, drinking it out of a paper bag on the 
sidewalk. Sean and Xavi had gone inside already, but I stayed 
outside. I didn’t want to be inside or even outside for that 
matter. I didn’t want to be at all. 

It was cold and Lincoln and I glowered at each other. 
Then, his eyes drifted off of me, fixed on something behind me. 
I turned around instinctively—coming out of a café up the 
street, and getting into a car, was Mia. Her hair was cut into a 
bob; her big brown eyes were closed slightly because she was 
smiling at her date, who, on closer inspection, turned out to be 
Kendall. Lincoln stood up, walked quickly past me, right up to 
Kendall and spat his mouthful of beer right in his face. Kendall 
was about to retaliate when Mia jumped in the middle. I walked 
up behind Lincoln, took the beer bottle out of his hand. As 
fucked-up and self-absorbed as I was, I still had the foresight to 
disarm him. He was angry, so he didn’t notice. 

“WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING?” he yelled at 
Mia, who was still trying to keep them apart.  

She turned to Kendall and said, “You—in the car now! 
Now!”  

He wouldn’t budge. 
“I SAID get in the car!” she repeated firmly. 
He grudgingly complied. Mia turned back to face 

Lincoln. Her eyes burned furiously. 
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“I am on a date, Lincoln. What the hell do you think 
you’re doing?” 

“WITH THE COP?!” he shouted, “YOU’RE ON A 
DATE WITH THE COP?!” 

“Yes! And you are out of control!”  
“WHY?!” Lincoln screamed, grabbing hold of her shirt 

collar, shaking her, “WHY ARE YOU BEING SUCH A 
BITCH?!” 

Kendall caught sight of the physical turn to the 
confrontation and started to get out of the car again. Mia 
turned,  

“Get back in the car!” she snapped at him, and then 
addressed me, “Adam, keep him in the car!” 

“Keep him in the car,” I muttered, “how the fuck am I 
supposed to keep him in the car? That’s pretty funny,” I 
snickered as I walked around the car and stood near the 
passenger’s side.  

“Nervous laughter,” I said to Kendall, hearing my mom’s 
voice saying it.  

Lincoln was crying now, still yelling at her, still holding 
her by the shirt collar. 

“I’LL KILL HIM!” he bawled, “AND THEN I’LL 
KILL YOU! WHY DO YOU KEEP DOING THIS?!” 

“I can’t be with you, Lincoln! Look at you. You’re a train 
wreck! It hurts enough just to be around you sometimes. I can’t 
do it! I need someone I can rely on—” she said. She was crying 
now, too. 

“BUT, I LOVE YOU, YOU FUCKING BITCH!” 
Lincoln yelled. 

Mia managed to extricate herself from his grip, and 
pushed him away, “You need to calm down! You need to calm 
down now! Look, I am leaving,” she said miserably, and got 
into the car.  

They drove off. Lincoln stood watching, panting. Then, 
he turned and walked back past me. I handed his beer bottle 
back to him. I was still laughing. I just couldn’t stop. I heard 
him shout, “FUCK!” and I heard the beer bottle smash on the 
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pavement. I kept laughing. I laughed because nothing was 
funny, because everything was wrong, because misery and 
desperation permeated everything and I had lost all capacity to 
quell it.  

I didn’t go in for pizza. I walked home alone. 
      

There’s a little sensible voice in your head that always stays 
sober; you’d think it would do you some good, but it doesn’t.  

“Oh shit, you are so fucked up right now,” it says, 
“you’re totally fucked, I bet you don’t live through this one.” 

It’s too busy observing and pointing things out, like, 
“Your friends are dying in front of you,” and, “Your body is 
falling to pieces,” that it doesn’t bother trying to convince you 
to behave otherwise. In fact, the constant observations only add 
to the general feeling of dread that seems to replace the very air 
you breathe. 

Around 2AM, I went outside onto the porch for air. I 
found Sean sitting on the steps, his eyes red, his glasses askew. I 
had taken a couple of sedatives and my body was drained. I sat 
down next to him. 

“Whatcha doing out here?” I asked. 
“I don’t want to go inside,” he said, looking at the 

ground. 
“Why not? It’s cold out here.” 
“Because it’s UGLY!” he replied. 
“Well, yeah, it’s a dump, but it never bothered you 

before,” I said, flatly. 
“Not the décor! You know I don’t mean the décor!”  
“I don’t know. I’ve always thought the ghetto carpet was 

enough to depress anyone,” I sighed, leaning back on my 
elbows. 

“I don’t mind the carpet,” he replied, his eyes welling up 
with tears. 

I knew he didn’t mind the carpet. I knew he didn’t mind 
the leaky ceiling, or the faulty wiring, or the creepy basement 
that none of us ever went into. But, I knew he did mind the 
anger, the hate, the paranoia, the sleepless wanderings, the 
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cockroaches, the dishes that never ever got done anymore, the 
maggots in the trashcan, the fighting, the helplessness, the fear, 
the pain, the feeling that everything had been irrevocably fucked 
up, the numbness, the hospital trips, the crying, the bleeding, 
the self-inflicted burns. 

“I can’t fix it,” I said, firmly. 
“Huh,” he answered. 
“Why does everyone expect me to?” I asked. 
“We don’t,” he said, his tears falling free now. 
He wiped his nose on his sleeve and looked me in the 

eye.  
“I just don’t want to watch you die. I feel like I’m 

watching you die, all of you. It’s like you guys aren’t even here 
anymore, and I’m just talking to myself in a fucking nightmare 
that I keep waking up in,” he said. 

The angry fat priest was back, standing on the steps near 
us, jabbing his chubby fingers at me. “I don’t feel you 
anymore,” I remembered Lincoln saying.  I could see the cross 
around the clergyman’s neck; feel the heat of his 
disappointment. The guilt that rose up in me was like choking 
on bile. I got up. 

“I’m going in, you coming?” I snapped. 
Even as my tone was terse, I fought back the urge to go 

back over there, let Sean cry on me, tell him it was all going to 
be OK, that I would fix it so that he’d wake up from the 
nightmare, and there would be no more dirty dishes, no more 
paranoia, no more maggots, no more suicide, violence, 
nosebleeds, vomit, that I would make him breakfast, and I 
wouldn’t have these sores on my face.  

I wanted to, but I couldn’t, so I fought the urge. The 
guilt was so strong that I had to get away from him. 

"No, I’m not coming in,” he answered me finally, “It’s 
too ugly.” 

      
I had been in Xavi’s room with him since 5AM. It was 10:30 in 
the morning now. We were doing lines and listening to early 
Cure records—well, not really listening, just putting them on 
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and not paying attention. We had started off with Bad Brains 
and the Germs, moved on to Joy Division, through Echo and 
the Bunnymen, The Wedding Present and finally into The Cure. 
I couldn’t remember hearing any of it. What I had been hearing 
all night was the phone ringing. After a while it had been 
pointed out to me that the phone wasn’t ringing at all, I was 
merely hearing it ring on and off for the past seven hours. The 
realization that it was an aural hallucination didn’t make it any 
less maddening. 

I chain-smoked and looked around the room. There were 
all his books—Nietzsche, Derrida, Kant, Plato, Jung, Sartre. 

“What the fuck are you going to do with a Masters 
degree in philosophy?” I asked. 

“Be a waiter,” he answered. 
“Well, that’s pretty fucking stupid,” I said. “Why didn’t 

you study computers, or law?” 
“I don’t understand computers, and memorizing law 

books requires too much effort.” 
“Do you understand philosophy?” 
“There is nothing to understand about philosophy,” he 

said, pausing before adding, “I have learned one thing, though.” 
“What?” 
“That I really hate philosophy,” he sighed. 
Everyone I knew who had gone to college, had gotten a 

degree they couldn’t possibly use. Sean had a Bachelor’s in 
theology, had been a prostitute, currently worked retail, thought 
a lot about God, and got beaten up by homeless messiahs.  

“Just look at George Cantor,” I said. 
“What about him?” asked Xavi. 
“He thought so much about infinity that it drove him 

nuts and he spent all of his miserable life writing theorems, 
solving hypotheses and quivering in a mental institution.” 

“What has that got to do with anything?” Xavi asked, 
perplexed. 

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. 
It had seemed so relevant a minute ago, but now I had 

no idea why I had brought it up. 
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I heard the phone ring again. This time, it was really 
ringing. Xavi got up to answer it. It was Chloe, for me. 
Lincoln’s band was playing a show that night and she wanted 
me to take her. I told her I would, and hung up the phone. The 
news was on the TV in the empty living room; Whitewatergate, 
the trial of Timothy McVeigh, and a special feature on how 
comet Hale-Bopp was “the comet of the century.” 
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LIFE IS BEAUTIFUL 

 
I crashed my car that afternoon. I had had three minor 
accidents that month already, but this time I slammed really 
hard into the back of a parked truck on Chestnut Street, in the 
city, on my way to meet Anthony at Li Po’s. My car was fucked, 
the back of the truck was fucked, and my neck was fucked. I 
had been speeding down Chestnut and I had seen a ladder in 
the middle of the road. I swerved to miss it and ended up 
crashing into the truck.  

Of course, there had been no ladder. It was a good thing 
I didn’t look as fucked up as I was, the cops didn't notice that I 
was tweaking. 

Being awake for seven days straight makes you see and 
hear things, like classical symphonies, and ringing telephones, 
and little black animals running around, and ladders in the 
middle of the road. 

“Are you sure you don’t want to get your neck checked 
out?” Anthony asked me as he was driving me home. 

“Yeah, I’m sure,” I said. 
“Your whole back could be screwed up,” he went on. 
“No fucking hospitals,” I snapped. 
“I can see why,” he said, “Man, I hate hospitals.” 
“That’s kind of redundant, don’t you think?” I asked, 

looking out of the window. 
“How so,” he replied, raising an eyebrow. 
“Have you ever met anyone who liked hospitals? Saying 

‘I hate hospitals’ is like saying ‘I hate having diarrhoea,’ or ‘I 
hate dealing with the phone company.’ It’s a pointless 
statement,” I said quickly without taking a breath.  

When I turned angrily to glare at him, I winced from 
neck pain, which made me look super tough, I’m sure. 

“Oh yeah? Well, people with Munchausen Syndrome 
fucking love hospitals,” he answered. “So, it’s not redundant at 
all. What would be redundant, would be to say ‘I hate talking to 
tweakers who say things are redundant and make you want to 
throw them off the Bay Bridge.’” 
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I exhaled heavily. I agreed with him, I was being really 
annoying, but my brain was rushing, dissecting things, 
everything around me. I ignored his insult and looked out the 
window.  I watched the water go by below the bridge as we 
headed across. 

“What if the Big One hit right now?” I asked, quietly. 
“Then we would probably die,” he said, matter-of-factly. 
“Do you care where you’ll be when it happens?” 
“I guess here’s as good a place as any. It is my favorite 

bridge,” he replied. 
“And you still think life is beautiful?” I said.  
“Yeah, I still think life is fucking beautiful,” he answered. 
“Fucking pious smackhead,” I said, rubbing my eyes. 
Anthony laughed. 
      

I didn’t say anything about the accident when I got home. I was 
feeling way too weird about it. And when I say weird, I mean 
that I felt like it hadn’t really happened. Everything had taken 
on a surreal quality lately. The minute after something 
happened, or something was said, I wasn’t sure if it had really 
occurred. I felt like a goldfish with a five second attention span. 
My life had become a series of unrelated moments in time that 
felt less and less linear and more and more like a swirling, 
chaotic mess. 

Xavi, Sean, and I were waiting for Chloe to show up so 
that we could leave for Lincoln’s show. 

“Lincoln’s happy today,” Sean told me, smiling. 
“Why?” I asked. 
“He went to Mia’s house last night, after they fought. 

Anyway, it turns out that she’s moving to Placerville,” he 
answered. 

“Placerville? Who the hell moves to Placerville?” I said, 
spitting out the word Placerville as though it were cat hair 
caught on my lip. I had no love for that area at the best of 
times, let alone in my current mood—in my current mood, it 
seemed like the very deepest pit of hell. 
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“Mia, apparently,” said Sean, getting excited, “She bought 
a café up there and Lincoln’s going with her.” 

“Does she know that?” asked Xavi, amused. 
“Yeah, she’s the one who asked him!” Sean said happily, 

“She must love him back!” 
“Lincoln in Placerville?” I said, “Poor Placerville.” 
“No!” protested Sean, “He’s way more stable when he’s 

not on drugs. You know that. I think this will make him quit for 
good.” 

“Like he quit last time?” I asked, sarcastically.  
“This is different,” Sean said, reproachfully.  
“It better be,” I said, “because if not, he will finally have 

succeeded in destroying everything in his life that meant 
anything at all to him. Don’t underestimate his need for a 
meaningless, pointless existence.” 

“Kinda like you, then,” said Sean. 
“Nothing like me!” I snapped, “What I’m saying is, it’s 

one thing for him to pine over this woman he’s in love with, but 
what now? Now that he’s got her? Now that he’s got a shot at a 
good life? He’s gonna change just like that?” 

“I don’t think you should underestimate love, Adam,” 
Sean said, frowning. 

“I’m not underestimating anything, you idiot. Don’t you 
see my point?” 

“Maybe, but I think you’re wrong.” 
“Maybe I am. But, when someone is that unhappy, 

there’s nothing scarier to them than the imminent prospect of 
happiness.” 

That was the problem. When you’ve been stumbling 
around in the dark for so long, where everything hurts, where it 
all lets you down, leaves you all alone, where you’ve broken 
everything around you, smashed it to pieces, and someone 
should come along and open a window from the outside, let the 
sunshine into your shitty little room, extend their hand to you, it 
could go either way. 

You could take their hand, let the sun burn your eyes 
until you got used to it, you could learn not to break things. Or, 
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you could run screaming from the warmth, back to where it was 
still dark, where you didn’t have to build, you could just keep 
smashing away. 

Personally, I was terrified of happiness. Should someone 
extend their hand to me, I’d spit in their fucking face. 

By the time Chloe showed to pick us up, Xavi and I were 
tweaked up to the gills and Sean was drunk as hell. As for her, 
she was as high as us. We got to the Kilowatt Club in the city 
for the show and I started drinking heavily. I was trying to stop 
my body from jerking, trying to stop the palpitations, to stop 
The Lobster Boy. 

Lincoln’s band played a great show. The crowd was fully 
into it and while the show went on, we were all happy. I was 
shocked at the feeling. But as soon as the music stopped, the 
feeling went away, the dull despair descending again, like the fog 
that covered the streets when we went back outside. 

Everyone went back to John’s house in Berkeley, for an 
after-show party. Chloe went off to the bathroom and I went 
into the kitchen. The only person in there was Lincoln, leaning 
against the refrigerator, a far-off look on his face. 

A big grin washed over him when he saw me and said, 
“Hey, Adam.”       

“So you’re moving?” I asked.  
He looked at me and his smile got brighter. It made me 

really mad. He gets happy and now we’re supposed to pretend 
everything is cool? Fuck that.  

“Yeah, yeah I am,” he replied. 
I could have said something encouraging. I could have 

said something nice. But I sure as fuck didn’t feel nice. All that 
self-hatred I had been feeling had to come out somewhere. It 
had to. It wouldn’t stay inside. And there was Lincoln, a walking 
fucking monument to every itch and tweak of loathing and 
disappointment I had ever felt. And Jesus, how many times had 
I picked his ass off the floor after he had fucked up—so many 
times that I couldn’t even count them anymore and yet he 
couldn’t accept it from me. Not even once. Fuck him. FUCK 
HIM. 
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“Have fun fucking that up too, kid,” I seethed. 
“What?” he answered, standing up straight, squaring up 

to me. 
“That’s what you do, isn’t it? You fuck up. It’s the same 

tired old shit every single fucking time. So, have fun fucking 
that up too. It’ll be great. It’ll be really GREAT.” 

“Shut the fuck up, Adam,” he said quietly. 
“Yeah, I’m done talking to you, you pathetic piece of 

shit,” I shoved him. 
He backed up, and punched me in the face. I stumbled 

backwards, caught off guard. I went at him and we were kicking 
the shit out of each other. All the anger, aggression, rage we had 
been feeling towards one another recently came out and it took 
three guys, plus Chloe and Mia, to drag us apart.  

Mia and John took Lincoln into the other room and 
Chloe took me home. I was laughing all the way: I had the 
blood of one of my best friends on my hands, and my blood 
was on his. Ha ha ha ha ha.  

Some hours passed. Chloe and I were in her room. One 
of the people in the house had moved out and she had moved 
from the landing into the newly vacant bedroom. I was on top 
of her, taking her underwear off. She kept stopping me with her 
hands.  

“No!” she said finally. 
I got off her, frustrated. 
“You’re not being yourself,” she added. 
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I asked, 

standing up. 
“I’m worried about you,” she said, getting up and 

standing in front of me, her back to the wall, “You haven’t been 
sleeping at all.” 

“I’m worried about you, too,” I smirked, “You’ve gone 
frigid.” 

“Frigid?” she said, outraged. 
“Yeah, frigid,” I continued smirking, getting more pissed 

off and frustrated by the second. 
She slapped me. 
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“Don’t do that,” I said, trying to control myself. 
“OR WHAT, ADAM?” she yelled, slapping me again. 
At the moment her hand connected with my face the 

second time, my self-control snapped completely. I was seeing 
red. I grabbed hold of her wrist with one hand and with my 
other hand, I grabbed her by the throat, pinning her up against 
the wall, strangling her. She struggled and choked and gagged, 
but I wouldn’t let go. I tightened my grip on her throat. Then: a 
sickening, dull, deep pain in my back. I felt my knees buckle a 
little. I let go of her and backed off. I felt a warm liquid dripping 
down my back and looked up to see her holding the knife she 
kept by her bed. I reached my hand around to the wet pain on 
my back and brought it back. My fingers were red. 

“You stabbed me?” I asked, shaking quite a bit now. 
She dropped the knife and started crying. She slumped 

down to the floor and sobbed into her hands. I had never felt 
so sad in my life. 

God, it was awful. 
Who was I? 
What sort of man had I become? 
No more laughter, no more tears. 
I covered my mouth with my hand to stop myself 

throwing up and I walked out of there. 
By the time I had walked back to John’s house, the whole 

back of my white t-shirt was red. It wasn’t all that deep, the stab 
wound, but it was bleeding like a motherfucker.  

My body went into mild shock. 
I refused to go to hospital. John’s roommate was a 

paramedic. He closed the wound with butterfly bandages and a 
dressing. He gave me Vicodin. Sean borrowed Frank’s car by 
throwing the herpes guilt trip at him and the four of us headed 
home—Xavi, Sean, Lincoln, and I. After our fight, Lincoln and 
I found an uneasy and quiet truce, of sorts. I was so miserable. I 
felt like I would break into pieces right there, blood, bone, 
everything. I couldn’t talk. I had lost everything because I had 
lost myself. 
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As we turned onto our street, Sean suddenly stopped the 
car dead in the middle of the road. The four of us got out of the 
car and walked a few steps forward, gaping. Our house—it was 
gone. In its place was a smoking, burned-out husk, with fire 
engines and police cars parked out front. The sight was 
overwhelming, mind-blowing.  

“Pancakes,” Xavi said after a while. 
“WHAT?!” Sean yelled, all of us turning to face Xavi. 
“I was going to make pancakes,” he continued “I put the 

pan on the stove, put the oil in it and everything. But I forgot to 
make the pancakes. I think I left the oil on the stove on top 
heatU” his voice trailed off into silence. 

“YOU BURNED THE HOUSE DOWN?!” Sean yelled 
even louder, in shock. 

I looked back at the house, what was left of it. My neck 
and my back were killing me, fatigue drowning me. I sat down 
heavily on the sidewalk.  

I can’t do this anymore, I thought.  
I can’t.  
No more. 
“I hope all the cockroaches didn’t die,” said Sean, 

practically whispering now. 
“The roaches?” asked Lincoln. 
“Yeah.”  
“But you hate roaches,” said Lincoln. 
“That’s no reason for them to die. It’s not their fault that 

we think they’re ugly,” answered Sean, starting to cry.  
It’s incredible what we will cry about to avoid crying 

about what is really the matter. Xavi patted him on the back. 
Lincoln looked at me, and I looked back at him. He came and 
sat down next to me, and nothing was said. 

Don’t lose your balance. 
Once you lose your balance, you spiral down harder and 

faster than you ever thought you could. 
Ashes and embers glowed in the night, the shell of our 

home stood like a man with two black eyes. Broken glass glinted 
in the moonlight, and in the light from the emergency vehicles; 
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wordless promises were made, fragile and tenuous on the 
asphalt, as the essence, or ether, or whatever it was that Sean 
could see and I couldn’t, flowed through and around us, and 
high above, the comet of the century froze and burned on its 
3,000 year roundtrip. 

Life is beautiful. 
 
 
 
 

thank you for reading the dead beat 
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suppose one fallen morning i failed to 

arise from beneath the frayed blue duvet 

that was my shelter  

 

arms charged and electric with the needly 

shakiness of it all 

 

the mattress on the floor constituted 

resting place domicile and protector all in 

one to whit the floor felt as though it 

might open up but the mattress did not 

 

well and how do you suppose that the 

mattress prevented the floor from 

opening up 

 

the mattress prevented the floor from 

opening up by providing a squashy 
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surface into which the heart might sink 

 

and god knows the heart did sink 

 

the heart sank the arms felt all needly 

and the restless feet went swish swish 

swish swish back and forth back and forth 

back and forth 

 

the feet went swish and the heart sank 

 

the heart sank and the feet went swish 

 

back and forth 

 

the nutrition was refused and the arms 
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felt all needly swish swish 

 

well and how do you claim that the 

nutrition got consumed then 

 

the nutrition got consumed after a needly 

shaking arm poked itself out of the blue 

frayed duvet and reached out to grab the 

nutrition from the plate that was resting 

on the floor that might open up at any 

moment but was prevented from doing 

so by the mattress which provided a 

squashy surface into which the heart 

might sink 

 

and god knows the heart did sink 

 

swish swish 
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by way of digression before the limits 

were imposed i was  

 

what 

 

more than i am now 

 

what 

 

swish swish back and forth went the feet 

needle needle went the arms this 

proceeded with the floor continuing to 

threaten to open up and the mattress 

fulfilling its comforting role 

 

i say comforting i mean really that it 
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continued to be functional in the sense 

that it provided a squashy surface into 

which the heart might sink 

 

and god knows the heart did sink 

 

and also a comfortable domicile resting 

place and dare i say bedding 

 

i dare say 

 

what 

 

i dare say it was a comfortable resting 

place domicile and bedding 
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well and how do you suppose i got to 

sleep then 

 

o i slept initially thanks to the generous 

intervention of chemical sedation and a 

comforting hand stationed outside the 

frayed blue duvet and set slightly apart 

from the squashy surface of the mattress 

that supported the body and being of me 

and prevented it from falling into the 

floor that might open up at any minute 

and 

 

what 

 

any road along the sedation was most 

effective and not unlike the warm 

immersion of a general anaesthetic or 

other miscellaneous opiate and very 
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much unlike the strong drink to which i 

had previously become accustomed 

strong drink not being available at this 

juncture 

 

in fact 

 

what 

 

the sensation of the generous 

intervention of the chemical sedation 

provided by the generous hand of the 

medical fellow was not unlike 

 

what 

 



110 

 

not unlike the comfy feeling of my body 

with all its extremities intact sinking into 

the squashy surface of the mattress that 

was my domicile and resting place albeit 

with the needly arms shaking and the feet 

going swish swish swish swish 

 

back and forth 

 

well and how long do you suppose the 

sleep achieved through the generous 

intervention of the chemical sedation 

lasted 

 

o not long enough 

 

no 
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the black and bitter night came around 

with its alarming tremulous regularity and 

its flinty greeting of a screwdriver through 

the bonce 

 

note at this point the feet stop swishing 

 

the feet swish only in the morning  

 

at this juncture at any rate 

 

this is an important point to remember 

and observe and i may well test you on it 

later so do please pay attention young 

man 

 



112 

 

the arms however remain needly and 

shaky 

 

as do in fact the legs which is something i 

have henceforth neglected to mention 

 

the legs and arms both needle and shake 

arms from the elbows legs from the hips 

 

elbow needle shake hip needle shake 

elbow elbow shake shake needle needle 

hip hip shake shake needle needle o it's a 

merry dance 

 

what 
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o yes the black and tremulous night came 

around alarming regularity screwdriver 

bonce flinty et cetera and presented 

problems of entertainment for if the floor 

was about to open up any moment and 

the mattress that was domicile resting 

place and bedding was all that preventing 

a great big tumble and splat and the blue 

frayed duvet was protection from 

 

what 

 

just about anything that might present 

itself viz wild animals enormous fruit and 

other miscellaneous hallucinations not to 

mention the fearsome visions of a spectre 

i may or may not have once seen in a first 

floor room of a dark and dingy student 

house 
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entertainment then posed a problem 

 

well and how do you suppose i solved the 

problem 

 

o i dare say i did not really solve the 

problem although i was able to hear 

recorded music of the most abstract sort 

in the old bonce and found that the most 

repetitive sort was the best sort as it 

allowed time for neither thought nor for 

the heart to sink 

 

and god knows the heart did sink 

 

counting provided relief in the middle of 

the dark and tremulous night but not of 
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the ordinary kind no no not that in fact 

the fibonacci sequence was used to great 

effect although it became difficult to keep 

track once past the first few handfuls of 

steps one one two three five eight is all 

easy enough but god knows the trouble i 

had with getting as far as two thousand 

five hundred and eighty four in fact i 

venture to suggest that i may never have 

got there although i would like to think 

 

what 

 

god knows the number of times that the 

jolly old fibonacci got restarted you would 

think that i would get the hang of it but it 

was like something new each time this 

due to the generous intervention of the 

non-anaesthetic chemical sedation 
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several hours previously one one two 

three five eight et cetera 

 

of course i could have used the traditional 

ovine sleep induction method but frankly 

the sheer effort required to imagine two 

thousand five hundred and eighty four 

sheep shambling over a rickety old gate 

was beyond the poor old bonce and 

enough to make the heart sink 

 

and god knows the heart did sink 

 

thus demonstrating that sheep and the 

fibonacci sequence are not comfortable 

bedfellows when taken in conjunction 

with the generous intervention of 

chemical sedation a blue frayed duvet 
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and a squashy mattress that prevents the 

floor from opening up 

 

occasionally the arms would cease being 

needly and instead freeze as if in abject 

terror  

 

this admittedly novel sensation could 

hardly be classed as 

 

what 

 

as entertainment 

 

well and how do you suppose the night 

was passed when all entertainment failed 
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o the night was passed in terror in the 

dark with a sinking heart and a dry mouth 

 

dry mouth 

 

yes dry mouth did i not mention the dry 

mouth 

 

pay attention young man i will be testing 

you on this later 

 

the dry mouth came with the frozen 

instead of needly arms which in turn 

tended to come with the general failure 

of all entertainment in the face of the 

floor that was about to open up et cetera 
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of course i could have availed myself of a 

drink of some suitable liquid although to 

have done so would have involved leaving 

firstly the mattress purpose already 

described and blue frayed duvet purpose 

also already described meaning that the 

dry mouth once upon me remained for 

the duration until a generous helpful 

hand provided liquid relief at some 

unspecified future time 

 

i was convinced that i would never see 

the shed completed 
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Love is…Deletia 
 
Love is… forever 

Sniffing my computer screen it smells like Deletia.  

I double click to open her file. Here she comes from the 
stillness of my hoard, slinking across the dusty display. Pulling 
the laptop toward my tin-ribs, leaning into its distorting light, 
I’m watching Deletia pixillating with the cyberprisms. The 
soundtrack is loud and sentimental, the action keeps running 
ahead of itself and there are too many extras for my liking, but 
the colour is true. Stroking the keyboard, fingering the mouse, 
my breath misting the screen, I’m trapped in a Deletia delirium.  

She slipped out without me again. 

Love is… a search engine. 

She was wheeling a yellow and orange contraption through the 
dull, rectangular park – it rattled and wobbled beside her, thirty-
two bright discs spinning from it’s happily deformed wire 
skeleton – a sprightly familiar, so very fragile, trundling breezily 
along. Rifled splendour blasted in a jet of flame with the force 
of a blow torch from this woman I saw. She was a forest fire 
rampaging through the empty rooms of any old afternoon, 
leaving vast furrows of hot ash in her wake. 

Her companion shivered and clanged the hour. It was the time 
of my life. 

‘I’m talking to you,’ she said, and from her mile long lips 
tumbled colours in rounded shapes glowing electric, bouncing 
toward me over the charred black grass. 

‘I am faithless and feckless and bruised with knowing’ – her 
words quivered and bulged at my feet. I marvelled at their soft 
edges, bowled over, ignoring the warning they conveyed. 

‘I am Me-me You,’ I offered. Never had my name seemed more 
appropriate. At last, my Love. 
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‘Meet me in The Nag’s Head,’ she called out imperiously, as she 
blazed away in the other direction, pulling the odd construction 
behind her.  

Those six wondrous words bobbed on my shoulders and 
melted into my ears, seeped their way into my dreams, saturated 
my desires with Deletia delight. I saved them to savour and 
tweak. 

‘But when will that be?’ I whispered, her ashes blistering my 
tongue. 

Love is… jewels on velveteen languishing in locked boxes. 

A Wednesday lunchtime in The Nag’s Head. I was feeble and 
nursing a cold. Giving up on ever seeing Deletia again. Tired of 
frequenting this down-at-heel pub heaving with wrecks and 
ancients. Weary of hanging about hoping for a glimpse of her 
inferno. Thirteen livery years had gone by very slowly, never 
once seeing her face. 

She arrived on a quickening storm of pale blossoms – tender, 
burning bride – and talked to me more than before. An orgy of 
words squelched around her, pulling me into her smouldering 
circle, close enough to singe. 

I had been reading a self-help book that advised me on matters 
I usually handled badly. It didn’t have a chapter on Deletia – 
mistress of the runaway gob. How could I make her stop 
talking, long enough to notice I was there? I knew from my 
studies that nothing a human being does has a single motive, so 
I asked her to be my girl. She wrestled free from the sweating 
bodies of her speech and lisped with her Babycham tongue: 
‘Your motives are so mournfully, transparently, sadly, sexily, 
trustingly, devotedly, unashamedly, unnecessarily, obviously, 
unabashedly single. Come, let us go back to your place and 
mingle.’ 

Love is… a black hole in a bed-sit. 

Of course it was easy. That’s how Love is supposed to happen. 
No need for painful courtship, time-wasting romance, doubting 
days pulling petals from flowers, lingering by the ‘phone 
dreaming up ploys and manoeuvres.  
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Deletia and Me-me: we were orbiting another planet. Rotating 
in unexplored regions of deepest, delirious space – beyond the 
outer stratosphere, beyond convention and law. No gravity. 
Deletia time dimension. The darkest reaches of infinite 
nothingness overlaid with a shimmering grid, put there for us to 
cling to, at the boiling point of a star.  

And we loved and we made love because love is 

She loved me then 

I looked at her 

She smiled for me I saw her 

She kissed me 

She gave and she took me 

She touched me 

And she said 

And I said 

And we said 

And we did 

I didn’t think of consequences. 

Her many mumbles grew into a writhing, flowering plant with 
flesh stems and gash petals, oozing. I rolled with her. The 
earthy perfume of her rare blooms smothered me, her pulsing 
tendrils probed me, her words were all for Me-me. My ears 
rang, my heart kept time with her restless, hollow caddy. My 
small mutterings were daisies to her hot-house fabrications. 
Weeds in the allotments, stragglers in the pasture. I sighed. 

Deletia’s drivel drove me where I wanted to be, feeling 
everything and her. 

Deletia grew a forest of legs, rollicking over my narrow bed, 
falling over me. 

We held hands. She stroked my ragged fingernails, saying 
nothing much for hours. It was the time of my life. 
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I know what she does when she slips out without me. 

Love is… a bed-slug insomniac. 

Deletia left stains on my carpet and I’ve labelled them.  

There’s a nasty green one by the door – that’s where her Love 
loitered. Its label says: ‘Hunted by the death-dogs that roam my 
wilderness. Deletia, where are you?’  

There’s one shaped like Ireland, but that’s not where she’s gone 
– it’s brown and sticky, possibly regret. Its label says: ‘Deletia, I 
need your digital dilation. Down under.’ 

A milky wisp of a stain by the sink: ‘What is the world worth? 
Where is the magic? Answer me, Deletia.’ 

Attempting to get through to her by telecarpet communication 
was never going to work. Loving Deletia will get me nowhere 
because I am the wrong person. There is no right person for 
Deletia. And Deletia went wrong with me. 

She is stretching far and wide beneath my thoughts when I’m 
awake and thinking. She is hovering about two inches above my 
dreams when I’m asleep and dreaming. She found it out: my 
need. And it became a dominant force. I drag it along. I lie. It 
drags me. 

The ugliest stain is on my mind: ‘Deletia! You stitched me up!’ 

Love is… a mutating delinquent. 

I have been playing the cuckold all year. It can’t go on. Where is 
she? Out in the snow in a skimpy dress, carrying that over-sized 
handbag stuffed with her weapons of choice: the lubricants and 
lipsticks, face-muck and fem spray, and her mobile – it was off 
when I rang – my fingers are itching to text her: ‘COME 
BACK!’ 

She left without saying goodbye. I was picking crumbs off the 
floor, wondering about germs and silverfish, especially the 
swollen shiny one I saw crawling out of the toilet. Used to be 
skinny black twitchers on this lino until I stopped washing it so 
often. Some days have holes where the twitchers go and the 
silverfish come out instead. Where is she? 
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I shall creep with the shadows of this night, sneak behind her 
strutting high-heels, throw myself on the mercy of the icy 
alleyways and the sharp edges of her encounters, like she does.  

At a deserted junction where the snow has turned to slush and 
the street lights cast a sickening glamour, there she is: spread-
eagled on the bonnet of a flashy sports car for some rich, spoilt 
lad. His mates are watching – they’re drooling as he lifts her 
thighs and shoves her backwards – they’re taking snap-shots 
and filming it with their mobiles, all of them jostling in line. 
Seven lanky lizards, taking their turns with Deletia.  

Deletia is driven, given to the night. 

Deletia is never sorry. 

I am doubled-over and emptied, vomiting torrents of twitchers 
and silverfish in the cold gutters of her heartless abandon. 

She’ll find her own way home.  

I’ll creep back with the shadows. 

Love is… nympholeptic haute couture. 

Deletia moved in the morning after our first date, depositing 
her essentials around my bed-sit – a few fabulously fantastic 
possessions. 

First came a skull studded with diamonds – the skull of her 
Father, she said – it was grinning inanely, twinkling and leering, 
every inch of bone covered with the hardest mineral known to 
man. She told me his glittering eye-sockets would be watching 
us, cavernous, all-knowing pits.  

I giggled uncomfortably and said his skull was brainless and 
over-decorated, a poor overseer for our Love. Deletia shrugged 
and sat him on the table alongside my shambolic clutter – the 
overflowing ashtray, the stub of a candle, the dry core of an 
apple… a flyer from a club I’ll never go to… a postcard from a 
place I’ll never see. 

Next came a pile of bricks. The type of bricks you build walls 
with. 
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She arranged them carefully in the middle of the carpet, laying 
them out one by one, rearranging them several times before 
she seemed satisfied. I didn’t ask what they meant but I could 
tell it was important to her. I shuffled awkwardly in the 
doorway, anxious, wishing I had a better plan, something to do 
as she deliberated, dragging each brick into its specific position. 

I found it almost impossible to speak the stuff of ordinary life 
to Deletia. It seemed so piffling, so beneath her. She didn’t even 
drink tea. Only water from the tap or Babycham from those 
cute, trashy bottles. She brought her suitcase and it was full of 
only them. I had been expecting a fascinating tour of her 
clothes. She didn’t have any. Only what she stood up in. It was 
a dress to tell our Love by. This dress had a mind of its own, 
reflecting on our weather: our moods, problems, emotions and 
the objectives of each day.  

That Thursday, the best Thursday of all, her dress was 
diaphanous and blushing, revealing parts of Deletia I had not 
seen before. 

She loved me then. 

Love is… a black cab with its clock ticking over. 

She was the phantom of your love-sick childhood playing yo-yo 
with your bubble-gum. She was a pink plastic hand-held device 
you saved your pocket money to buy. She was a robot made of 
pewter, you named her carefully and wiped snot-dollops from 
her nose. She wore rotating nipple tassels and a black satin cod-
piece as she smirked at you from those top shelves. She 
whispered dark secrets about the birds and the bees. She wanted 
to play Doctors and Nurses. She had inquisitive fingers and 
made you eat her mud pies. She told you how to escape. 

I know what she does when she slips out without you. 

Love is… once upon a time and messily ever after. 

I ran all the way home from work the next day, panting eagerly, 
slick with anticipation, imagining Deletia resplendent on my 
bed. Deletia outshining her Dad’s diamond skull. Deletia 
playing with her bricks. Deletia inhaling my absence and 
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exhaling plumes of fire, her fierce glory absolving me and 
nullifying my tatty bed-sit. 

I heard whimpers and grunts from behind my door. She was 
obviously in distress. Pulled up short, terrified, a stitch biting 
my side, I flung myself into the room to rescue Deletia from 
whatever foul agony was gripping her.  

She was in the grips – she was struggling in the sausage-fingered 
grips – of my landlord. Their two pale bodies were knotted and 
squirming on my lovely little bed. An extensive, shiny purple 
penis jutted out where his nose used to be. Her tongue was 
tracing his nostrils. He had all five of his doddery legs locked 
around her ludicrously elongated neck. Her four plump breasts 
pillowed his quivering buttocks. His six grappling arms were 
roped by swollen veins, bluey green snakes in pulsing patterns, 
pathways of aged sloth, rolling and rising with his stuttering 
tempo, sheathed by his grizzled skin. His inflated belly, 
sprouting a ponderous pelt, was balanced on my Deletia’s antic 
knees. He had ‘Give Me Head’ tattooed in bright red across his 
wrinkled forehead. I swear I’d never noticed that before. 

His many rancid fingers circled her slender trotters. 

They were caught in the throes of something much bigger than 
Me-me You. 

Deletia’s eyes swivelled and held mine from the depths of this 
contorted embrace.  

‘So what? So bloody what?!’ she said.  

The stench of charred meat gushed from her parted lips. 
Windswept barbecues raged in the back-gardens of my 
suburbia. 

I looked away first. 

I didn’t know anything about infidelity. I thought it was 
something to do with music. I was right. My lover was playing a 
discordant tune on somebody else’s fiddle. I inhaled the fumes 
and exhaled plumes of panic. My eyes fell on the encrusted 
skull, it was sporting Deletia’s black knickers. ‘Friday’ was 
embroidered in shocking pink silks across the sodden gusset, 
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primrose yellow hearts dotted the frills at the waist. They were 
upside-down, pulled over the hollowed eyes. Blind Man’s Buff. 
A blindfold for the audience. Perhaps her Father didn’t 
approve.  

My landlord came to an abrupt halt. They pulled apart 
awkwardly, Deletia and my landlord did. They disentangled, 
disenchanted, became two separate bodies. His flubbery body. 
Her rubbery body. 

He slunk out of my torched room with his nosy penis between 
his legs – which meant his head was stuck between his legs and 
he was bent right over, shuffling backwards, his sprawling 
sauce-pot swinging merrily – the git. The swollen tip of his 
sticky friend dragged, so sore, across my carpet, navigating the 
tumbled bricks, weeping a trail of ketchup. 

My eyes found their way back to Deletia’s. 

‘You didn’t think you could keep me all to yourself, did you?’ 
she asked indignantly. 

Silence from Me-me. I opened the window. The bitter smoke 
poured out. 

‘Greedy Me-me,’ she said, in a coaxing, baby-talk voice. 

She wriggled back into her dress. It was clinging red Lycra. 

By evening the dress was black velvet, smothered in sparkling 
white buttons, nine thousand of them sewn on by hand in 
intricate, curving designs, following the contours of the thrilling 
shapes she made as she knelt down before me to announce her 
Pearly Queen promises: 

‘In this bed-sit, I will never again do it with anyone else but 
you.’ 

‘On Sundays, I will never do it with anyone else but you.’ 

‘On your Birthday, I will never do it with anyone else but you. 

‘When you are with me, I will never do it with anyone else but 
you.’ 

‘And I will never Love anyone else but you.’ 



129 

 

I know what she does when she slips out without me. 

Love is… salad days tossed in vinegar regret. 

To mark the occasion, she grabbed me by the waist and we 
jumped out the window. I clung onto her heavily laden skirts as 
they billowed with hot air and we flew above the roof-tops of 
the town.  

There is too much of Deletia for one person to hold. She is not 
to be had. Deletia belongs to no-one, not even herself. This is 
what I told myself as I swished through damp castles of clouds 
with this woman of mine, this woman of yours – a reluctant 
traveller in her suffocating landscape of overwhelming 
perspectives and skewed horizons. 

The sky was big that night. Deletia was big too. I was 
microscopic. Deletia loomed, zooming in and swooping out, 
holding me close, letting me go, pulling me towards her then 
pushing me away. I was floating light and fragile as a wish. I 
didn’t ever want to come down. I flew out of the frame, leaving 
her again, never leaving. The monotonous return to the 
perpetual departure. To have her always, again. To have her 
again, again. 

Love is… a celibate sexual force. 

Our last conversations were slabs of rock, monstrous 
monologues with stranded limbs poking out at awkward angles, 
flailing, signalling in silence or frozen in ‘Fuck Off’ gestures. 
Her eyeballs were sunken in craggy outcrops, balefully following 
the dandelions I waved in surrender. No replies. No exchanges. 
No Love. 

I am so very sorry. 

Deletia is driven, given to the night. 

Deletia is never sorry. 

When I’m walking the death-dogs huge blooms choke my path. 
I’m tied by the neck to a racing need, it’s dragging me along – 
we’re on the road to Deletia. All is bleak without her in this 
purple neighbourhood. 
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She blessed the bed I lie upon 

Cursed the bed I lie upon 

Blooded the bed 

Burnt the bed 

The bed 

I lie. 

Crowd scene. Hearing her curdled cream accents, seeing her 
schooled orange hair. 

Flashback. She is my Elvis with tits, wearing a gold push-up bra. 

Car chase. Gasping at her faster faces, speeding against abstract 
ground.  

Everywhere. Nowhere. Always. 

I’m trapped in a Deletia delirium. 

The last time she slipped out without me she never, ever came 
back. 

Love is… a sprawling shrine. 

I once saw thousands of tiny terracotta men crawling up her 
legs and marching over her belly, intent on pleasing her. 

Deletia is the size of the world.  

She fiddles.  

I burn. 

I Love Deletia.  

Every other fucker does too.  

Love is… deleted. 

For the women who jumped out the window 

For the women who flew out the picture 

For the women who fell out of love 

For the women who fell to pieces 
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Now I’m deleting Deletia 

Now I’m deleting Me-me 

Deletia and Me-me deleted 

Deleted together and never to part. 
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