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People who say guilt is a wasted emotion have
obviously never met a true sociopath.

I have.

I met dozens of them over the last three
years, ever since I decided to turn my used bookstore into a front
for the biggest heroin operation Louisville had ever seen. I didn’t
intend to become a drug dealer, to hurt people, to murder fellow
human beings and bury them in the woods of LaGrange, sink them in
the Ohio with cinder blocks chained to their ankles, or let them
rapidly decompose, covered with lye in an abandoned farmhouse I
bought after making my first million.

My intention, what led to all of this, was to
get a speed freak out of my life for good. I had my own problems,
dope and alcohol, and desired to save both a romantic relationship
and my business, Twice Told Books. But as with so much that
followed, washing my hands of a drug fiend who depended on me for
his fix turned out to be much messier than I could have ever
predicted.

 


 


Louisville only has two times a year in which
the city, almost overnight, becomes worth living in. The tourist or
native arriving in spring or fall will find perfect weather,
sunsets sinking into the Ohio River buttressed by skyscrapers,
ancient bridges with steamboats chugging along underneath. If you
travel south of the river, toward my neighborhood, you might pass a
few undesirable avenues, those that run through Smoketown most
likely, where black and white children in hand-me-down underclothes
block the middle of the street playing with hula hoops and deflated
soccer balls, avoiding whatever horrors their parents perpetuate in
the shotgun shacks on either side of the blacktop. However, the
trip through the slums won’t last long, and when a tourist or
out-of-towner reaches the Highlands, without fail they’re treated
to the best of New York City Bohemia packed into a two-mile strip
of Bardstown Road. One might almost reach sensory overload as the
Highlands surrounds them; the tattoo parlors, the coffee shops, and
record stores, not to mention greasy spoons, ethnic joints and
five-star restaurants alike. Then there are the neighborhood’s
residents, mostly transplants from the impoverished South End, the
affluent east, and cities as far away as Los Angeles.

Louisville had become a city of enterprise,
criminal and otherwise. Our population had grown by thirty percent
in the last six years. Our music scene had begun to rival that of
Austin’s. Just two weeks before my ascension from part-time
middleman to aspiring dope kingpin, I’d gotten to watch Catherine
Livingston play right in my own bookstore, the last of the
independents left in Louisville. Paul, my part-time manager and an
aging punk rocker, supplemented the income from disability,
financial aid from working on his master’s, and the cash I paid him
at the store with pot deals. He also made a little on the side from
the monthly sale of his Adderall prescription and session work as a
drummer. The guy was an encyclopedia. He could tell you who played
saxophone on track five of Merle Haggard’s thirty-fifth,
out-of-print duets album guest starring Willie, Waylon, and, as
Paul called the least famous troubadour, “The Ever-Tragic Tompall
Glaser.” He could also recite in detail and at great length the
sexual fetishes of all the classic authors, from James Joyce to
Frank O’Connor. We sat upstairs and watched Catherine through
loosely drawn blinds, contemplating, as most men in the crowd
likely were, her possible fetishes. Catherine, with her
beehive hairdo and real-woman curves seemed the closest figurehead
I’d ever know comparable to Dylan’s Little Richard; the Kentucky
beauty may as well have been from the moon. Her values and
worldview matched something akin to a drifter or even an outlaw
from the Great Depression. She cared only about the way she treated
others, the needs of the day, and the greater purpose of making the
world a slightly better place. Anything else she’d openly regard as
cheap and beneath her attention and worry.

“You look like I feel.” Paul sat
behind my desk and leaned back in my father’s creaking swivel
chair.

“So do several venereal diseases,”
I came back quickly. “We could be here all night if we started
assembling those kind of lists though, so let’s change subjects.
For once let’s talk about something light, positive
even.”

Paul always crossed his legs as he rested his
feet on the wide oak top of my desk. We were silent for a few
minutes. As usual, neither of us could think of anything nice to
say.

“Long week,” Paul said.

“Long week?” I sat on the
wicker-back chair against the wall to Paul’s left, my head turned
south toward the window and Catherine beyond. “Long week, Paul?” I
repeated his words again. “Long days, long week, and a long shitty
life, you ask me.” My eyes wouldn’t leave Catherine. I watched her
through the half-drawn blinds, mouthing her lyrics which I’d grown
up singing. We knew each other. She probably would have described
me, at this point, as a friend. But the first impression I made at
a late-night barbecue would’ve ruined my chances with any woman, no
matter what sexual prowess I might have possessed. The night she
learned my name, two bartenders had thrown me out of Nach, the
latest, poshest joint in town. I despised their clientele with such
absurd intensity, such pathological disdain that late at night when
sleep was away on business, I’d lay in the dark imagining what the
trendy little bar might look like in flames, the doors nailed shut,
the patrons stuck inside—this part of the fantasy had never been
worked out in any detail. The particulars didn’t matter, and
leaving one or two parts of the fire plan for later scrutiny did
not fail to pause or put off the womanly screams of bearded,
backbone-lacking twenty-somethings in my fantasy as I watched the
whole row house collapse in flames on repeat in my mind.

While she knew nothing of my fire and death
fantasies, Catherine still did not have the greatest first
impression of yours truly. In fact, she witnessed me falling off
the bar’s balcony out back from where she sang, landing on a bar
employee tending a grill and ruining dozens of tofu steaks.
Catherine stopped her set and ran down the balcony stairs with her
guitar at her side. She was the first to attend to me, to see if
the incorrigible party crasher had done any real damage to himself.
We’d remained friendly ever since. That night, at Nach, before I
picked two fights and the staff banned me indefinitely, Catherine
introduced me to the recent bane of my existence, Irina. Lately,
I’d felt a mixture of gratitude and disdain for having ever met the
roan-haired manic depressive. I’d table the Thank You letter to
Catherine until we saw how things played out, whether Irina would
break my heart for good, or if she’d just come back
again.

“She just needs time,” Catherine
had told me as Paul and I helped her set up on the small stage Paul
had built just for the show.

“How long you think we’re talking?”
I asked. “Because I’m aging here.”

For her performance, Catherine had let her
hair down, raven curls drawing together over her face like a
curtain. She’d neglected to attend to the top two snap buttons of
her denim shirt, exposing the peaks of her voluminous bust framed
by black lace from a bra the size of which I could only speculate
and fantasize. I felt guilty, only momentarily, for lusting after
Irina’s best friend. Then I considered some of the less considerate
things Irina had said to me over the past month, and all the guilt
dissolved like Catherine’s throaty twang into the smoky evening
ether.

“You’re the human version of those
movies they call ‘feel good summer hits.’” Paul guffawed. Still
laughing, he inquired about my tempestuous love life. “You were
hitting a different coed every weekend then like that…” the ancient
punker snapped his fingers, “Irina fell for you and from then on,
you only had eyes for the innocent Catholic girl from St.
Matthews.” Paul threw his hands in the air, amazed. “Misunderstood
genius. Women love that shit.”

I accepted the half-smoked joint that Paul had
bogarted for the past five minutes. Before he could distract me or
rush my toke, I took two consecutive hits, both long and smooth,
the smoke hitting all the right places. “I think Irina’s done with
me. Goddamn, I’m gonna miss those legs.” Handing Paul back his
joint, I added, “You’ll be seeing a lot more of me.”

“Oh, no.” Paul removed his
spectacles and asked, “She gone?”

“Enough.” Taking a swig of the
Heineken bottle he’d served himself from the cooler beneath my desk
that, like anyone without an addictive personality, he’d been
nursing reasonably for fifteen minutes. The bottle still contained
a considerable amount of lager when he offered it. I killed the
beer. Paul reached under the desk and came out with two more sweaty
green-tinted bottles. He accepted my empty one and dropped it in
the trash next to him while I popped the fresher Heineken open with
my lighter, downing half the beer before Paul had finished opening
his own.

“Jesus, kid.” Paul stubbed the
roach out in the green ceramic ashtray at the edge of my desk.
“Don’t look like you’re taking it too well.”

“She thinks I’m too morbid. Too
negative. She started referring to me regularly as
‘antisocial.’”

“Look up ‘malcontent.’” Paul nodded
to the massive Webster’s dictionary from the late 1960s that lay
open, displayed on the leaning podium that stood across the dark
office from the windows.

“Am I going to find a picture of
me?”

“No, Just an accurate description
of your morose ass.”

“Don’t teach Irina the
word.”

A knock sounded on the door to my office. Paul
and I shared a disconcerted glance, knowing who it’d be, who we’d
been expecting since 10:00 p.m.

“Give us a moment and we’ll be
right there,” I shouted over the music, but not loud enough to
interrupt the acoustic set below.

The man waiting to enter was Carter Homer
Parrant, the most irritating speed freak in three zip codes. He
used to work at the bookstore until the weekend he overheard me
talking to my on-again/off-again lover, Irina, about the pharmacy’s
failure to refill her Adderall prescription due to some
bureaucratic glitch. Irina called later that day to explain that
Carter had dialed her ten times and texted her twenty, making all
kinds of absurd promises to get her to hand over the bulk of her
pills: “I swear to God on Monday I’ll have two hundred bucks for
you and the things go for only three a piece on the street…Please,
I’ll get my parents to loan Jon enough to build five more bookcases
and fill them to the brim with first editions.”

I slapped the little bastard around for about
ten minutes, fired him, and explained that if he ever bothered my
woman again I’d hurt him in a place essential to producing a Carter
the Second.

“I can’t believe I’m going along
with this.” Paul stood, lifted the biker jacket draped over my desk
chair, and headed toward the office restroom. “Shit. After all the
annoyance that troglodyte caused you, I can’t believe you’d deal
with him again.” Paul spoke loud enough for Carter to hear outside.
In fact, had Catherine not been crowing a hair-raising bridge to
her song about Muhammad Ali, the whole store would’ve been privy to
Paul’s disdain for the trust-fund recipient standing outside my
office.

“Calm down.” Dealing with Carter in
any manner wasn’t my idea of a fun Saturday either, but Paul got
his Adderall script the second of every month, one day after
Carter’s monthly check posted. And since Paul desperately needed
funds for child support, I found the quickest and most reliable
buyer. Every month Paul allowed me to utilize my long-cultivated
drug connections to make him a few extra hundred dollars off the
ninety round and pink thirty-milligram speed pills.

“Just wait in the goddamn bathroom,
okay?” I whispered, heading toward the locked and bolted office
door.

“I have to hide because of a speed
freak half-wit you’re dealing with out of sheer sloth?”

“You’re the one who said you needed
money.” Carter knocked again as I turned the key. “And you’re the
one who refuses to stand in the same room with him. So, since I’m
such a good friend, I’ll do so for you.”

The bathroom door behind me closed in sync
with the office lamps brightening the hallway as I opened the
office door, revealing the emaciated Carter with his Louisville
Cardinals ball cap worn cockeyed, his slouching khaki shorts and
dirty sandals. Laying eyes on the slump-shouldered urban enthusiast
who’d watched 8 Mile one too many times, the arbitrary
nature of fate sideswiped me for a moment. While many may label me
an egomaniac with a severe inferiority complex, I don’t advertise
my intellect much. However, Forrest Gump could give Carter a run
for his money in any competition of wit. Carter’s character also
left more than a little to be desired. He’d laughingly and openly
admitted to ordering his teenage girlfriend to perform fellatio on
a cocaine dealer in exchange for two free eight balls. “Bitch’ll do
anything I tell her,” he’d chortled. “Anything.”

Irina, for almost two years now, had been the
light of my loins and fire of my life as I called her, a bad riff
off the first lines of the book we’d read to one another the first
month of our coupling, before and after hours of shameless and
enlightening coitus. I’d love to take credit for the humorous play
on Lolita’s widely quoted opening sentence, but the truth is
that the heroin my favorite dealer Shorty had sold me that
afternoon had been uncut china white, the best dope south of
Cincinnati in my experienced estimate, and it had left me so
cross-eyed with euphoria I’d mixed up the wording.

Carter either lacked foresight and an even
moderately healthy level of self-preservation or he purposely
disregarded how I felt about the woman; when she called that day
and explained how the speed freak had dialed and texted her three
times an hour that evening, offering everything but his own phallus
for some of her pills, I considered just firing him. Then Irina
told me about how she’d told Carter no over and over again.
She reminded my then-soon-to-be-former employee that her mother had
pneumonia and it would be much appreciated if Carter stopped tying
up the phone line. Carter then, displaying a level of
inconsiderateness rare for even a drug addict, smugly insinuated
deception on Irina’s part. Carter said, “I-r-i-n-a. You have an
iPhone and I think those come with caller ID. Nice try
though.”

I felt it prudent to escalate things with
Carter since he had so blatantly disregarded my overprotective,
almost fatherly sentiments regarding Irina—I’d more than once
warned him to leave her be after handing over speed I’d acquired
for the ingrate. “Irina never knows about any of this if for no
other reason than her own recovery.” Irina was a member of AA and
had fought a severe substance abuse problem for a decade, only
recently having achieved six months’ clean time.

Carter, simply by exposing Irina to his
desperate, junkie behavior, had put her own sobriety at risk. Her
abstinence had both saved and strained our relationship as she’d
threatened to leave several times. She even cut off contact for
entire weeks whenever she suspected me of using, a suspicion well
founded. Excluding two thirty-day stints of clean time, my pathetic
best attempts at kicking, I hadn’t been clean and sober in over
five years. And whenever I did kick, I drank like a fish, hiding
bottles around the bookstore to nip on so I could get through the
day like a good alcoholic.

Lately, I’d sent up no red flags, no
indicators that might reveal the habit I’d been hiding. I’m
grateful it was during one of those brief stints of sobriety that I
first got to kiss her, us both stumbling like drunks on the
sidewalk in front of my store after a candlelit Italian dinner at a
bistro up the strip called Le Gallo Rosso where they’d sectioned
off a corner upstairs just for us. The owners and management
treated me like black-market royalty as the kitchen and wait staff
had done with Ray Liotta in Goodfellas. Irina shoved me
against the glass storefront of the clothing boutique next door to
my shop. I dropped the keys with which I’d been fumbling to get
into the store so I could seduce her when she beat me to the punch,
almost angrily pushing her lips against mine and squeezing my
cheeks with both hands as if I might try to escape.

Perhaps the memory of that night and so many
like it that followed saved Carter’s life for a while, since Irina
and the joyous days she’d granted me were still lingering in my
mind when I’d arrived at Carter’s. When Carter opened the front
door after I’d knocked loudly and repetitively, I delivered an
open-hand slap so hard that he fell from his stoop into the bushes.
I told him he was fired as he rubbed the pain from the side of his
face and I headed across the street where I’d parked my
Alero.

Tonight, the last thing I would’ve guessed,
while Catherine sang her hard-luck ballads below us and I placed
the prescription bottle Carter intended to buy on the desk, was for
Irina to call right as Carter counted out the money for his pills.
Irina explained that Carter had not only turned to harassing her
again, but he offered for her remaining Addies not just a
ridiculous amount of his parents’ money, but the phone number to
the best cocaine connection he’d ever come across. “He also told me
he’d buy me an eight ball.” She was crying. “I feel like I’m gonna
throw up, Jon. What’s wrong with him? He’s a fiend. Does he fucking
know what hearing that shit does to me?”

“I’ll take care of it.” I slowly
closed my eyes and shook my head dejectedly. The night had just
taken a sharp turn for the worst, at least for Carter.

“Don’t do anything rash…” She drew
in a deep, dramatic breath. “Jesus. I shouldn’t have called you. I
know how you can get about this kind of stuff. Just don’t do
something stupid. I know how…”

“You know how I am about people I
love?” With the phone lodged between my shoulder and ear I drew the
blinds to the window looking down on the crowd of Catherine
Livingston fans, waiting for her band who’d just joined her on
stage for the second half of her set to tune up and kick off the
next number.

Irina said, “Yeah, I know how you are about
that kind of thing. I heard about all the bar fights
and…”

I hung up as she continued her protest. I
would’ve stayed on the line longer but the lady doth protested too
goddamn much and I had an immediate need for strict and brutal
retribution. Little Carter cakes would suffer the worst fate a
junkie could imagine for his transgression.

“No Addies.” Looking at him only
once after my declaration, a smile cracked the lower half of my
face, a perfect break in my permanent scowl. My momentary mirth
stood in harsh contrast to the thinning front line of hair and the
deep furrows etched in my brow from too many years of too much
failure and regret.

The kid looked like someone had just told him
his parents had been shotgunned, Capote-style, blood all over their
Snoopy pajamas in the basement of his childhood home. He had the
look of an expectant junkie discovering his dealer short, or in my
case, unwilling.

“Wha-at?” He broke the syllable in
half as he laughed dramatically. “You’re fucking with me,
right?”

I shook my head as I lightly put down my cell,
and took a seat behind my desk overflowing with books and bills.
The brat would undoubtedly throw a fit as all his kind do when
denied their desires.
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“Listen.” Carter placed his palms
together, a wretch’s prayer to no one in particular, to anyone who
would help him. “I don’t know what’s changed, why you’re being this
way…”

“Please.” I held up my hands. “Just
stop, Carter. Stop the whole damned half-retarded, dog-and-pony
show that works on your family and little junkie girlfriends.
You’re trying to bullshit a far more renowned bullshitter and it
ain’t gonna work. You called Irina again. You’re cut off. It’s that
simple.”

“You motherfucker.” Carter huffed
and puffed and if he could have, he would’ve blown my business
straight to hell, but the breath he let out was stifled by too many
sleepless nights and two packs of cigarettes a day. “At least tell
me why.” Carter fell into Paul’s favorite armchair of worn and torn
black leather. One time, Paul pulled Carter out of the same chair
by the little punk’s brightly red-dyed hair, and said, “You sit in
my place again, I’ll run you through with a broad sword, peasant.”
Paul loved speaking as if we lived in thirteenth-century Europe. He
saw us as noble rogues, rascals who filled each waking moment with
drink and plans to cornhole the closest Lord’s fair lady. Sadly,
our lives were far less filled with meaning or adventure, just
nights plagued with characters like the one sitting across from me,
the dejected junkie who had gone too far, the desperate loser who
would sell me and Paul out to the Louisville Metro Police for
enough to buy a quarter gram of heroin or half an eight
ball.

“You ever ask yourself, Carter…” I
stared at the bathroom door, pondering when to call for Paul. I
decided to force Carter to face a real question that involved his
own mortality and behavior patterns, a question he’d no doubt shirk
unless answering brought him closer to his high. “You ever ask
yourself, ‘Why don’t I have any real friends?’” The cigarette I’d
been playing with, rolling from finger to finger, began to weigh
heavily as I grasped the Marlboro in my palm. My head and heart
were weighed down, for I knew the ordeal of ejecting Carter from my
office and store had only just begun and the little shit would drag
it out as long as he could, making sure, if he didn’t get his fix,
that I’d feel as much of his pain as he could disperse. “You ever
notice the only people you speak to are other druggies and smack
dealers? You ever get tired of having to beg your parents for money
and make up excuses for why you’ve plowed through your trust-fund
check by the end of the month’s first week?”

“What the hell does any of that
shit have to do with me getting my Addies?” Carter pushed the chair
a few feet back with his big ass as he indignantly rose like a
long, half-dead bastard child of a Phoenix. “I’m sorry you’re
having problems with Irina.”

“You got a lot of nerve, kid.” I
considered standing and knocking loudly on the bathroom door for
Paul’s assistance, or perhaps even just yelling for my closest
partner in crime to come out and join Carter’s pity party. The
fiend obviously needed more attendees for his Oscar-worthy
performance that rivaled Jodie Foster’s weeping rape victim in
The Accused. I chortled and stood, pressing my palms deeply
into my desktop. “Someday, somehow, kid,” I stepped calmly toward
the locked bathroom door, behind which Paul no doubt giggled and
fumed at the absurd mania he’d been forced to listen to in
miserable silence, “you’re gonna be forced to stop lying to
yourself, at least for long enough for the truth to paralyze you. I
hope you’re somewhere safe when that happens.”

“You deserve a whore like Irina to
run your life for you.” Carter stared numbly out the half-blinded
window as the drummer clicked off the first song with a full band
backing the torch singer, each word audible sex appeal, her voice
worn velvet sandpaper. She deserved a better audience than me and
Carter. Neither of us was listening anyway. He sunk into this look,
as if searching the recesses of his mind, those few brain cells
left free from the ruin of meth or other dope or the jones his
habit constantly left him fighting.

“Come on out.” I said lowly,
tapping the rusted knob of the bathroom door lightly with my
knuckle.

“You sure?” Paul laughed his words
while Carter turned. His eyes met mine and something paranoid and
primitive flashed across his bloodshot whites. He’d probably taken
Xanax or perhaps even one of his mother’s pain pills to help with
his comedown, but I only had a moment to meditate on the kid’s
pharmacological practices. He took two quick steps toward me. His
words came out slow and slurred as his mind reverted to the
caveman’s default setting of fight or flight.

“Who the hell’s in there?” The mix
of anger over losing one of his best speed connects and
hopelessness at the thought of another sleepless night of abject
depression had combined, rendering Carter infantile and, as anyone
who’d dealt with a desperate tweaker knows, prone to
delusion.

“Calm down.” I knocked again and
yelled for Paul to come out, addressing my long-time roadie by his
first name, hopefully causing something akin to logic to click in
Carter’s sick brain. The bolt and knob locks unhatched on the other
side of the bathroom door. Carter stared as if beyond the entrance
to the latrine awaited every dope dealer that had ever shorted him
or sold him fake shit.

“You trying to jam me up, Jon Boy?”
Carter yelled and moved a few paces closer to me. Carter and I had
never liked one another. It started when we were kids and only grew
worse in our twenties. Since the first time we saw each other after
high school graduation, a deep grudge had grown. I unknowingly
tried to seduce his petite little blonde girlfriend at Cahoots, one
of the worst dives in Louisville, the dirtiest dope bar on the
Bardstown strip. Her name was Tiffany or Brittany or one of those
awful valley girl designations born into popularity during the
1980s when parents began becoming their kid’s best friends rather
than, as had been practiced in most cultures throughout history,
examples of humanity. Brit or Tiff happened to be one in a long
line of successive gold diggers who preyed on Carter’s weaknesses
and misconceptions until they realized his parents only gave him
enough money each month to reach the periphery of utter
self-destruction. Then, like women whose attachments with a man
hinged on finance, they left when the well’s water ceased to
rise.

“Jon Boy?” Paul entered the room as
I stood aside with the door open. He removed his leather waistcoat,
treating our unwelcome guest to a candid shot of his wide and well
sculpted biceps, forearms like Louisville Sluggers, and hands as
large and worn as ancient sledgehammer heads. Paul had always been
overly self-conscious about how he looked, and worked out every day
to avoid developing a middle-age beer gut. “I didn’t know little
Car-Car had a pet name for you, Jon.” Paul lit a Marlboro with the
dying ember of his last, flicking the smoldering stub against
Carter’s chest. Carter flailed like a nearly dead victim of alien
impregnation, brushing wildly at his sweatshirt to be sure he’d rid
his person of the lit cigarette and whatever remained of the
cherry. I stepped closer to Carter, spotting the still-lit
cigarette burning a tiny hole in the red and beige Oriental rug my
father had left me from his travels in China, where he worked for
one of the largest oil companies on the globe as a PR man. As I
leaned down to retrieve the offending Marlboro, Paul’s giggling
ceased.

Carter’s conjoined clenched fists came down,
making harsh contact with the base of my neck and knocking me flat
on my face, the cigarette smashed between my chest and the old
man’s rug, one of the only things my lush father hadn’t squandered
or drank up.

“Son of a bitch,” Paul yelled
somewhere above me, his words growing louder as the heels of his
Doc Martens combat boots stomped toward where I lay, where Carter
hovered above me. It took me what seemed like a full minute to
simply move my head, to shift cheeks and rest my right side on the
carpet long in need of a vacuuming. The delay was probably due to
the shock of the prior moment’s cataclysmal, near-miraculous
event—Carter piecing together the salt flakes that made up his
spinal column for long enough to engage in such an
uncharacteristically masculine and, frankly, brave action; the
coward had struck me. As I pulled focus on my assailant, only the
faint dimpled ghost of Carter’s sneer remained. Paul entered my
frame of vision from the left, his fist following close behind,
soaring past his face, obscuring his beet red cheeks and flaring
nostrils only briefly before connecting with Carter’s
jaw.

As the harsh snapping sound, indubitably the
severance of some conjoining functionary bone in Carter’s lower
skull, continued to echo, Carter fell not two feet from where I
lay, cupping his wounded jaw and mouth with his palms. His scream,
only stifled momentarily by whatever Paul had broken, seemed
muffled by the chorus Cathy sang below us, the pedal steel and
snare drum deafening all noise save the immediate. I pushed myself
up from the carpet and stood between Carter and Paul. Carter had
rose to his knees, still rubbing his jaw. It was my turn to get a
shot at the little savage.

But Carter surprised me again.

While I caught my breath, struggling to stay
on my feet, Carter came up from the floor with a quickness by all
laws of reason impossible. His pupils shot left then right, pausing
at the sight of the wet bar near the window, kitty-corner to my
desk. In keeping with Carter’s affinity for the obvious, he grabbed
a half-empty bottle of Jack Daniels by the neck and raised it over
the bar top. I should have known what was coming, but not until
he’d broken the glass and the contents splattered against the
blinded window did I realize he’d decided to mimic the first move
of any novice in a B-movie bar fight.

“Thought that was pretty fucking
funny.” He forced a bloody sneer. The tip of his upper lip had
swelled out. The lump Paul created with the haymaker that had
knocked Carter on his ass had already grown to the size of a small
grape. “You two assholes thought fucking with me was funny.” Carter
aimed the jagged end of the broken bottle, taking turns pointing
his makeshift weapon at me then Paul.

“I still think you’re funny.” Paul
shrugged. “If I didn’t find humor in your pathetic attempt at a
life, I might just waste my energy hating you.”

“Which has been my big pitfall.” I
eyed the dictionary on the podium, less than a foot to my left. I
gauged the distance between me and Carter, roughly the width of the
room, then considered the three feet I’d have to sprint to get my
hands on the Webster’s. Before I could over think my move, I lunged
toward the podium, gripping all ten fingers around the open
dictionary. Carter leaped, the broken bottle’s sharp open bottom
extending from his clenched fist like a switchblade in a knife
fight.

I didn’t have time to think. The kid was
almost on me, a hair more than arm’s length. I didn’t have time to
even lift the massive book or ascertain an unguarded weak spot
where I could knock the wind out of him.

“Fuck it,” I said, too quietly for
Carter to hear, and flung the dictionary like one of those Olympic
discs. Still high and a bit tight from the booze, I actually
giggled as the hardback left my hands, imagining myself in short
shorts and an undershirt, spinning a half dozen times to hike the
momentum before tossing the massive reference book, Carter tied up
at the end of the athletic field, gagged, praying for the wind to
pick up and for the dictionary to miss. I threw the book at him, so
to speak, but my smile disappeared as I helplessly watched what
followed.

The book hit the demented drug addict in his
forearm, forcing his hand back toward his neck, the broken bottle
lodging in his windpipe. The book fell, landing open, pages down,
on the carpet. A few droplets of blood stained the dust jacket, two
shades of red mingling. Carter’s arms dangled limply at his side.
The bottle’s neck pointed at me like a gun barrel. Its broken base
remained stuck firmly in Carter’s jugular. Every article of
clothing had already been stained crimson from what must have been
a nicked artery. There was so much blood, the bottle itself began
to fill, the dark red fluid pouring like wine from the
mouth.

As if waiting for Carter to gain a second
wind, Paul and I stood until the kid finally collapsed, first to
his knees, then on his side, before we slowly, with the most timid
baby steps, approached the corpse.

“Why did you do that?” Paul got
that wild-eyed look that usually betrayed madness, only this time,
something new showed in the darker shades of his cold gray irises,
a haunting hybrid of loss and panic, although what Paul had lost I
couldn’t fathom, considering I’d been the one to kill the prick.
Later, it became clear that Paul, the smarter partner in crime, at
that very instance, standing just outside the coagulating circle of
bodily fluids spreading and surrounding the body, knew our joyful,
carefree days filled only with concerns over beer and bill money
had just ended. “Why?” he asked again, as if I’d done this on
purpose.

I opened my mouth and closed it several times
in slow succession, unable to think of anything appropriate to say.
I told myself, staring into Carter’s dilating pupils, his face as
white as Alaskan snows, that I’d only allow myself a few seconds of
grief, guilt, and self-pity. After all, I had a mess to clean up,
and the freedom of two blithe degenerates to preserve.
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If you want revenge, dig two graves. I wound up
digging over a dozen. It didn’t help. I’d learn that before I
finally fled Louisville.

“I can’t believe you’re just
skipping over the murder.” Paul hadn’t stopped bitching since I’d
begun rolling Carter up in the Chinese carpet. “You just killed
somebody and you haven’t batted an eye.”

“Why couldn’t he have died closer
to the bathroom?” I sighed over-dramatically, the first feigning of
emotion I’d attempted since my least-favorite doper’s violent
end.

“Jon…” Paul had been sitting behind
my desk, staring vacantly at the office door, which I’d locked
after my half-minute grieving process. “You just murdered a
man.”

I tucked Carter as snugly as I could into the
carpet. I’d placed the dictionary, the murder weapon, on his chest,
in his clasped hands. I secured the carpet roll with duct tape, but
much to my chagrin, and due to my almost reverent refusal to touch
the body more than I had to, the head still peeked out from the top
hole. “Goddamnit.”

“What?” Paul ran his hands through
his hair, black and shiny with enough sweat to keep the thick
strands patted down like a defeated ducktail. Pit stains the width
of Frisbees extended from beneath the short sleeves of his black
tee. “Are you finally grasping the gravity of what’s happened
here?”

“We most certainly do have a bit of
a situation.” I sat on the floor a few feet from Carter’s stubborn
cranium and, supporting my back against the northern office wall,
pressed down on the crown of the dead body with my boot
heels.

The shades were drawn but I could hear the
music lovers on the first floor still tapping feet to the
honky-tonk bass lines. “Look, Paul,” I said, catching my breath.
“He’s going to be dead a long time so I’d get used to it if I were
you.”

 


 


The crowd went bonkers as Catherine Livingston,
Louisville’s favorite country crooner, brought her song to a close.
It had become chic for anyone, from Long Island princesses to
Boston Jews, to wear cowboy boots and Western shirts. Maybe it was
the proverbial blood on my hands, but my patience for the fatally
hip, for my nauseatingly meaningless generation, had substantially
decreased since my first murder ten minutes prior. These weren’t
true rebels at heart lacking causes or even the meandering hippies
from whom my parents stole their emasculated philosophies. These
people below me and Paul were the painfully predictable who stood
for nothing.

At the moment, I not only stood for something,
I stood on something—I had my foot on Carter’s head, shoving with
all my might, hoping to force him farther down into the roll of
carpet when Paul finally rose and crossed the room, stopping short
of the partially concealed dead man.

“What is wrong with you?” Paul
breathed heavily between each slowly pronounced
syllable.

“Well, I’m not exactly getting a
lot of help here, am I?” I stopped what I was doing to glare up at
my friend who, I began to realize, had remained perhaps too sober
for such a grim endeavor. I’d snorted two thirty-milligram
Oxycontins before the music had started, before I liberally added
booze. Alcohol and opiates were a dangerous mixture of which I’d
partaken far too much lately. Had I not had a surprisingly selfless
junkie mentor, Jimmy O’Hearn, who currently resided on wing D of
LaGrange State Reformatory thirty miles south, I may have remained
ignorant of the deadly combination for just long enough to overmix.
In other words, at least I knowingly rolled the dice and tried,
best I could, to drink more reasonably when I’d been snorting
dope.

I tried to explain to Paul how the drugs may
have assisted in my current level of moral flexibility.

“Morally flexible?” Paul began
pacing as the now dead Carter had right before I’d forever silenced
the irritant. Paul’s pacing seemed more justified, for his umbrage
had to do with life and death, not a speed fix.
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