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Chapter 1

You

Always the bubbles were there, waiting til daydrugs dropped me, til sleep, to float in and take over.  Ventilator panels puffed the dayroom with vacant exhales then sucked the sleeping ward empty at night.  It was between this breathing they came.  I’d fight the yawns stretching in my mouth, our pajamas each Christmas were the same old blue, trueblue they said but I don’t know.  It blended us in with the dayroom walls, the bathroom tile, our blanket tucked safely away.  One can of paint on everything really, they probably got it on sale.  Nothing like warm oceans or a sunny sky, this was the blue they sing of, more a grey really but submerged.

I recall the cageclock eclipse itself.  12:00 each night the vents’ machine day sighed to an end.  Pumps & pulleys click and spin in the dungeon basement as giant fans flipped to inhale.  In the lull our vent sounded a snake or timebomb fuse racing up the shaft.  Closing in that hiss became everything.  One by one bubbles squeezed from the panel on into a lather.

They shape a tentacle floating slowly into the room, hints of color blueworlds don’t know reflect their rounded faces.  Oh this was no dream.  Each liar dreamt to break from the pack and have at me.  Leers backed me into the corner of my bunk, I know what any one of them can do.  Sweat beaded my face as the cageclock clicked, the little hand returns, 12:01.  Hidden gears reach their mark and the panel inhaled, sucking their otherly faces back down the shaft.

Remember to breathe.  Through our wide window night-nurses use a sleepy light, also blue it glowed in across the room like moonlight over vast reaches of land.  In a mountain perch I fixed my blanket.  Safe another day I stretched under covers and sank in my pillow.  It took years to win top corner bunk.  Everybody knows sleep comes easier when nothing can sneak up on you.  I wouldn’t even clench as the nigthtdrugs swept me off, flat and empty as a mirror.

This was true as mealtime, talktime, even TVtime.  My largest pieces I stacked like pennies in each hour of the day, the year.  Memory.  Wash yourself after that word.  It wants to lure me off the cliff but recall isn’t reliable, the past changes so slowly we don’t notice.  Tricks hide everywhere, most rules are inside-out.  Find a one true thing and repeat it.  What is gone.  Stays best.  When it stays.  Gone.

Who admits how many bright red balloons got away?  Drifting up into the sky they harden with time until a floating landslide of recollection looms.  Touch one too close...

Rainy days colored pieces fell, once the storms were pilled-over I’d wander rounding hours for bright pebbles of my past.  Claims they made I was a part of this, turns out it’s true.  I know because they let me out where the blue walls stop, where everything else begins.

Our last day stands proof.  The rock nurses blubbery, paper doctors beyond words, us just scissored apart, told to go as their kindness arrived.  Register and vote they said, it’s all you can do.  I was shown the door like it led somewhere, given a blue jacket as a bed, a brownbag lunch to solve hunger.  If this seems the most fake here I am, and there’s others, lost as me.

Out here has no laws of belonging, unseen ones wander like blown litter.  They live right on crowded streets and no one sees.  I’d never dream lonely people with manhole eyes missing among us.  I thought them confusion, monsters maybe, ghosts out to haunt me.  None bothered.  My first unseen ones sat in an old cemetery between glassy buildings, they leaned on tombstones barking tangled threats.  Ghosts are clean but they were smudged as old erasers.  I got it then.  These electric streets reaching out all over seem unsupervised but they too have rules.  A biggie is this: Dirt makes you vanish.  Without a shower I disappeared!  Seems crazy but all day long busypeople scoot past unaware.  They don’t touch me, they don’t talk to me, not even a glance.  How much ignoring can one take?  The doom of a ghost not knowing, just doing his thing while the world goes on, wasn’t this that?  So it sounds wrong yeah but I tried to bump into people.

Oughta be easy.  Close as can be they shot past not looking.  I sped up, it was weird how ignoring people jumped from the way.  Is everyone in on this?  A man read a folded paper, I walked right into him spilling us both over.  I’d call it relief except he laid into me!  Briefly at least before rushing off.

Plunked like a rock in the leggy stream I was alive.  Hidden cables lashed around waists pull busypeople into towers of shiny rock metal and glass.  Giving slack tires them out so come night they’re released.  I don’t trust skyscrapers, or any of this.  Nobody got born in the blueworld but somewhere along the way it solved that.

Being one color worked.  Walls and us reliable up and down, I’d go back but the blueworld too vanished.  I took a good last look, all the years never seeing our home.  Other buildings were nice but ours was gray with stains.  Pieces of edging were gone, what’s beneath so bright it darkened the rest.  Neighbors too had bars but at streetlevel curled fancy, ours were the jailhouse kind and up top.  Nobody ever saw the fourth floor but we did hear noises.  Nurse Larelle said naughty patients get taught.  That worried us what they did.

When circles tighten I’d drag a chair to the dayroom window and angle an edge on the park.  Nudging us over might bring view of a merry-go-round or a swanpond with folks strolling their Sunday best.  That would help.

The day they sent us off nobody would go.  We stood out front til a guy with a wrench said beat it.  My brownbag picnic went to the park.  Fall was dying, busypeople raced by like just another sidewalk.  On a bench I watched this strange parade chase itself.  Even the squirrels were in a hurry, one took my potato-chip and held it nibbling across the top.

I miss that chip.  Big cageclock clicks came at 8 and 12 and 5.  I woke to cold slithered up my leg.  The blue jacket was too small, night was too big, fearworms wiggled out my scalp and trapped hands clawed from my stomach.  With no pills all is only me.  Ears though grow hungry on thoughts alone and mine were starved as my belly.  Citymouth only shouts but night brought the opposite sucking the sound from all but my head.

My cardboard bed folded into a crack between buildings.  From rearing shadow I huddled down the street.  Cold slowed more each night, come winter dark would last forever, why wasn’t this done in June, or days-only until we got the hang?  Where’s a schedule?  Cageclocks now were colored eyes posted at the corners.  Red no, green yes, yellow maybe.  No blue of course.  Blue is the color of nothing, that took years to get.  Sleep pulled tight as sheets of blue paper wrapping each dream from view, a world of blue boxes mumbling what they’ll scream should I skip one little white cup.

Those cups now were empty and my head, I can’t stop feeling for where the panic began.  Once upon a time pretend was never real, memory were not dreams, and bubbles didn’t matter.

Some down-in-there cannot be compared, just thinking of the little beasts hollowed me out.  I breathed myself even watching storefront TVs.  My pick was never some show, between channel 5 and 6 the blue eye’s thoughts would boil until I knew blue is the color of nothing.  Sucking out the hunger that makes you try.  Better to watch, the TV said, than aim for can’t.

A super-wrong rule.  Of all that can leave, belief is one that won’t come back.  I had only one biggie left.  All this must have a reason.  Weirdness can only go so far.

I wandering dark deserted blocks.  Guess who’s cornered if thoughts won’t cooperate?  They once curled to pleasing loops that rounded the hours, I’d count how long til a gob dropped, or bore in on static.  Now the circles unravel and I jump from a flaming past.  The outside rules may be new, my pills may be gone, but memory-law never changes.  I’m not sure who broke the past but most shiny pieces are way too sharp to touch.

On a gust came a hungry smell and none of that mattered.  Sniffing out a heavenly aroma I came upon el-al Bakery.  Lights on but a gate was rolled down over the doors.  Finding my way around back it was more shut.  All but the gulp, this scent woke the trapped hands scratching.  It’s wrong yes but I lifted their garbage lid.  A small pink box had thin candycane string, I pulled the bow to a big brown cupcake, Lucky 77 Edgar!

Well he didn’t want it.  I carried the box home.  On my cardboard bed with icing milky in the moonlight I chomped.  Chocolate exploded my mouth.  Trapped hands scrunched as I lay staring up at a cold sky.  Could snow be white chocolate?

NOISE!  A robot rips its way after with the sole purpose to take me away!  I break the watery surface and sat up into blue dawn.  A horn blared!  A delivery van wanted down the alley.  I hid my bed in the crack and scurried off.

Dreams, only place I know anything, what they touch gets so close I can’t stop reaching.  Oh but that takes the numb and makes it sting.  Without the torment it wouldn’t be temptation.

Dawn beats nightfall, people treat the sun like God watching.  Trouble comes late.  Taking the cupcake, I could find el-al and apologize, maybe Edgar didn’t want other stuff?  Without an aroma the bakery too had vanished.  It was near that tower shaped like a huge clutch of crystals sprouted out of the ground.  A top so high I could spot it blocks off.

I approached shiny angles against the sky.  It grew from a big brick square that steps led up to, wrappers and cups danced when nowhere else had wind.  I don’t like litter, even the air can smell ruined and fake.  Cities never stop to see what they’re doing.  How else does it end up this way, nobody at home where they spend all their time?

I came upon a school where older kids sat around a fenced-in blacktop.  Their silence set me out.  Seen by so many ought to shore me up but this felt spotted.  Wasn’t recess full of sound and action?  What a team, you plant jokes the class would miss til Danny got everyone laughing.

As if I annoyed him a kid snorted get a life.  I rushed off.  A sort of shame hung behind, as if recollection left an empty, a void taking form.  No way I look, just the feel of it put edges in my skin.  Each step became one farther from that hollow blob.  When I felt it begin to follow, my heart gulped.  I turned and saw a coming swarm.  Bubbles.

A shadow traveled beneath them down the sidewalk.  Glimmering in the sun as a mean face scowled each!  I looked to the blacktop for help but nobody saw.  They never do.

What held me gave, but after so long indoors my legs couldn’t run.  I muscled down the sidewalk, lurched around the corner and into busy lunchtime, zagging through the people as ghastlies slithered after.  They shaped down to a spear-tip stabbing in at me, that flapped my nerves!  I shoved someone, everybody after that gave and I shot around the corner.  A lady left a shop I ducked in and shut fast.  Breath blasting the quiet, heart out my fingertips I waited a tiny lifetime before a blur passed.  I pressed against the glass as they sailed on down the block.

A man behind saw my smudge and loudly declared leave or I call the authorities!  With a squirt-bottle he rubbed my smutch.  I didn’t want to, it was warm with a smell of plastic flowers, but his whole body radiated go.  Opening the door I checked both ways.  Even the air had sat down.  I doubled back fast as not-running can.

I wove busypeople clueless why I’m here or Danny left.  Bubbles don’t care it’s undoable having no past.  A life with nothing behind means the least little hitch can undo me.  They make like it’s some big favor but friends don’t chase you down the street.  Danny Huff, he was my pal.  A spongy summer morning I wait for the puss-bus, when Dad says accepted to Trinity-Beech it sounds fun, like sundayschool every day.  Breaking it to Danny he looks off like who’s a goner?

I paused amidst the sidewalk stream but no bubbles approached.  All clear.

Rules stay secret for a reason, you’re supposed to get nailed.  Nothing’s worse.  All it takes is one popping anywhere on me.

But my new pebble, blond Danny and his echoing grin.  When the past vanishes there’s no beginning, I float ever forward until nothing makes sense and no way leads back.  Stranded out on these hungry streets, add those shiny monsters and I was in deep.  Right now is the tiniest part of anyone and the future doesn’t count.  People are their past.  I was not no one.

By the time I found el-al he’d kick me out too.  But his maddening smell, a warm doughy aroma ached for taste.  I found the baker hunched squeezing bright flowers onto a cake.  He glanced over, no money forget it.

I could implode.  Skin-prickled I ducked out.

Money I knew.  Money stopped the blueworld being blue.  I had no money.  Scent though is free, I held in lungfuls then headed off to smell out dinner.  I found a big sidewalk fan, straddling it blew up a greasy underground meal.  Unfooled the trapped hands angrily scratched.

Day melted the horizon.  Even the sky has memory, rich colors slip from their blueworld to vanish in bottomless black nothing, a hint again at dawn before they hide all day.  Staring into the syrupy light Mom’s smile warms in the whole way.  Gardening her bright soil or in the car looking up.  Beyond her the shine gets too bright.

Trembling hands and drool down my nice jacket.  Stillness circled through me like a lid rounding slowly to a stop.  Forced into place I stood.  Chilly night left me so bunched walking became an ordeal of balances.  The towers released a flood of huddlers dark breezes poured over.  Low and large and very orange the moon reminded us what just keeps going.

A taxi zoomed past tipping me from the curb, I fell in a heap with my nerves screaming as the bloodthirsty beast raced away.  Nothing tops bubbles but next come cars, they tear around trying to kill people.  These endless nights empty the streets, colored eyes command staring red then green in need of obedience.  Quiet lures the windsound, a cageclock wanted to click, 12:00 as the lungs of night went still.  Fall asleep now I’d freeze solid.

el-al’s garbage had nothing.  A police car pulled in the lot behind buildings, its spotlight ducked me behind the dumpster.  No one can hold you as plier-pulling police-questions make you want to rip a voice from your mouth, the memory from your head, every my from self.  A doctor sticks you and a pipehole opens into evermore.

Tires crunched gravel, a police light burned around, panic-monkeys swung howling from my ribs as I backed away.  The beam swept over showing from the dumpster lid foamed bubbles with a girlface!  Each of her there-theres it’s okay.

A metal voice, put your hands against the wall!

From the dumpster her squiggly octopus arm launched for me and I took off shrieking!  The police screeched after with their colored lights ripping the dark.  Upstairs down the alley memory-windows awoke.

Cars can’t drive up stairs, I bolted across the brick square as she swirled in.  Charging for the crystal tower I revolved its big doors to safety.  Panting in the stately hush I turned.  Bubbles frothed the glassy pie-wedges as whispers spatter her away.  It stomps me what any one of them can do.  When I retreated she blobbed along the windows making faces.  I backed into a bright closet as shiny doors shut her gone.  A golden metal mirror showed who’s crazed.  Seeing the buttons I hit one, 33 lit up and my belly dropped.

Staring at myself how many was I up against?  No hiding from what you don’t know.  The blueworld was men, except nurses I hadn’t seen a woman since Dad with not-Mom.

Trapped I shrunk in the corner.  Nothing happened.  Like a hiccup, a freebie left over.  The doors opened to a shadowy sofa with big plants and warmth.  Oh I got comfy.  Not just a friend I had a family.  They loved me.

Silvery wall pieces arranged the shape of a tree.  A familiar design mine had yellow thumbprints.  Layers of delicious sleep presented a crystal-black tree standing within a vast castle.  The roof rose up to shadow and rich red curtains hung down.  Silence made it born to me.  All the world’s sharp sticks can’t reach and Jesus’ warm flickery eyes may be watching.  From still depths I got drawn up to a man shaking me.

I sat up.  A floor now bright.

He had a badge and gray uniform, not police but close.  Without a word he raised me standing and into the elevator.  We dropped down in that shiny box motionless but his anger.

I get docked for each of you scum!

I kept on the golden doors but his eyes too were there.  A face not so rough or red, Cliff and his wispy mustache punch harder than anybody.  Lunchtime behind the bushes you feel it coming but I don’t want to, no thanks.  Nothing.  Me here that’s all. I am fine.

My lungs slowed.  A grown-up man I don’t know.  His uniform made it a happy ending but I saw this messed him too, when the doors opened he jolted.  Get a job he said.  Nurses let me scrub the dayroom.  That gathered him.  Cliff shoved money in my hand, five dollars!  A rule he said for letting me go.  Yeah this older version was plenty.

I returned to unseeing crowds glad to be back on the ground.  All this talk of heaven but God flows from the earth, you can tell how it vanishes up these towers.  Misty rain woke autumn smells, cars crawled past with tires sounding faraway applause, a row of trunks dropped bright snowflakes.  I once had a tree.  The tireswing spun until nobody could undo its creaking.

Worried of an ambush I moved on.  These city trees watch stone color the ground, the sky, the faces.  A red leaf I spun by its stem.  Beyond one are only numbers it whispered, larger and emptier.  Trees understand.  They often try to remind but to them the bubbles are nothing.

The mist fattened to rain pelting tiny punches.  Woozy and weird I kept on.  The sleepwalkers retreated, as a storm opened up even the unseen ones found cover, everybody had a place to go.  The sidewalk was mine.

Forget lightning, thunder was enough, a rumbling skymonster sought me out.  The air had a zing of Danny flooring his trainset.  I stopped.  Rain drenched but there before me footprints of dryness led on.  Seeing where it went steps you from the curb as if taxis are tame.  No I don’t look, I don’t know, a road to nowhere and I squeezed my belief.  Wiggy with reach any sight needed the least excuse.  Turning I followed the tracks back.  All this running away, a chicken deserves his fate but how do I even try if it brings on the little brutes?

Rain danced the sidewalk.  Each dry footprint had toe ovals.  Lining my stride led on, all the way to el-al.  Aromas drowned but his o-p-e-n buzzed.  The trapped hands went bananas.

The baker got mad but five bucks changed everything, he asked what I want.  Well!  Cream is best but jelly comes close, raspberry and grape, chocolate of course, lemon for variety.  Paying I apologized for eating Edgar’s cupcake.  The look he gave made it time to go.

A pink box stole my invisibility, busypeople smiled!  Setting my treasure on a busbench I lifted the lid.  Drops plunked bald spots curling wafts of powdery perfume, closing I chose blind.  A squirt of lemon shot onto my leg, thumbing it up I ate on.  Trapped hands went hyper and me too, jelly donuts are small miracles one to the next.  Each of them, all of them.  I had to stand.

Just walk, keep the trapped hands calm.  Crowded against the walls of my belly with that blob growing they spooked and the whole splotch ooled out onto the sidewalk!

Busypeople seethed a nightmare of notice!  I stumbled around the corner til again I’d vanished.  Slumping out I gave into the rain.

Cold reached in from both sides and got my bones.  The sky dried but I couldn’t stop shaking.  Stuffed up, stomach-hands were mad, my clothes soaked and each hair stood on end.  Plus the wind.  Stuttering down the street I stopped in each store.  They’d boot me but I lived for a next taste of warmth.  I’d do Cliff’s couch if his $5 didn’t seem the end of it.  Oh for my pills and a nice blue bed, not even top corner.

An alley too narrow for wind piled trashbags in back.  Garbage I now knew is warm.  Working my way in I fixed some below as mattress and pulled others over.  I tucked my arms in and rubbed my nose.  That street this morning call it memory lane.  What’s down there can’t matter until these demons are all popped.

My chill stilled, eyes drifted and Dad stares like you’re not his own.  How’d you like if I gave you a black eye?  You have no answer.  Pull down those pants!  Bending over you face a hell of flames waiting for it.

Eyes jumped, my blood neon.  Down by the sidewalk an arm of him came in around the corner with stare-magnets on me the problem with everything.  Jitters sparked my chest, I fell from a garbage bed scrambling back bursting oozy bags.

Down there from the other side came her by the hundreds spiraling in around the shaft of him.  I sucked against the wall as his bubble-spear stabbed out, also her coiling snake.  Instead of me their strikes lanced each other a yard from my face.  Shattered pieces flashed into the greasy bricks, wounded ones fell to the ground sputtering away.  Bubbles kept pouring in as I held spellbound.  Each her smiled into me as she’s blown apart, his were berserk I remain untouched.

They retreated back up the alley, nipping any of the other they can.  I sat alone in a slimy crater with my chest on fire.  Lungs felt starved, thoughts needed a push.  Each next-time feels for sure they feed on me as the first tunnels in.  I nearly blew it and for what?  A piece nobody wants, me watching Dad fold his pants on the desk.  He bends over my knee cuz it’s my turn.

I got out of there.  Alive or not the past rates nothing on a breathy now.  Dad loved me.  He took medicine to be better only his pills weren’t blue.  I stayed ahead of my shivers as night came on.  A man in a robot arm took plastic jackolantern from the streetlights.  Mom didn’t like a holiday for monsters and evil, Dad got so taken with the spirit he made his own cross.  I could sometimes almost see Father a few blocks along, full of deeds and giving hope.  Once I get together I’d catch up and ask his blessing.

I slogged thinning hours too tired to sleep.  Tiny lights blinked a far shore like cageclocks counting the night.  Busypeople floated off to bright specks dreaming a bottomless sky.  Empty roads rounded orange islands of streetlight.  The only food I found smelled sure to empty me out.  And the cold.  My cardboard bed got stolen, it really bothered me cuz that was all I had.

A block stretched on behind metal bars, I reached a padlocked gate.  The park!  Deserted grounds reached off to where the wild things are.  It needed lily-pads floating yawns over sleepy water, a meadow tickled by children’s feet, trees with leafy green voices humming in the sun.

I’d gone so thin I could slip between.  Walkways scratched a tiny racket of brittle leaves swirled by a spoilsport wind.  I crawled into a hollow within the big bushes and stretched out yawning.  Through a lacy web trees rose fearless.  So much I’d tell them were their language enough for words.  Enough to listen.  Even at the end there is always more.

Bright sheets of summer fall on my toddler shoulders.  Warm breezes play tag scooting this way and that, I totter for pigeons with crumbs spilling from a tiny fist.  A circle of flagpoles rings the plaza with a belt of bright colors against the blue.  Grown I watch an ideal soul aware what he becomes.  Ground between us gives, the boy across a memory canyon spots me, waving he hops about unaware of a crumbling cliff.  He doesn’t know other hims once connected this void.  No! I cry, back up!  I’d do anything to bridge us, then the lip beneath him gives, little me spills from the edge!  My scream cuts a hole from a face of white paper, charging I jump, sprint, fly the depthless dark, each floating step a footprint spanning the forgot.  Feeling myself shrink I tumble to the far side again a boy.  I look up from my knees to a bursting blue as happy flags dance on the wind.  Why worry any one of them may turn pale and tumble down upon me?

I sat up into dark bushes.  Waiting for the snotty school bus they drag you from a crowd, behind shrubs thick as a fortress you know what’s coming.  Cliff wants to remind them and you’re how.

From the branches around me nubs began to shine.  I scrambled out as the angry kind filled up with him leering who’s for dinner?  When they began to detach I took off.

Slipping the gates I flew empty streets with bubbles hissing after.  Down a long run of stairs they closed in so I leapt steps in threes.  At the bottom somehow standing I charged an empty avenue.  He won’t let up, the closest so furious it bursts them.

Around the corner waited my grate.  I stood over the fan, a shaft of greasy air surrounds as they swarmed up, hundreds of wigglers so starved they flew into a splatting column.  Each bubble popped sparkles wondering where’s the free-for-all?  A shard fizzled onto me, Cliff and his dopes corner you in jungle-shade.  A heroic glisten radiates your fist as you pummel his meaty face.  All that blood makes some triumph.

His spear splatted away to none.  That was too close, he got a piece, at his return it would wake and reach out.  In other words doomed, some of me holding back isn’t enough.  Without pills the past kept tumbling, the best bubble-antidote would be more me but that always brought on a freefall.  Now I set out to anchor myself before the devils could recharge.

It sounds stupid, memory lane.  Sneaking back was madness, it’s Daniel in the lion’s den with me undeserving any grace.  A hand covered in spatters of Cliff’s face!  Here’s just what the bubbles want, me hopeless and ashamed, haunted by disaster.  Cliff gave me five bucks!  On the dayroom puzzle-table unusual pieces got set aside for later when its spot finally arrived.

Dawn warmed memory lane.  I could feel the past squirm.  Ahead in the stillness a man pulled a chain raising a wide metal wall.  He vanished within 415 Carwash.  A dangle of robot scrubbers, Dad would transport us to a sudsy world.

Up a sleeping street I crept feeling zaps hide in any given glance.  Storefronts were new, everything had an almost.  One fronted by windows said Les Pizza.  In your town church of paintbox windows and fancy rafters Dad beside you stands up to confront the pastor!  People turn at this spectacle.  Demanding they do more Dad walks out, leaving there you.

Dawn slipped the edge as early morning sun blinded windows of Les Pizza.  Backing up the glare flattened to bubbles pouring from Dad’s old church like all the locusts of Egypt!  A jolt of nightmares and I ran.  Again.

Everywhere the seal peeled, quotes of scripture chalked on the sidewalk, a bus-stop the flock got off.  Bubbles launched with his sharp eyes, her slick smile.  Their silent hiss sucked at me until all I could think is carwash.  Splat them gone, all of them, last of them.  Faster.

Rounding the corner I stopped short.  The metal wall of 415 Carwash was back in place, no splashy ambush that guy’s gone!  My chest churned as around a corner they came.  Turning to flee I froze.  Ahead blocking escape hovered a third kind!  Each had one eye staring as if bored.

I wanted harmless soapbubbles we fluttered for fun!  Here’s how it ends, the doomsday we all dread, that last breath I cease to be.  My head I’d smash on the street before it’s too late.  Sailing down the road their hungry eyes stared me to my knees.  It’s not about hope anymore.

Angry ones muscled the girls aside.  Zooming up he stabbed into my forehead sharp and
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Chapter 2

Max

shut up!  All you need to know is this: Your old man’s church comes now with a side of slaw you dumb fuck.

Boot the mother goose, meet my own private frankenstein following me around.  As for lowering the boom, rules be plain: Numskull all you want but mess with mine, the gloves come off.  This I stomped into his spineless back.  A sack of potatoes hits the ground?  Nope, the wuss spilled out more like a pack of fries.

A good beating must avoid blood.  It causes more problems than it ever solved and frankly we’re better off without it.  After my lumbar lowdown he oughta need wheels.  Amidst this fine point the dandelion stands, an honest-to-god zombie mimes all but the look on my face!

He must be twice my age now.  I got a force of youth and wisdom of the ages.  His wounded lamb, we are so past them shiny commandments!  Love thy neighbor?  Consume thy neighbor for much be his squander, an itchy fact who won’t own?  Left to itself life will feast on you.  Love smells nice but it’s not the currency here.  Respect.  Need a religion?  Self-respect.

Not to run roughshod over good old right-n-wrong but once it hardens into law or Sunday thou-shalt, lawyers & god can stick that frilly pen up another ass.  We get a choice: Take a go, or hold back calling it pure.  If white is an absence of color what are gassy open-ended parables?  Pure has no feel for considerations.  Never adapting to circumstance is one afflicted opposite of living.  Purity don’t know its ass from a crankshaft cuz it’s so damn busy being pure!

Experience is the card.  Memory’s ego.  Does a tender youth find it at school?  To quote the poet, fuckum.  A ripe city street plays my moves til the whole world lines up.

Some can’t see the opportunity staring in his face.  Vines of potential grow all over to varying degrees and all the art is picking which ones.  For those with sight the grapes are sweet indeed, swollen and juicy and ripe to pluck.

Quite a nod to be handicapped with a witless shadow.  The unseen powers best appreciate my service dragging his ass about like a goddamn cross.  Sorry but waifs have no place in this world, except I guess as charity, recipients of the way.  Okay, check it out.

Nothing tops getting started, turning the furniture my way one by one.  First we anchor in.  Les Pizza said the old soda sign, open 24 hours.  Who wants a greasy illiterate flipping dough?  Always I liked Les, he had more going on than his fat old aunt’s secret sauce.

I opened the glassy doors and bask.  Booths kept in order by plastic pillars gone cigarette-gray, their craggy tops to have slid off over the ages.  Around each hung dangly strands of fake ivy that still managed to turn brown and die.  Wait there’s more.  An artist with a thing for pink painted a Sistine Chapel fat lady across the menu-wall reaching for the sheet on a sleepy guy’s crotch—there the daily special.  This unsung master sure got right the look on her face.

Forget customers, the guy behind the counter make him my age.  Most punks gawk at you coal-eyed but this zitty kid tries to stub me out.  Les must be shaking more than oregano because pizzaboys ain’t that brave.

Special delivery, one stop for the best.  A reliable jones gets that call of the wild, Les gets a call for a spicy.  This kid coolies it over plus a pizza, that’s win-win.  He’d need to know me and yeah we’d seen each other around.

A register fit with mirror, I sat on a round red counter seat.  Syd’s knife had a little skull on the hilt, slicing off a wedge of salami he looked up.  “Les in?” I asked.  Pokerface can be tough.  “See I got a bad pie.”

His this-oughta-be-good.  Oh if only Syd.  “Hey Les,” Syd called down a narrow hall squeezed in like an afterthought.  “Kid here says your pizza blows.”

The reply rolling out weren’t words.  Syd grinned.  “Yeah but he wants to prove it.”

Him and me had our moment.  His eruptive face did nothing, pretty solid game actually.  Out lumbered one of them old roman sculptors with the beard and sharp eyes, a head of tired curls.  “You’re the joker.”  Les leveled me hoping I’d dumb up.

Mirrors on his register showed me any way you want.  “Would you come out if I said I’m here to work?”

Lip either lands or it don’t.  Players like Les are within rights to noose my intestines.  The game has its stakes.  “I can help get it there.”

Dark eyes coiled.  “You,” he Solomoned, “in the office.”

A liftable piece of the counter grinning Syd did not assist.  Better watch it, someone may wonder what around here got him so damn smiley.

I followed Les back, any bigger he may start drawing stuff in.  His eyes though could see.  I can start from scratch but it gives being someone’s hope for the future.  A while anyway.

Pizzaboxes stacked his office.  He wedged at a desk glowering.  “You’re the mute’s son.”

As with the prophets of old, magic words appeared at my lips.  “Yeah but I call her Ma.”

Fleshy croissants under-eye, locks sagged his head, Les filled the room as if he may keep going.  “Never hired a son of a mute.”  He felt the furry corners of his mouth.  “May get weird.”

“Funny you should say,” I replied.  “Son-of-a-mutes got special powers.  Making my boss money is the one I’m guessing you’ll like.”

A beard so thick it’s more face.  He gave a look Pop did for months the little coupe he’d end up buying.  “See I told you,” Les said.  “Weird already.”

He’s smallball, below radar the law won’t bother.  There’s no race, the powers don’t like splash.  I return out front more cheery than Syd expected.  “You’re not at school.”

“That’s your place.”

Oh Syd I can’t wait.  Heading out my braindead afterthought followed.  The ideal front-row seat!  Career squared next comes family.  We all need a retreat, a bed in a room in a home where all they want is more Max.  No shame in parents though picking them is tricky.  Most start out okay teaching what they know, then reach tether expecting you do too.  Not mine.

Ma’s worry wasn’t enough, she took a vow of silence to dear saint whatevs.  Mothers get special creds but never confuse love for loyalty, pity for mercy, or guilt with anything at all.  Let the females fuss, we get it done.

Knowledge Pop said makes your head the whole world.  He loved me bounding ahead.  He’d courted that sporty coupe slow like she’s a keeper, signing Pop got a block and was t-boned by a seafood truck.  He came back from that a little flat, like on cue-cards.  “Blah blah blah,” Pop would say.  Glassy jewels given the respect he deserves.  Who can’t love a guy buying a fancy radio to pick up better static?

Parents tailor-made.  Now a neighborhood.  Back in my day race segregated not by block but building, making plain what each won’t cop.  Italians, blacks, latino couples fight-dance.  Resist the equality cheese, we aren’t so boring.  Oh the advantage to know the ins of each tribe.

Buildings ugly and identical our pride relied on aroma wafting from kitchen windows one atop the next.  Ruskies gnawed on kneecaps, jews cried into their pots, islanders got more church from loose chicken parts than the pope and his bonker.  Each tenement wore our aromas like a flag, the open air a motherly battleground.  Window fans played ambassador blowing the homeland’s best into the ongoing debate.

We did not contribute.  The fragrance at our place was dehydrated sweat, walk in and it grabs you like a hairy uncle.  What lacked charm was retrieved by a 50 gallon fishtank.  After the accident that seafood truck took on proportions, a trail of prints may lead to the petshop as Pop went nowhere else.  Saltwater so he had all kinds of curios cruising about in there.

“They’re floating dreams.”  He lived for the squiggly bastards.  “Focus on this one with the dorsal hand, tonight he’ll show me stuff.”  What if it had been a plumber, would Pop profess the toilet?  “Parables of action, take the reins, run the show.”  A lurch for his journal.  “Those are good ones, wanna hear?”

Pop too led a charmed life, the feds sent checks for his dent.  A bathrobe and the life-couch became features.  He bailed on sleeping with Ma so she can’t disrupt his dreams, nothing mattered like what he recorded each morning.  Pop wrote as far into the day as recollection went.  Our endtables were crammed with his volumes.  Research he claimed for some scholarly deal but the bunny slippers scotched that.

Carrying in groceries Ma smiled like ain’t I everything.  From behind the couch Pop slid out the dinner table to unfold.  “What’s for supper Mother?”

He loved asking her stuff.  Ma taught signing so well she can do accents.  I didn’t know and he never bothered so we got looks.  I heard her once, the iron tipped over on her hand.  Like when the water failed the faucet gushed airy empties.

She leaned from the kitchen flapping gills.  What’s not to like of creatures that get it done unseen?  Sharks aren’t some evil in the ocean—eyes black and bottomless, teeth that keep coming—these eaters understand what we do not: move forward always.  Doing zip works well for a lawman or corpse.  Decisions win.

Before us stands an annual me shrinking down to lil shitter up front.  Behind future yous wait a turn out to that sucker at the end.  Those in front who did a sturdy are real heroes bringing better opps to his followers.  Them who did not you make pay.  What’s passed along must top what’s inherited.  Qualify that as shark I say munch!

We sat to eat, my effigy as if.  Pop poured red and I got a touch.  Last leg of our table was a cardboard tube, a little short it angled my glass of purple milk.  “Guess who got a job.”

“Now Max—”  He then got tackled by her look.  This one serious concern for my dear diploma.  Poor Ma wanted my life safe as hers.  Pop volleyed back, “Stop interrupting Mother.  Now Max, once you start work you never stop.”

Dutifully I said life’s my classroom and I’m teacher’s pet.  Pop swirled wine stirring up a reply.  Downing the lot he whooshed most back, his trick to enjoy it longer.  Floaters may near it to soup but he’s just making the most.  “How you put it Max fits everything in place.”

I love the nutter but let’s not confuse a father with a father-figure.  One keeps track where you been, the other shows what’s next.  Neither do I need but when winning is ordained, all that leaves is buffing the chrome.  Well some of us can strut standing still.  Even Syd had this.

The kid knew setback.  His face maybe once caught fire, which somebody beat out.  He played it a plus, holding eye while his pimply-pink did the work.  Let’s see how he squeezes.

My meaty shadow followed me into work.  Syd lost the grin.  “Les says to like you.”

I lifted the hatch, my lesser half came in behind.  “Lucky you.”

He got out his knife and sliced another salami wedge.  “How’s that?”

“We want the same thing,” I shrugged.  “I know how to get it.”

This time when he thinks buffoon there’s more, buffoon or his ticket.

Behold my new temple.  Ceramic madonna hung by a nail, baby Jesus squeezed an arc from her boob.  It fell to a greenish scallop shell that passed as a fountain but sounded like grandpa piddling behind your back.

“Here Syd check it out.”

An agreeable splash of girls’ laughter.  Perfect bookends gabbed in a booth, pale and wispy-haired though one found exception blotting it black.  Bent on improvement she rigged her face a toolbox special.  Still cute despite the tackle ranks my first miracle.  Sis a before-picture all ribbons & bows grinned her sunshine my way.  “Oh look, it’s newguy.”

I and my silent plebe knelt beside.  “You girls wanna hear a secret?”

Dark sis was night and its unknowns.  “If it’s a goodie.”

Yeah I know girls, how else do you last in this seat?  A quick whisper and I returned to my attentive friend.  They mummed not a peep but you can feel it.  When Syd fished his snack to slice another bite they lost it, I mean just howling.  His eyes sparked dark and electric.  “What am I to like of this?”

Channel that and he’s one fine piece of machinery.  “I said you packed a honkin salami.”

His fury looked off contending with their giggles.  How it vied on his oily stage.  When they waved him over to conspire revenge, Syd did the unexpected.  He made a tunafish pita.  Moving between to give him cover I asked wassup?  Not interested he replied.

“I mean why.”

His eyes heated strange burn.  “Trust me it’s... abstract.”

“No kidding.”

He wrapped his creation.  “In geometry angled lines are male, curves female.  Basically squares and circles.”

The girls went back to gabbing.

“Squares work together, you can build anything.”  Syd was serious.  “Try it with circles they just roll all over the place.”

“What’s this to do with planet earth?”

“Females are a drug.  I don’t do addiction.”

The door opened to a grandma shuffling in slow as an apology.  “What you’re saying,” I parsed, “is you’re into squares?”

The burn in his eyes.  She dickered up.  “Greetings Sydney!”

He bagged the pita.  “Nice to see you Mrs. Fesler.”

Putting down a twenty the biddy grinned cadaverous.  “May I express regrets for your poor mother.”

Air sharpened as a spark in him stood.  She went ashen.  The hand waiting for her change retreated to the lunch, her departed much quicker.  Syd scooped the tip into his apron.

“Do not,” I jotted, “mention Mom.”

The fire that ate his face cooled.  “Preciate if you wouldn’t.”  In a stroke of brilliance Syd handed over half the clam’s tip.  He’d  decided.  “I’m supposed to like you right?”

Les came and opened the oven yanking out a pizza like it weren’t 700 degrees in there.  He set it in a box.  “Swedes, four.”

Time to go.

“Have fun Sfèré.”  Fat people have the best smiles.

We burst into the cold.  Snow piled about as if trying to hide something.  Glazed over and leaving no tracks the burden we each carry trailed behind.  A topnotch tutorial and his eyes dunder off at god knows?  Charity is such a reamer.

I kicked through the drift.  “Sfèré, what’s that about?”

“Cuscinetto a sfèré.”  Syd snorted.  “Means ball-bearings.”  Disapproval slanted, “But literally goes bearing of balls.”

Seems the unseen powers approve.  “So uh what’s he call you?”

“Sydney.”

This can’t go on, I asked what’s up.  A predictable I’m fine.  Scooping a snowball I pinged a passing car, they slowed but not long.  “Well shit I’m not fine.”

He took it.  “Yeah?”

“Morons who exist to spread hassle getting in the way?  No more.”

His little volcanos rumbled.

“Inept-lings disrupt the greater good?”  A textbook pause.  “So, what frosts your nads?”

Nodding became shaking.  “No matter what.”

I took the pizza freeing him to light a butt.  Syd smoked Lucky Strikes as if fair warning.  “It’s like the harder you try the bigger the laugh.”  He sucked that fire until it took.  “Bust your hump the joke’s on you.”

A light ahead went green.  “Yeah Syd that won’t happen anymore.”

He turned us down a narrow alley.  “How’s that?”  Walls of brick rose a dozen stories two shoulders apart.

“First by fattening our wallets.”

“Oh really now.”

“Yep.”  We crossed a street.  “In six months you won’t believe where we are.”

“Sure Sfèré but now is now.”  When he got all tutorial I shook him off.  That blew his smoke.  “Say a cruiser rolls in and they jump out like we’re first prize.  What do you do?”

“That won’t happen to me.”

“Wrong answer.”  He pointed at the subway entrance.  “Get down those tracks and keep running.  Hell they wouldn’t chase the mayor down there.”  Syd’s wisdom bolstered me.  “But don’t go taking a leak!  Third rail will run up your arc and ring your balls like an alarm clock!”

We stopped beside an undead church begging for anybody.  I wanted a dark priest but no, the building across.  An old junker with shades pulled at every window, inhabitants oblivious to out here.  With bars at street-level the optimism was a laugher.  The only mathchamp breaking into this hole locked himself out.

“Scum get my goat.”  Syd buzzed us in.  I can’t imagine and for once didn’t have to.  We came to a door with 17 nailed in.  He knocked.  “Keep your eyes open Mr. Ball Bearing.”

A creak.  A voice said jah?  ”Pizza,” he said flat as you can.

Bolts went.  A tall yellow-haired shirtless guy had a face you can’t miss.  “Ahh you,” he foreigned.  “Good.”

A scabby place, his bro sat with a brown bag at a cardtable in the kitchenette.  Tweedle-Dee scrunched its handle and Tweedle-Dumbshit—cuter than he wants – held a length of pipe.

Syd didn’t bat a lash so I closed the door.  In the main room stood a tower of green beer bottles with pizzabox floors.  Empowered by the gym Dumbshit went for the pie, which Syd lateraled to me.  “Quit dicking around.”

Tweedle-Dee on his little throne didn’t like that.  “Give us to pizza.”

Threat from them tickled.  Syd upped into Dumbshit’s space.  “Like a kick in the head?”

I laughed aloud, I’m sorry but damn.

“Oh yes?” Dumbshit queried.

“Okay!”  Tweedle-Dee emptied the bag, two big knobs rolled on the table.  Syd counted.

Foil-neck bottles scattered about for a next level, I kicked one and it spun.  Dumbshit watched wondering who he’s gotta kiss.  “Like our deliveries?” I gibed.

He did a namesake.  “Try you find out superfast.”  Tweedle-Dumbshit laughed at conquering English.  How he said it the exact wrong way made sense a triumph.

Tweedle-Dee nodded at Syd.  “You tell Les this must be the good stuff.”

Dumbshit fiddled his pipe as if that plays.  “Yeah the last be ripoff.”

The powers and their character-building ass-scratch, I folded arms.  Syd counted on.  Dumbshit bragged, “We are not bourgie kids come to the city-center for weekend partytime.”

Dee leaned back in his chair.  “Who drive mommy’s Audi from the suburban area.”

On their couch ballet shoes and colorful tights.  Some junky ballerina worn out in the next room?  I gestured at the fairy garb.  “She cute?”

Dee slowed, then burst out the funniest gag ever.  He garbled somesuch and Dumbshit wants to ready me up.  “It be his!” Tweedle-Dee crowed.  “My brother belief to being the ballet.”

Which peeved more, Dumbshit acting up, or a brother belittling him before us?  I’d had my fill of these two.  “Goodness fucking gracious, Mommy hasn’t calmed you down?”

Dee swallowed his laugh.  Dumbshit went show-stopper.  “Your momma,” right at Syd, “press you into her milk-teats!”  A spirited demonstration.

His pink face went fire-alarm.  Syd coldcocked the guy knocking him back into the table, it flipped and Dumbshit spilled out in a beautiful spastic clatter!  Dee popped from his chair with a .22 framing us.

Very large stillness.  Lint-head, he’s watching now.

Dumbshit scrambled up as his brother in foreign bitched him out.  A floor-pizza folded to a big greasy taco, holding aim on me Tweedle-Dee unfolded the box-rim to four baggies of fun.  “Your brother need to be tranquil.”

I thought he meant the plebe!  Syd fumed.  “Your brother need to be deported!”

“Punkfucker,” Dumbshit spat, then felt his jaw.

Dee barked shutdown.  Aim on me he nodded at Syd’s money.  “Good?”

We backed out.  A tromp down the stairs resounded.  Bursting onto the cold gave air to his fire.  “Everything is smooth til you show up!”  Steam writhed his head in the wintery night.

“Did I upset them?”

He marched off.  I followed Syd’s retreat to logic.  “Piddly shit you don’t blow up.”

“A kick to the head yes?”

Indoctrination ain’t a day at the beach.  His inner badass begged an excuse.  Syd offered up a smoke.  Among men butts rate a card of membership.  Experience can ding you up so it’s all where to take those hits and cancer can’t touch the likes of me.  Posing as they do I lit up, a smoker drew on his tool and every traffic jam under the river hit my lungs.  He smiled who’s soft.  No prob, we all need a place to feel in charge.

The powers generously granted me a live-wire.  Zero splash is not really an option.  Let Syd’s billows show my useless nobody, him so gungho on do-no-wrong he did no right.

Mornings I go home to recharge.  Of course I get my own room.  There I relax and polish my gun.  Not that he watches but those eyes, what gets in there?  I return to the mirror ahold such life it launches every next.

Not to commit philosophy but the past is shit.  The future ain’t bad but that’s dessert, right now is the meal and oh the gift to sniff it out.  Les called me in back.  A tallying calculator atop his desk, jammed in the corner a space-heater hummed thin bands.  That half sweat, the other his armhairs stood.  Stupid pizzajoe was a cover, Les could be an egghead inventing better ways to kill people but he’d rather peddle what they want.

“A spicy to your very own building.”

I nodded and he tabulated.  Humans aren’t known for right-angles but his fingers squared a cramped meatfist.  A ribbon spat out money, up glanced his loaded eyes.  “Sfèré go himself?”

Syd waited at the counter with a grin and green peppers.  Sliding it in a sleeve I headed out.  School won’t teach you that means female.  I arrived at our palace as a woman climbed from a taxi.  “Oh hey I think that’s mine.”

Hers was the face that passed for great beauty back when men wandered town to town whipping himself.  A body more modern, her long baggy sweater opened in front to white meds.

“Um,” I said.  “I don’t think so.”

She brushed hair from her face.  “Angie?  Green peppers?”  A ragged voice left out overnight.  “Spicy?”

I recalled once seeing her on the news rescue a jogger with mouth-to-mouth.  People cheered when he sputtered up spew there on the sidewalk.

Her face brightened.  “Hey I know you.”

How about that.

Angie extended a hand.  “I’m your neighbor one up.”  Faces like hers with a built-in smile just gather agreement.  “I talk to your dad out on the fire-escape, he’s into fish.”

“All he orders is anchovy.”

From her purse a c-note.  “What kind of pie do you like?”  You name it I said counting change.  She shook me off.  “Pay me back next time.”

She & box backed into our elevator.  “Oh and Max, bring your bashful twin.”

Doors closed Angie gone and her absence filled the lobby.  Nobody knows him.  A single remark unhazed his eyes.  Calling me by name though, spicy indeed!

Handpicked triumphs offer no end of that ungodly yeah.  Like I’m back in time watching everyone rush around panicked the future may fail them, and I know the order of every next.  That’s how being me feels except my back-then is right now.

Some leftover from a charmed age, common sense.  Endangered sense.  Learn the ropes, get the cash, become Les’ man.  Learn the ropes, get the cash, become Les.  More money in your pocket gets bigger pants.  Common sense?  My dud blinked.  If attention brings the leech around forget it.  Mistakes are allowed, it’s okay to be reminded.  Him it’s rebrained.  I swear the powers play me.  Oh he’ll stay clueless and do as told, just a matter of craft.

With discretion the better part of whatev, I acquired a silencer and black gloves.  When you can’t help stand out, may as well look good.  I led Syd to a little spot, it snowed again and afternoon drowned us in glare.  Donning dark glasses the world went clear.  People waded into slosh for us to pass.  Any easier this wouldn’t be fun.  “Syd, how long you stay Les’ boy?”

His voice crowded.  “Beats working at the dogfood factory.”

Next we wait as the gears turn.

“What are you on about now?”

“This pizzaboy has no plans to be the pizza fuckinold man.”

His doubt began to smoke.

“Cities were invented to make people rich Syd.  Grab hold and squeeze it’s beautiful what comes out.”

Walking on we let the drano sanctify.

He spoke low, “Got something else?”

I turned us down an alley, beneath a fire-escape I jumped for the ladder, a perfect touch for his transformation.  That rusty skeleton wove up the faceless bricks.  “Anger is a powerful tool Syd, only one guy can be most on.”

“Full of talk Sfèré.”

“Yeah, it’s action.”

We topped out to blue afternoon.  He noticed my prep along the snowy wall.  I opted for melons which explode like brains.  Magic marker faces to help him relate.  Out center of the roof an overturned trashcan was our little table.  “Lesson one,” into my jacket, “patience sucks.”

Out came my .45, Syd stepped back with the boil in him churning but he didn’t look away.  “How’s the recoil?”

“Soon you won’t notice.”  From my pocket a fistful of bullets, I showed him how to load.  “What makes a warrior invincible,” in goes the clip, “are all the souls he dispatched.”

He gripped the pistol and considered a grinning honeydew.

“Taking a life gets his remainders, until you’re ten men walking in the room.”

Syd aimed with both hands.

“Anywhere he goes, a warrior owns.”

One face to another he moved without firing.

“It’s about wanting it.”

“What about deserves?  You know, if they got it coming?”

“Who don’t Syd?”  I lit a Lucky Strike.  “We’re just beating them to the punch.”

Firing at the one done up female he blew off a chunk of chin.

“No more being let down,” I predicted.  A forehead shot got the bearded cantaloup.  “Left high and dry.”  Pop!  Fleshy pink strands arced pulp across the snow.  “We decide now.”  Pop Pop.  Spray so fine the air bloomed with vacations I never took.

When the gun emptied Syd needed a second click.  He went and plucked a wedge of rind from the snow.  Each shot got a decent piece of face.  Beginner’s luck abounds.

Munching his trophy, “Any more bullets?”

The only thing better than firing my piece is looking forward to it.  Want can still top the have even if the have is sweet indeed.  Providing expert example, forgeable Syd melds my stiff wanna-be.  Jesus had John the Baptist and my dues were done.

Dreams they say are your all.  Mine were kickass.  Going bigtime, the creaky halls of power well within budget.  I’d wake at lunch hungry for everything.  Winter passed and warming streets buzzed in ready of my arrival.  Seeing the plebe also watch I yanked down my shade.

After writing himself out Pop got his radio going.  We worked a line to the roof with an antenna for ideal static.  Tuning to mathed-out frequencies he’d melt into the couch communing with a scraggly voice of nature.

Knobs twiddled as I came out.  “Hey Max listen to this.”

Static.  Nope, it’s supercharged ions in the Van Allen belt.  I can’t always help it.  “So?”

He paused.  “Not often you see the hand Son.”  He drifted to a wiggly ball in his fishtank.  “To nail down a why or how makes you more real.  What’s one you bank on?”

Feeding on happy accidents.  Instead I said, “A son should make room for his father.”

He beamed.  “Ohh Max I love you too.”

If it feels like a tweak, guess who’s being played?

My feeble cipher followed me to work.  Syd had a spicy and we headed out for the glorious hole of Tweedles Dee & Dumbshit.

The embalmed church, then an undead fortress with shades drawn tight.  Housecalls show for how many home is a cell.  What use locking us up if most do it anyway?  Fear of death and life puts you in a corner but does conscience-man get it?  He will.

Stand at their shitkicker door.  A muffled computer-battle bleeped away.  Syd and I laughed, I mean who gives a christ about points?

My turn to knock.

Dumbshit answered holding his rusty-pipe.  I brushed by his weird huskydog eyes.  TV in the crusty living room paused squared-off Viking mayhem, Dee sat at his cardtable with another brown bag and let’s-play-nice.  His brother closed us in.  The powers messed with Dumbshit making him male, ballet one cruel purgatory.  “Pizza spicy!” he poetized.

Syd said let’s see it.  Tweedle-Dee dumped his bag, six knobs rolled out.  Syd checked as I onced the place over.  Such dumps can harken spring, when fat flies arise after gorging all winter on a rat in the wall.  This one hairy and slow made little thuds bouncing along.

Syd nodded.  I flipped the box lip.  Ten tight ones fell on the table.  Dumbshit readied up a sample.  Now hold on, I’m no etiquette-anus but some courtesy holds.  Respect for guests?

Syd too.  “How’s a tip?” he griped.  “For the college fund.”

Dee measured him.  “College jah.”  A bill came out.  “Go learn something huh?”

A five spot.  Oh dear.  I set the box down as Dumbshit tried his sample.  Squeezing my patience stared at a countertop generic and ugly.  This pit so damn pathetic my exhales deserve better.  “Got that kick?” I enquired.

Dumbshit up and did a ballet move spinning on his toe!  Then went woozy as he caught up.  “Volf?” Tweedle-Dee leeried.  His brother came together.  Dee saw what he wanted.  “See this be what you call ahh product compariting?”

The powers understand there comes a point splash don’t matter.  Here’s what I liked: Their reflexes were gone.  It’s a big transaction.  Any deserves-shit Syd can checked off.

I confronted Tweedle-Dee.  “Am I supposed to fuck about that?”

A pause.  “Ah jah you do, see Volf here is the shit Les did cut with soapsuds?  Me I am on downtown charlie brown and I’m flying punkfucker!”

With the plebe now watching close, let it be Syd.  Tutelage needs its ironclads.

“Funny you should say,” I explained.  “See your cash is counterfeit.”  I tossed a bundle at Dumbshit.  “Ben Franklin has a mustache?”

He lived up to his name.  “There is one alpha dog!”  A leg flung out halfway up the wall, swiping across that fly with outstretched toes he brought back in like a watch-out-sucker!

Soapsuds ain’t bad, not a mark on the wall.

“Okay alpha dog, fetch.”

I swung out kicking him in the alpha balls.  That got us going.

Dee reached behind but this time I’m ready.  Pulled my .45 and alakazam!  Back an arcade duck drops.  Dumbshit pulled from a drawer, I tackled Syd down as shots rang.  The shitty old building had hardblock walls.  We hunched under the counter each side of the opening.  The plebe was wigging and Syd had his knife poised.

“Sharp,” I admired.

Razzing reminded him what’s fun.  “Hey Volf,” he called.  “Hallucinating bro!”

Dumbshit wasted another shot.  Lint-head pierced his dim staring at Tweedle-Dee’s burbling forehead.  Yeah well time to grow a pair.

Syd was sweet.  “You’re wiggin boo!  Got your freak on.”  I cackled.  Holding your shit in the pinch, one taste rings bells never again to be ignored.  “Bro’s here laughing at you!”

Blondie shrieked foreign shit, leaning out he fired a bite at the wall.  Syd pitched a bottle at Beer Tower and the whole deal came crashing fantastically down.  Dumbshit wasted another.  I slunk out behind the sofa.  He gasped that mess on his shirt is his brother’s brainspew.  At the couch’s far end I gave Syd the nod.  He pitched another bottle.  “Welcome to la-la land!”

Crash!  When Dumbshit leaned out I had him, alakazam he fell back into the bedroom screeching weird alien shit.  Fat seconds passed.  A whimper, “Take money, take all.  Go!”

“Think we pass this up?”  Syd like he’s certifiable.  “The best part?”

Beyond the doorway panting clutched.  If he’s going down he wants company.  The plebe beside me scared as puke.  “Last shot!” I called with his mouth.

Dumbshit fired where I ain’t.  I popped out over his spot on the sleazy carpet.  Alakazam in his viking head.

Silence and carbon stink sized the room.  I basked.

“Yeah?”  Only now showing sign.

“What’s this I hear about gray matter?”  I got my smoke on.  “Pretty damn pink to me.”

Out he came.  “Whoa.”  The mess they’re making was terrific.

Decisive means no wiggle.  Powers may deduct for splash but bringing along converts matters more.  Now for the few choice words.

“Syd them fuckers are dead.”  I collected the stash.  “Tomorrow they’ll be dead.”  I collected the money.  “I suspect they were never alive at all.”

He was elsewhere.  “We should put them in the tub Max.”

What, now I’m a janitor?  He dragged Dee out.  A gun warm with life I stuffed under my belt.  Dumbshit I hauled to a bathroom so nasty it finishes both off a second or third time.  Up into the scaly tub I dropped him on his brother.

“Should’ve told me Max.”

“Don’t you plan for everything?”  Given shit in this moment even a hairline crack shows.

He grinned ain’t I funny.  Welcome my friend to the next level.

A door-knock edged him.  I couch-dragged over the messiest.  Lint-head he may have a doll’s face but those eyes can shut the fuck up.

“What?” I barked.

“...it’s ahh Cory?”

No words to sound alarm.  Syd went for the knob.  A kid had fancy hair, it fell over seeing me at Tweedle-Dee’s cardtable.  “Looking for Volf?”

“Um, yeah.”

I lit up.  “He got fired.”

Cory followed a red skid under the couch.  Any paler he may blue.  Syd waved him in.  “Don’t worry, we got what you came for.”

Eyes darted him to me.  “You guys cops?”

Smoke wafted from my nostrils.  “Fuck no.”

“I got full price!”  He pulled from his nifty red jacket a wad of some size.  Syd liked that.

I opened the pizza.  “Wanna slice?”

“Umm.”

Syd counted for show since we’re talking major markup.  I emptied my pocket of baggies and leaned back in Dee’s skeevy throne.  “Go ahead, take what’s yours.”

His hand reached out.  “Actually it’s four,” and Cory paused.  “But three’s okay umm.”

I smiled who’s friends now and gave my number for next time.  It proved too familiar as the kid asked what got Volf fired.  I blew my smoke at him.  “Asking questions.”

He didn’t stick around.

Syd nodded at our stockpile.  “Those two won’t go away.”

In the tub Dee and Dumbshit made out.  Boom.  “Your old job!”

Syd slowed.  “The dogfood factory?”

“Think they’re too tough and stringy?”

He spasmed.  “They won’t go for that!”

The sweetspot Syd bears witness.  We headed out to pluck some wheels.  Across the way that dead church raised quivering arms.  I shook up a Lucky Strikes.  Any god out there had to find all this pretty damn hilarious.

Les blew a brainpipe.  In his office spit flew from his mouth.  Every opposite his goal, a slap in the face, he’ll make us example if the cops don’t.  He shook at me a sub roll.  This concept of father-figure needs a rethink.

I reminded who came home with not one but two excellent .38s, most of the stash, and every last dollar of dough.  “Sounds pretty good to me.”

The sub dared.  “Why are you packing?”

“If something happens, which it did.  Miserable shits and their product comparison?”

I leaned on it, Syd braced as Les grew.  “First off, clean up your language.”

Syd knew then.  “Second explain one thing.”  Les leaned in.  “How do I make money if you ice my demand?”

Trump cards must be played only with a flawless smooth.  I tossed Cory’s fat roll onto the desk.  “Here’s your profit boss.”

Les considered it.  Me.  “Wanna meet the Boss huh?”  As if an execution.  “He’ll need to know so, may get your wish Sfèré.”  He counted off a chunk for us.  Syd took it saying thanks.  “None required.  Let me explain what I bought.”  Les and his genius.  “Attention from the man.  He’s paid to fuck things up, it’s his job.  This brings him closer, that’s what I bought.”  Waiting for our stupidity to take.  “That ain’t worth your learning I don’t know what is.”

We’re sent home.  Outside Syd counted half.  “Bizarre.”

“It ain’t luck Syd.”

Doors to Les Pizza burst open.  “What gives?  We been waiting forever.”

Salt & pepper twins, the latter rigged toward robot with studs, rings, bracelets, earbolts.  Jeans ripped all but where you want.  She punched Syd.  “We blew our allowance on ice cream!”

He backed up as if she’d pounce.  I forgot our double-date.  Syd walked away which was perfect, naturally they followed.  Blondie regarded me.  “That’s one honkin salami.”

My gun made a favorable impression.  Syd so feared being marked, the dark one jangled at Syd.  “We thought you showed promise!”

Taking her sister’s hand they marched off.  This woke his boyscout.  “You shouldn’t be out alone at this hour, people do stuff.”

“Yeah,” I added, “and we’d hate them doing it to you.”

Metalshop returned, adjusting lapels his t-shirt lacked.  “What stuff?”

Embarrassed he went lip-colored.  This allows less advance in the female arts.  Me I know the big ah-ha.  Girls want their shit to matter, showing Syd how buffs the chrome.  Hold back and you’ll get her out front breaking rules.  Each test lessens her restraint.  “Sorry about the delay,” I explained.  “We had fixing to do.”

“Really.”  Robo-girl considered Syd.  “What do you fix?”

His thorough blush.  “Ahh, delicate situations.”

“Perfect,” replied her human twin.  “We have very delicate situations.”

Syd laughed seeing a return ticket ripped up in his face.  They turned my way.  “Oh I’d hate to break something.”

Dark one clasped her hands.  “Good sir knight is chivalrous I see.”  Working toward her own suit of armor?

We reached his street.  “Max can take it from here ladies, goodnight.”  Off Syd shot, not even a look back.  This doesn’t work that way!

Iron maiden’s knight just departed, without a pairing the girls were ready to go.  My smile widened as if another.  “How about my um older brother here?”  I let them see Lint-head.  “Name’s Pesky.”

“Oh,” she noticed.  “Quiet type eh?”

What may wake him is well worth it.  “He’s a little slow so go easy.”

Metalshop, just her touch got him going.  His reflex to withdraw got her like catnip.  “Don’t worry,” she soothed, “I don’t bite.”

“Yeah,” sis concurred, “but she does rowr!”

We reached their door where jingled keys got lost in her clinking.  I asked blondie her name.  A finger went to my lips.  “Shut up.”

Clank called, “Daddy we brought the pizza boys!”

A guy in the next room with a caterpillar stache scooped cornpops watching hockey highlights.  “Yeah just keep it down in there.”

Sealed in their room with cutesy girlstuff just-so, matching colors didn’t grab me like that a matching bed.  Veiled full-width bunks hid a cave of pleasures mirrored ceilings made plain.  Clank lit incense and my betweens began to slip.  Beside a locked-on plebe I stood like auction-time at the old docks.  With gear glinting in the candlelight she came and rested arms around my neck.  “Why can’t guys kiss good?”

Uhh.  She pressed into me, our chests together her mouth hungry at mine.  Sweeter than I knew, a tongue warm and slow as her smell in close.  A cold earbolt rendered her pure softness.  Clank pulled away turning to sis and my god his face!  Shut-up faced me like here comes dessert.  I corralled her into my arms and she was all that without a fear of getting snagged.  Kissing me I let her own feel come back through until she emitted promise.  It reminded each of the other so they again convened.

“Well?” Clank enjoined.

Shut-up leveled a hmmm.  Her bulb went.  “Let’s let them decide.”

A new one!  I glanced at each so damn pleased.  What made Clank a toolbelt he needs.  Shut-up I slayed until a need grew straight down through her.  “Mine’s up top.”  How is this smoothed?  Her voice went fairytale.  “Your first challenge good sir knight.”

The slight thing I scooped up felt so much more.  I rolled her tittering into the covers.  “Thou art so rough sir!”

Not sure how I got up there, floated?  Unraveling a blanket I drank her in bare and unbearable.  Arms back as if captured, crinkles reaching out, her downy fur.  Below us Clank was thrust into formidable discovery.  Gulping and slacked-out sounds through the mattress as if she may not make it.  “On top,” she urged.  “Top!”

Shut-up sat over me leaning down.  One thin mattress from epiphany, dumbstruck rang Clank ragged, “Can’t feel my-self!”  At her journey sis cried encouragement.  “...his  -  eyes!”  Nearing combustion sis fiddled with my zipper while pointblank Clank vocalized a last stand.

Rapping at the door.  “Enough already!”

Shut-up put a hand to her mouth holding back hysterics.  Even Clank came in a peg.

“Listen,” their father called, “I’m heading in early.”

I had to laugh, but Shut-up lost her sparkle.  That voice wasn’t done.  “I want a promise you’re both going in today.”

Oh the pause.  They moped yeahhh.

Blondie vanished before me.  In the fat-ass silence his squeaky shoes measured the hall, a front door shut.  I went for her but she pushed me away and dropped from the bed!
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