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The River’s Red Whisper

The river always talked to me. Not in words, not like some damn loony tunes. Nah, it was more like a feeling, a cold, wet whisper in the back of my skull. Especially the Patapsco, down by Curtis Bay where the city shat out its guts. That river knew things. It had seen things. And it kept its damn mouth shut, mostly. Good ol’ Patapsco. My kinda river.

This one morning, real early, sky looked like a week-old bruise, I was down there. Not looking for nothing special, just… breathing. The air was thick, like usual, tasted of rust and dead fish and something else, something chemical that burned the back of your throat. My head was pounding from the cheap rotgut I’d been swilling, and the crack was wearing off, leaving that raw, scraped-out feeling inside.

Then I saw it. Or, it saw me. Like the river coughed it up special.

A bundle, tangled in the roots of some half-drowned tree, wrapped in a piece of what looked like old canvas, mud-caked and slimy. Now, I ain’t no Good Samaritan, never was. But something about this… it pulled at me. Like a fishhook in my gut.

I nudged it with my boot. Soft. Too soft. And the smell… fuck. Even over the usual stink of the riverbank, this was different. Sweetish, almost. Like a butcher shop left open in the sun, with a side of something coppery and wrong.

My hands, they just started moving on their own, pulling at that canvas. It came away wet and heavy, like peeling skin off a rotten peach.

And there it was.

A torso. Just… the middle part of a woman. No head. No arms. Legs hacked off at the thighs, ragged, like someone chewed ‘em off. Jesus. Even for me, that was a sight. The flesh was all puffed up and grey-green, like a bloated frog, except where the cuts were. There, it was raw, red, like fresh-killed meat. Bones sticking out, white and sharp. Looked like someone went at her with a dull axe and a bad attitude.

Ribs showing on one side, like a busted birdcage, all smeared with blood and god knows what else. Flies were already on it, a buzzing black cloud, having a goddamn picnic. Fat bastards.

I just stood there, staring. My gut was doing flips. Not fear, not really. More like… interest. Professional curiosity, you could say. Whoever did this, they weren’t fucking around. This was personal. This was hate.

There was this little blue bird tattooed on her back, what was left of it. Looked stupid, really. Like something a teenage girl would get. Now it was just a smear of color in a mess of blood and mud. Pathetic.

The river lapped at it, gentle like. Lickin’ at the edges. Washin’ away the evidence, bit by bit. Smart river.

I didn’t touch it. No need. Wasn’t my work. But I filed it away, you know? In the back of my head. A reminder. Of what people were capable of. Of what I was capable of, if pushed.

That river, it kept its secrets. And sometimes, it shared ‘em. This was one of those times. A red whisper, carried on the stink and the tide. It was a message. And I was listening. Always listening.
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They say your childhood shapes you. Bullshit. Childhood beats you into shape. Or out of it. Depends on who’s doing the beating. For me, it was mostly my old man, Walter. Army NCO. Fists like goddamn bricks and a temper to match. March 2nd, 1955, Essex, Maryland. That’s when I punched my ticket into this shithole world, screaming my damn head off. Shoulda known then it was gonna be a fight.

The old man, he didn’t talk much. He roared. Or he hit. Or both. My ma, Jean, she was quiet. Learned to be. You learn quick when a wrong word can get you a split lip or a black eye. We moved around a lot, Army bases. Each one was the same damn thing: new school, new bullies to beat down, new ways for the old man to find fault.

I was a big kid. Always was. Thick. Meant I didn’t take much shit. Learned early on that if you hit first, and hit hard, most people leave you the hell alone. Or they’re too busy picking their teeth up off the floor to bother you. School was a joke. Bunch of prissy teachers trying to fill your head with crap you’d never use. The playground, that was my classroom. Learned about fear there. How it smells. How it makes people’s eyes go wide. Liked that feeling. Power.

The old man, he had this way of looking at women. Like they were furniture. Or pets. Something to be used, then ignored. Or kicked, if they got underfoot. Saw it enough times. It sinks in, you know? Like rain on hard ground. Eventually, it finds a crack.

There were whispers. About the old man’s own daddy. Mean bastard, from what I heard. Maybe it was in the blood. This… thing. This anger. This need to break stuff. People.

I remember this one mutt. Scrawny thing, all ribs and mange, hanging around our place. Tried to be nice to it, once. Threw it a scrap. Damn thing snapped at me. Little shit. Something inside me just… snapped. I kicked it. Heard a yelp. Kicked it again. Then I found a rock. Big one. Brought it down on its head. Over and over. Till it was just a bloody mess, twitching. Didn’t feel bad. Felt… quiet. Like I’d fixed something that was wrong. That was an early lesson. Life’s cheap. Easy to put out.

Teenage years were a blur. Booze, mostly. Fighting. Stealing shit I didn’t even want, just for the hell of it. Felt good to break rules, to piss people off. I was already built like a goddamn brick shithouse. People looked at me, they saw trouble. Good. Let ‘em.

There was this emptiness inside. Big, fucking hole. Tried to fill it with booze, with food, with pussy when I could get it. Nothing worked. Just made the hole bigger. Made me meaner.

Dropped out of school. What was the point? Knew everything I needed to know already. How to hurt people. How to take what I wanted. How to not give a flying fuck about anyone but myself. The old man’s lessons, they stuck.

Baltimore was out there. Big, dirty city. Full of shadows. Full of people just waiting to be hurt. I could feel it calling to me. Like that river. Whispering. Telling me there was a place for a guy like me. A place where my particular… talents… would come in handy.

Yeah, childhood shapes you. It hammered me into something hard, something mean. Something hungry. And I was just getting started. The world was a shit buffet, and I was ready to eat. Every goddamn bite.
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So, I figured, what the hell? The old man was Army. Maybe there was something there for me. A way to get paid for breaking shit, legally. Or at least, that’s what I told myself. Truth was, I was just drifting, a goddamn land barge with no rudder, and the Army recruiter flashed some cash and a ticket out of Essex. 1973. I was barely eighteen, but I looked a hell of a lot older, felt older still. Felt like I’d already lived a couple of lifetimes, mostly bad ones.

Germany. Sounded exotic. Turned out to be mostly cold mud, cheap beer, and a fresh batch of assholes trying to tell me what to do. Sergeants barking orders, officers strutting around like they owned the goddamn place. I was strong, yeah. Could hump a pack all day, dig a foxhole faster than most. But the rules… fuck the rules. They chafed. Like sandpaper on raw skin.

The uniform? Just a costume. Something to wear between getting shit-faced drunk and looking for trouble. And trouble, man, it had a way of finding me. Or maybe I had a way of finding it. The bars over there, the Gasthauses, they were full of GIs just like me – bored, angry, looking for a fight or a cheap piece of ass. Usually both.

I learned quick. My size, it was an advantage. Most guys, they’d take one look at me, especially when I was liquored up and spoiling for a brawl, and they’d back down. The ones who didn’t? Well, they learned the hard way. Fists are a universal language. And I was fluent. The crack of a jawbone, the sight of blood spraying from a split lip, the way a man’s eyes would glaze over just before he hit the floor… yeah, there was a satisfaction in that. A raw, ugly power. Like I was squeezing the life out of something, and it felt good.

Women over there? Mostly whores. Or close enough. You paid your money, you took what you wanted. No romance, no bullshit. Just a quick, sweaty transaction in a dingy back room. Sometimes they’d get lippy, try to act like they were something special. A backhand usually straightened ‘em out. They learned. Or they got hurt worse. Didn’t make a damn bit of difference to me. They were just… holes. Something to empty myself into.

The Army tried to break me, to mold me into one of their little tin soldiers. Fat chance. I was already broken, in a way they couldn’t understand. And I sure as hell wasn’t gonna be molded. Insubordination, they called it. Assault. Drunk and disorderly. The charge sheet got longer than my goddamn arm.

There was this one prick, another GI, owed me some money. Not much, but it was the principle of the thing. He kept dodging me, making excuses. So, one night, I cornered him. Just me and him, in the shadows behind the barracks. I don’t remember all of it. Just the feel of my fists hitting meat. The way he whimpered. The satisfying thud when his head hit the concrete. They found him later, looking like someone had used his face for a punching bag. He paid up, eventually. And he never looked me in the eye again. That’s how you get respect. Fear. Same damn thing.

It didn’t last, the Army. Knew it wouldn’t. Two years, give or take. 1975, they kicked my ass out. Dishonorable discharge. Like I gave a shit about their honor. I walked out of there with nothing but the clothes on my back and a deeper, harder anger than when I went in. Germany hadn’t civilized me. It had just given me a postgraduate course in brutality.

Back to Maryland. Back to the same old shit, only now I was even more pissed off, even more convinced the whole goddamn world was rigged against me. Drifted. Worked shit jobs. Short-order cook for a while, flipping greasy burgers, smelling like an armpit. Bouncer at some dive bars, where I got paid to crack heads. Suited me fine.

The booze was a constant companion. And the drugs started creeping in. Weed at first, then whatever else I could get my hands on. Anything to dull the noise in my head, the constant, grinding rage. Or sometimes, anything to sharpen it, to turn it into a weapon.

I was a shadow, moving through the crap parts of Baltimore. The places decent folks pretended didn’t exist. Started taking what I wanted. A wallet here, a case of beer there. If someone got in my way, too bad for them. A shove, a punch. Sometimes worse. The line kept moving. What seemed bad yesterday was just… Tuesday, next week.
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