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        For anyone who was too much

        in a world that was not enough.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dear Reader,

      

      When we were children, we dreamed of being heroes. We wanted to slay dragons and defeat the monsters that scared us.

      As we grew older, we were forced to try and find our monsters. We had been told they would be easy to spot. Monsters had too many teeth, too much fur, too much size.

      These were lies. We stopped wanting to be heroes. We started to want to be more, to be too much. We wanted, needed, more than the world could give us. We wanted more than what we were told we should be. We wanted to become monsters.

      Dear Reader, I want three things for you as you read these stories. I hope you find a story that brings you joy. I hope you find a story that gives you some discomfort. Finally, I hope you find a story here that makes you too much, that makes you just a little bit monstrous.

      May you be enthralled and entertained by my accounts of monsters. May these stories help you wake up the monster inside.

      

      Laura Diaz de Arce
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            WITHOUT HIM (AND HIM, AND HIM) THERE IS NO ME

          

        

      

    

    
      I could see the small imperfections in his back tattoos from this angle. One was of a large, grayish dove that circled an oblong skull. The dove's eye was a little off, and I could see its unevenness best as he breathed. His buddy had done that one at the back of a garage. He said it represented how life was short or some such bullshit. They always fed me bullshit, and I ate it up.1

      The light was coming in high in this piece of shit motel. He was still passed out on the cheap beer and whiskey he’d bought at the gas station last night. I got up and pulled on his shirt.

      It reeked of him, his dried sweat, spilled beer and the dust of the desert. Just yesterday, I’d found that smell attractive, but it was losing its luster. Now it smelled like distaste, a gross substitute for a body melting in front of me.

      I knew he liked it when I looked like this. When he would wake up, he’d find me in his worn shirt, my eyeliner from last night smudged in the right way, my hair half out and teased and a lit cigarette hanging out my mouth at an angle. He’d look at me, without a second thought, but I know that if I give him that bitch-tired look, he can't stop his dick from twitching. We have a lot in common, he and I, we both like to feel like shit.

      He’ll probably pull me on top of him and we’ll fuck. It wouldn’t be lovemaking, that’s not what I’d call it. No, we’d rut like animals for a few minutes. He won't wait for me to get wet, he'll just jam his hands between my thighs, pushing his calloused fingers into my skin to pull them apart. He thinks his roughness is hot. He gives himself too much credit. My cheeks will burn, not from flush but from the wire of his beard as he pushes his tongue down my throat. He'll grab my tits, not to titillate me, but for his own amusement. Then he'll jam his withering half-hard dick into me and I'll have to force out a convincing moan, not that he needs convincing.

      A few days ago, that would have been the thing that kept me. I’d feel fulfilled for a few moments, warm in the embrace, in the attention, in the knowledge that I’d won the game. But that’s not me today. Today it feels like it’s going to be a chore. And this life, that I had hoped wouldn’t be routine, has its own slow, stupid rhythm. And now I'm getting bored, just like with the rest of them.

      We’d met four months ago in a small, no-name hole north of Reno, but he followed a string of my lovers. Men. I need to taste new flavors and I crave the ones I’ve yet to taste. I’ll play with the flavor on my tongue, but soon the taste is bland and burnt. I look to taste men to fit my moods.
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      I started out, like most people did, with Vanilla. Not even regular vanilla, vanilla sweetened with Splenda. He was a homegrown, good old boy. The captain of our football team with me, the homecoming queen. Small town clichés. He’d pray apologies to Jesus after we made out. I wanted more, but all he’d let me get away with was a nervous teenage hand job once in a while. He smelled like wet grass and sweat from team practice. I still see his perfect teeth, his dimpled chin. His fake masculinity and confidence was the gross aftershave left in a closed-mouthed kiss. When I was with him, I wore knee-length skirts and cardigan sweaters to prayer group. As prom queen, I learned to smile prettily to hide my disinterest.

      After a messy breakup with my football captain that included him crying at my front door, threatening suicide, I moved on to the class clown. He had the pop and lightness of Ginger Ale. His freckles dotted his face and body down straight to his pelvis. He was skinny and bare chested, with those same freckles dotting his shoulders and torso. The head of his circumcised dick had a solitary freckle on the tip that I first thought was cute, but became an obnoxious blemish. He smelled like weed, deodorant and fabric freshener.

      I wore loose jeans, dark t-shirts and crooked eyeliner to get his attention. I let my hair get greasy and taught myself to smoke weed when I set my eyes on him. He was on the scent like I was a bitch in heat before the week was out. His jokes and his moves (a total of five) got stale. But with him I got to play it as one of the guys. I was cool, I was funny and low maintenance.

      The performance was draining.

      And then there was Chocolate, he was an aspiring designer or some nonsense. We went to a lot of clubs, a lot of parties where he bullshitted his talent and his business prowess. I was the in-person model that he showed off like the latest phone.

      He put me in skin-tight jeans and dresses with slits up the side. I pranced in heels that I had to abuse myself to walk in. And he fucked me, with eyes open so wide it looked like it hurt.

      When I smell strong cologne or hear the heavy bass of a rap song, I think of him.

      It was Chocolate’s investor that took me on. He liked fine things and he had the money to get those things. It wasn’t his money that bought me as a mistress. It was the way he looked at me over a glass of overpriced scotch. Like I was already his.

      I was.

      He was older, married and in his forties, but he looked good. He had the chiseled and styled features of a well-kept vintage. He tasted like leather, cigars and old Hollywood. He kept me in furs and tailored wear.

      We’d cruise to some event with me on his arm, a starlet’s smile on my lips and a long cigarette on my fingertips. I was a trophy for him too. I’d prance and slither like a charming sex kitten, hidden in silk. He didn’t need to tell me, he wanted other men to want me. He wanted them to covet his property, his car, his clothes, his money and his mistress.

      I was a seductive flirt to every man we met. From the balding business partners to the young, hot muscular waiters. Their eyes would focus first on my lashes, then creep slowly down to my lined and plumped lips, then continue on down to my breasts. When they got there, I’d time a breath to heave them up and down, the exhalation directing them lower still. And when they reached my waist, I’d shift my weight from one foot to the other so that my hips swayed from one side to the other.

      The message was clear: Imagine this young body writhing beneath you. Imagine the kind of man you could be. I was a living fantasy for the wolves. And if he saw them watching me, saw them scouting his object, he’d get hot for me.

      Looking back, the sex was dull. He was only into foreplay if it subdued me. But all I needed was the memory of those eyes on me, of the hungry stares that ate me up. That filled me with a delicious, caramel flavored warmth. Rich, sweet, bad for you.

      We traveled, a lot. Hopping from one glittering city to another and staying in penthouses, each one a gilded cage where I was on display. I learned to fix cocktails and do my nails quietly. I learned to subtly hint that I needed money for things and in some ways, it was bliss. He was strong in a way I wasn’t, in a way that didn’t care for people or consequences.

      I didn’t want to leave, but his wife caught up with us in Miami and chased me out.

      The newspapers never got him right. The headlines read “Tragic Murder-Suicide: Heiress Kills Husband and Self After Going Broke.” She killed the love of my life. Sometimes I think maybe she should have taken me too. Our death would have been so artistic. So beautiful with my young beautiful body bleeding out with his refined older one.
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      Las Vegas made me feel like an empty soda pop bottle.

      The men there were as empty as me, none could give me what I needed as I hollowed my day down the strip. The artificial scent they pumped through casinos, the cheap buffets and fake jewelry, the vapid heat that made the sweat disappear from your brow before it forms made me sick. The most sickening was the cloud of complimentary bathroom perfume that choked the air like a sunken cloud.

      I was sick.

      I was empty.

      Then I saw them.

      They drove by in their bikes clad in leather. Driving though the strip like they owned the place, and suddenly I was hungry again.

      How self-assured they were, a pack of animals prowling for what they wanted. I could smell it, the oily tar from cigarettes and gas fumes. It all cut through the pristine casino and hotel lobbies. It hacked away at the artificially perfumed air, the cologne and the buffets like a machete. I wanted one. I needed one. I wanted to ride those bikes to the desert. I wanted to fuck and be fucked.

      I wanted the older, leathered skin to contrast against my tight young body.

      The ride was nice but Reno turned out to be suburban hell. Fortunately, just a few miles and bottles West, there was a little Piece-of-Shit half city with all the essentials: a strip club, three bars, two tattoo parlors and a Walmart. It was like their breeding ground.

      My first stop was the tattoo parlor. My skin, despite everything, had remained virginal.

      Would I bleed for one of them?

      Yes. Yes, I would.

      “Fresh meat,” one of them growled as I walked in. You could see in my shorts and my top didn't cover much, it was obvious nothing had been inked before. It was cute, like he was trying to scare me. It took most of my control not to laugh and bark at him.

      I just winked at the one with ink and he was putty.

      By the end I had “Margaret” tattooed on my shoulder and two other obvious pieces done.

      “Why Margaret?” he asked, dipping the needle into the pot.

      “It was my grandmother's name,” I lied. I just like that name.

      He finished the belladonna flower on my inside thigh the next afternoon.

      And I finished him, because I had no money.

      I didn't stay because he didn't have a bike.
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      This one I found when the pieces came together.

      The Licorice that is fucking me in this cheap motel. I saw him across the room in one of those bars in that little shithole place. I had my trap set and he was like a fly to the spider, with my torn stockings, fraying shorts and stolen leather jacket. My cheap, poorly drawn drugstore makeup and boxed dye just screamed “Daddy Issues” and he was hooked. He bought me a shot, and then four and then a ride to the closest motel.

      He smelled like beer, but that was fine.

      He was the heat of summer, an unconcerned, unwavering, and unsympathetic summer. He was who he knew he was: a man in his early fifties still pushing drugs as a means to shift from place to place. A man with fierce loyalty to his buddies and his own set of issues set in stone.

      Or he was.

      Now I think he's too old to be pushing drugs like he did at that age. And his buddies are fine, I guess, but not worth his sense of loyalty.

      What I loved most about him was his bike.

      The other love in his life. It wasn't just a machine. It was an experience. On the road I felt like the me I should be. Every moment racing on the open road felt like flight. I'd let the wind cut between my open fingers and the kicked-up dirt get tangled in my hair. It smelled like gasoline and freedom.
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      It's late in the afternoon and I make the excuse to go to the ice machine. At the back of the motel I steal a cigarette. Here there's a flimsy wire fence that divides us from the desert. I look out to that landscape and I can breathe. It's void and yet beautiful. It exists for itself, for its emptiness. Sure, there are the shrubs, the rock and desert critters, the odd, random pieces of trash but they only make the quiet louder. It's got a hell of a palette that we paint on its surface with our bike tracks. It's a place impermanently marked by our footsteps. Eventually the wind comes and blows over those steps making it new. The desert's changes are makeup, wiped away to reveal the skin of it.

      There's that bright blue sky, that golden ocean of sand and I realize I'm miserable. He kept my attention for a bit, but the sweet taste is gone. I've got to find a way to ditch him.

      The little hotel corner market has dry shampoo and powdered flea insecticide of all things and I start to hatch a plan to get rid of him but keep the bike. As much as I don't like him, I love the power of that machine between my legs. I pick them up in cash and head back to the hotel. He's got a stash he only uses for himself, it's not for sale. It's for us, when we want, but I never partake. I tell him it'll ruin my figure, and “baby, you're all the drug I need”.

      He's in the shower when I cut the stash.

      And I wait.
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      Two days later and he's finally feeling it.

      We're riding on his bike in a lonely stretch of desert. The bike starts wobbling and he pulls over to the side and starts retching behind a fallen road sign. Out here, we're alone and I'm thankful. It couldn't be better. I'd hoped he'd just get sick enough to have an ER pick him up somewhere and keep him out of my hair.

      “Give me a sec babe, I need to sit for a bit,” he says, looking like death.

      He's pale, and old.

      So old.

      I hold my breath and touch his forehead. He responds by puking next to my boots. A little bit of vomit dots the black toe and I hold my temper to keep from socking him. “Baby, you've got a fever.” I don't really know if he does, but I'm sure he thinks he does.

      “Our cell doesn't have any bars.” It does but I know he won't check as his eyes are glazing over with illness.

      “Give me the keys baby, I'll get help.”

      And he looks up at me, weak. Gross. He looks like a wounded animal, like a raccoon that's been run over but isn't quite dead yet, just suffering. If I had a gun, I would put him out of his misery.

      He hands me the keys. So trusting. I blow him a kiss and drive off on the bike he only started to teach me to ride a few weeks ago. It feels lighter than I remember. I look out at the sunset and turn in that direction.

      And it's just me, the road, and the desert.

      And I'm free.

      Free like the expanse of it.

      But I think about him for a minute after I leave.

      Maybe someone will find him and get him help.

      Maybe he'll die and the sand will cover his body as he disappears into the landscape.

      The desert righting itself.

      That thought fills me with an inexplicable calm, and then I think, maybe I should head to San Francisco. Maybe catch me a Silicon Valley mogul.
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      I do not remember those hours. I cannot tell you what happened, it is a black spot in my memory, but I remember what caused it. I know it was my fault because I made myself this way. I made myself this way because I had no choice.

      They say these things come from the parents, but I do not think that is the truth. My parents, they did not have what I had. We were nothing alike, or at least I thought we were nothing alike. Mama and Papa were the cool of freshly frozen ice. Even in the most excitable of situations, they were calm. I ran hot. As a toddler I did not learn to walk, I ran. I did not learn to coo and speak, I screamed. I did not play, I waged destruction. My parents' lives, while I was a youth, were clouded by my screams, my fits, my rages. It is I who put them off having other children, a fact they made clear to me in the most temperate of voices.

      My childhood is filled with the memories of their attempts to tame my nature. Mama especially tired herself out in the endeavor. They put me in structured activities to find a way for me to channel my energy elsewhere. These activities and lessons did nothing to sedate me: soccer, martial arts, violin, tennis, piano, etc. These activities only gave me more fuel with which to torment them.

      They tried to train my body to be less of itself. For instance, during meals I was strapped to a chair to make me stop fidgeting. I remember the coolness of my mother's fingers as she slipped the straps beneath my armpits. She was delicate, but not in a way that was concerned for my well-being. A withering presence was her nature; a nature that, looking back, I finally realized had been constructed to hide something else.

      Our battles came to a head on the morning of my first period. Until then I only knew that I had an energy, a fire within. I did not have a name for it; not even when it made my face flush and my pulse race. That was that day that I came to know it, as the blood trickled down my inner thigh. There was not much, I was only thirteen, but the glide of that droplet queued something instinctual.

      Rage. That was the heat beneath my skin. Anger so fine, so woven into my being that I knew that it was unnatural. This rage. This monster that slithered beneath me. That day I slammed a chair through our sliding glass door. I remember it shattering, the sound of it, the way the shards rained down like snow. There was not a scratch on me, my anger making me impenetrable. Who I was angry at, or for what, I cannot say.

      When I did that, when the glass door was shattered and revealed my nature, I could have sworn I saw it. In my mother's eyes, blue eyes that rarely flinched, was a spark of that same anger. Now that I think about it, the rage that resided in my being was perhaps something I had inherited. But she, she must have learned to control it at a young age; restrict it, coat it in clay, dirt and ice such that you would not know what simmered just below the surface.

      Eventually, I learned to hide it, at least to a degree. Still it ran like lava through me. I was always conscious of the monster inside. Beneath every disarming smile, coquettish laugh or downward-cast eye, it lay in wait, chomping at the bit. Like my mother, I thought I had it under control.

      After a time, I went to University, and then off to a career in a distant and cold city. I had hoped the cold of this place would keep it hibernated. Things were smooth for a while, I did not think of it, of the anger pulsing in my being at every moment. My days were filled with work, with the everyday: picking up groceries, going to my job, keeping appointments. My anger would leap up at times, causing a tremor in my hands or a redness to my face. I could quell these bursts and it was fine. I was alone, but I was fine. I was surviving.

      That is, until I received the call.

      The police took months to conclude their investigation, in part because they had difficulty putting my father's body together. They did not even fully identify him until they had peeled portions of his face off the kitchen cabinets. Locals from a small town, the police had never seen such carnage and they needed to bring in forensic experts to recreate the crime.

      For weeks after, newspapers questioned and sensationalized what my mother had done. They were incredulous, for how could a small, quiet woman do that to her husband? How could she have wreaked such carnage only to then turn the knife on herself? “Hows” and “whys” that were never fully answered for the public, but I knew. I knew because it was in the depths of my own being.

      We both believed we had tamed the beast, only for it to come forth when we least expected it. It was then that I knew that I would have to search for a more permanent solution to my issue. If my mother, who was restrained to such a degree that her control appeared effortless, could not stop the rage inside, then what hope did I have?

      My forays into curing my condition started with meditation. Then home remedies and herbs. Then medications. Then alternating the three and creating hybrid concoctions until finally I was filling my days with every measure to keep the anger at bay. Separately or all in combination, I could still feel it — the raging hot anger in my veins. After a few years of futile treatments, I turned to religion, any religion. I did not find satisfaction, only a growing anger and unreasonableness.

      One fateful evening, while it was clawing at my stomach, I came across an article about Dr. Cecelia Travestere and her research. She had experimented in musical hypnosis, using musical chords to help animals —and then people— to regulate their emotions. Dr. Travestere recently had promising results treating patients with depression and alleviating hallucinations. I only needed to quell the anger, just enough to keep me going. I wrote to her and volunteered myself as a test subject that night.

      Dr. Travestere was quick to contact me. It later came out that various psychiatric associations had panned her work and she would not be able to fully fund her research without unpaid volunteers. I did not care about being paid. I cared about being able to live with this.

      Her office was in an all but little forgotten area of the city, surrounded by closed buildings and pop-up clinics. The facility itself was outdated, but clean. It looked to have been a former government office repurposed for this kind of one-on-one work. The bathroom was small and old, a foaming soap dispenser on a beige Formica countertop. The “rooms” were large, larger than necessary and carpeted with that close-knit deep blue carpet that you see in schools or DMVs. All of this was largely comforting, familiar. Dr. Travestere's assistant took my information without any commentary or judgment. I had pictured a sterile facility with white rooms and walls, but instead this could have been an impoverished doctor's office. It oddly set me at ease.

      Dr. Cecelia Travestere was just as unassuming. I had also pictured her as some distant researcher, as there had only been one blurry photo of her in the write-up of her research. She was much like the place — neat, if a little out of date. Between the loud pattern on the shirt visible beneath her lab coat, her decidedly oversized and highly unflattering glasses and her light hair pulled into a soft bun at the nape of her neck, I could have guessed any age from thirty to sixty and easily been off by twenty years. She was not cold however, not distant in the slightest. She smiled with an authentic warmth and shook my hand with care.

      Her assistant briefed her on my health and medical history and she nodded along. Finally, she turned to me and asked, “So, what is it you want to work on?”

      My mouth went dry for a moment. “I don't want to be angry anymore.”

      Perhaps it was a pallid white in the florescent lights or the dust from the carpet, but for a moment I could have sworn I saw it: Rage flashed in her eyes, and I knew she understood what I had meant.

      For the procedure I was told to lie back on a hospital bed in the center of one of the darkened rooms. From its patina, it was easy to guess that this used bed was a discount find. For a few minutes I contemplated this bed, taking in the slight rust and yellowed plastic on it. I wondered how many of her other volunteers had been on this same surface. I wondered how many hospital patients had been on it as well. And I wondered, rather morbidly, how many had died. This thought stirred up my anger and I had to breathe deeply to set it at ease.

      What I had read about her research had been lacking on details. All I really knew was that it was non-invasive and involved sound. More accurately, she explained, it involved music. Dr. Travestere had discovered a number of musical chords and rhythms that isolated portions of the brain. Her work involved using subliminal music as a way to soothe or stimulate portions of brain activity. This allowed subjects another avenue to regulate their thoughts and feelings long after they had stopped “listening”. My treatment was to come to this facility three times a week and lie down in a darkened room as they played specially prescribed music too low for human hearing. I would be interviewed on my state before and after as a way to track my progress.

      It seemed simple enough, harmless and a suspiciously all too easy solution to my problem. The rage sparked for a moment when this crossed my mind, but then I realized I had nothing to lose if it did not work. I lay back and closed my eyes.

      If you were to ask me to hum the melody that was played I could not. It does not play in my memory. I only have the faintest notion of what it was, like a bird seen from the corner of your eye as it flies away. Sometimes the click of a door or the strum of a harp or the shuffle of a shoe will seem to trigger a memory of it. But it's only the lightest touch of familiarity, and never feels quite right. I long to hear it, even now, but when I try to remember it, it is as if there is an itch deep in my ear canal that I cannot reach. I try not to think on it too much. At the time there was only me, the “quiet,” the hospital bed and the dark.

      What I can tell you is that the treatments worked. Even after that first session, I felt a lightness I had never had before. My anger had been subdued, and it only became more acutely obvious as the weeks went by. It was not simply that the monster in me had fallen to sleep; it felt as if it had been removed from my being. It showed in my relaxed demeanor, my languid poses and even on my face. My smile was no longer a futile attempt to conceal an inner tumult — it was authentic joy. My body grew soft, no longer firm in its tension. It was harmonious. It was a miracle.

      After a year of this heavenly peace, Dr. Travestere's study ran out of funding. She was to sell her building and was under investigation for unlawful research and at risk of losing her license. I was not moved to anger at this, such was the efficacy of her work. Nor was I even moved to resentment when I read that a colleague of hers had received a grant for a similar study.

      In order to continue my treatment, she was kind enough to give me disc with the music that they had been playing for me. I was instructed to limit it to three hours a week and to keep the volume down, just below hearing. She was very adamant that I not turn up the sound for any reason. With this disc in my hand and a promise to follow these instructions to the letter, I embarked on my own self-medication.

      This worked, for a time. Life without anger is a peculiar thing, for you become addicted to serenity and shun anything that may disrupt it. I stopped caring for things in my life. My work suffered perhaps, but because I had no intention, ambition or complaints I was promoted at work. I even began to date, but this was unsatisfying for me, although the men did not seem to care one way or another.

      After months of the same I felt it again, the little burn in my chest. It came suddenly and without full knowledge of why. All I remember is walking past a building and seeing my reflection in a glass door. There it was—the thing I had tried to keep hidden my entire life, staring back at me with my reflection. I began to panic and increased my treatments. Just an extra hour a week, and then two, and then three. Still, the anger did not stop. It came to pass that I was spending almost all my time listening to the music I could not hear to try and cage that beast. But it would not hold.

      Then I broke the promise I had made even further. I raised the volume just a bit. Just enough to hear it, hoping to drown out the sounds of my rage that had made my own skin untenable. Even now I cannot describe it. I remember it was a simple melody, hypnotic. The closest I can come to a description is that it was like delicate feet hitting the stage during a ballet. Rhythmic, drowned out by other noise. It put me at ease for a few blissful hours.

      My heartbeat seemed to mimic it and I found myself walking out of my small apartment into the street in a daze. Before I knew it, I had walked miles across the city in the dark into the heat of its nightlife. In the center of town on a busy street was a large, loud nightclub. The neon lights made strange patterns on the concrete and I followed, only to end up on the sidewalk in front of the place. Outside, as within, people where thickly packed together. The smells assaulted me: the alcohol, the cologne and perfumes, the sweat, the exhaust from passing taxis. There were speakers outside, blasting music, drowning out the peace I had found.

      I had forgotten the sound that had sedated me, completely and absolutely.

      The animal beneath ripped itself free of its chains. I heard nothing and everything from that moment on. Somehow the beat of the P.A. music had merged with sounds of footfalls all around me to create a strange new sound inside my head. Dr. Travestere's prescription music had been replaced in a single moment by something heavy and primal. I knew only the lights, the smells, the sounds, the rage. Everything became impossibly bright and loud for a split second. And then, all at once, it went black and silent.

      I do not remember much after that. There were screams, shouts and music of a rhythm I only partially recognize. There is still blood drying under my fingertips. There is the smell of it on my clothing and the taste on my tongue. Shattered glass is etched into parts of my body. There is a ripped arm, not my own, in my hand and a number of slaughtered bodies left around me. There is a tune I keep humming that I can't seem to get out of my head.

      So, what can I tell you of all that? Of all my work to contain my nature? I can tell you that I no longer crave a cage.
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