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           Pulphouse Fiction Magazine is not open for submissions. It honestly never will be because my life is too short to try to wade through piles of stories submitted by writers who have never once looked at an issue of Pulphouse.

      Now understand, when we first launched Pulphouse: A Fiction Magazine back in 1991, it was open for submissions. In those days you had to send a manuscript through the mail with an enclosed self-addressed-stamped-envelope to get it back.

      I got about one thousand manuscripts a month. Kris was editing F&SF at the time and she got about a thousand as well.

      A month…

      It is impossible in this new world to begin to describe how many mail tubs that was every month into our home. And sadly, most stories could be rejected at a glance.

      But then there were always those 50 stories or so a month from professional writers or writers who were working hard to get better and understood the market they were writing for.

      I flat loved reading those.

      So after it became clear that this new incarnation of Pulphouse was going to settle at an issue per month, I knew I needed to find more stories from top writers.

      And writers who knew the magazine, or young writers working hard on their craft.

      So in July of 2023, in our subscription drive for Pulphouse, we put in the stretch goals that backers could send me a story a month for as many stretch goals as we hit. I think that year it was five months.

      These stories came from subscribers to the magazine who were writers and yet had read issues and knew the kind of story I bought.

      That first time through I bought a number and found some writers who are becoming regulars. Notice that almost every issue there is a writer who has never been in Pulphouse before.

      We continued this offer in the Make 100 Kickstarter last January and then again in the Pulphouse subscription drive Kickstarter this last summer.

      As I write this in December, I am a number of months behind in my reading, but enjoying the stories a great deal. Almost no stories that I get this way can I reject at a glance and that is wonderful.

      So I found a pleasurable way to read unknown-to-me stories and find new writers and keep Pulphouse fresh and fun.

      And, of course, keep me sane.

      
        
        Dean Wesley Smith

        Las Vegas, Nevada
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            JOE CRON

          

        

      

    

    
           Joe Cron writes some fantastic stories across all genres. He was challenged by another editor to write a Regency, but as expected, Joe put his own very special Pulphouse-style twist in the story and I ended up buying the story here instead. I wanted this story to lead off this issue because as a Pulphouse story goes, it is flat out off genre and perfect for these pages.

      Joe has spent forty years in writing, acting, and music. He has performed on the piano in all types of bands, combos, and orchestras, and on stage in over fifty theatrical productions.

      Other activities in Joe's past include a stint as a radio disc jockey and writing a wide variety of projects for venues ranging from theatre to corporate newsletter columns. You can find out a ton more about his books and writing at joecron.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A MEETING AT BERTHSIDE MANOR

          

          JOE CRON

        

      

    

    
      The vibrant, green countryside sprawled in its magnificence, separated from Groffo by the windows of the drawing room at Berthside Manor. The Baronet William Overton stood nearby, a few feet from Groffo’s right shoulder, but facing the opposite direction, into the room. Such was the protocol.

      The room was ostentatiously large, tall, and ornate. A huge rug dominated the center of the floor, with a pattern in medium browns and reds. A number of wooden chairs with blue upholstery, with a settee of similar design, lay around the perimeter of the room. The walls were a light grey, with architectural columns in relief at the corners and framing the windows, of which there were three, fully ten feet tall. A smattering of small tables and a six-foot statue of Zeus, in white, made up most of the remaining furnishings. Artwork of various outdoor or hunting scenes, all in meticulously carved frames, adorned the walls.

      Dwelves such as Groffo were the traditional topservant of nobility, spending the far majority of their day between three and eight feet from their charge, facilitating both immediate personal assistance and small errands or other tasks. Not a valet; nothing so strenuous. More of a symbol of extreme affluence than a functional facilitator.

      At the moment, Sir William stood to address others in attendance in the middle of the room, and Groffo was between immediate tasks, thus at his side but facing out. Sir William was slightly taller than average and sturdily built. Not flabby; rather strong, and wide. His insistence on wearing double-breasted tailcoats made him seem even thicker, but he was smart and tidy in half dress. For his own part, Groffo was two inches shorter than Sir William but of fine stature from his dwelven heritage, slim and athletic, in a nicely tailored black suit.
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      Dwelves were those with shared ancestry by both elves and dwarves. Those of either race that were purebred enjoyed a higher social standing, on a par with humans, but dwelves remained at their socially diminished status, as it had been for centuries of interrelations. The first dwelves were a more pronounced genetic combination, often showing distinct individual features of either race, but as dwelves began to also mix within themselves, such characteristics softened and blended over time, and after hundreds of years, including the occasional human mating, there was a substantial range of appearances, many quite appealing to people of multiple backgrounds. Many dwelves even retained certain abilities in magic, including Groffo, but its use was strictly forbidden in human dwellings, and painfully, even fatally, enforced. If discovered.

      Family lines were well known and tracked, however, and social status remained unerringly defined on that basis. Scandals of disguised hereditary history cropped up from time to time, but infrequently enough that most cases were common knowledge and treated as cultural anecdotes. Given that constant, close proximity to the master of any household was considered an inherent blessing, the compensating reminder of one’s status came in the form of facing the opposite direction during any moments of inactivity. Thus, Sir William Overton faced into the room, toward the guests of the day, and Groffo faced the windows. Between the two, most often preferable.

      With the quite notable exception of Wanya, the dwelven topservant of the visiting Miss Gwendolyn Payne. Miss Payne lived nearby, in a smaller home they called the secondary house, that was part of the Berthside estate, but was previously an independent property adjacent to Berthside. Sir William Overton’s father, Sir Edwin Overton, acquired the property upon the death of its previous inhabitant. Sir Edwin established the property as an extension of Berthside and as the home of Miss Payne and four of her siblings. Two of those had recently met a tragic and untimely end in a carriage disturbance; the other two were present with Miss Payne.

      Those were Miss Melissa and Miss Victoria Payne, each younger than Gwendolyn, with Victoria the youngest, at twelve. Melissa was eighteen, and Gwendolyn at twenty-one, the age at which she was granted a dwelven topservant. The house had a well-appointed staff, with a capable steward, but Wanya had only joined their household eight months prior. Typically, families lacking distinctive social standing, such as the Payne sisters, would not enjoy the services of a dwelven topservant, but as the secondary house was part of Berthside, Sir William would not allow the property to lack same, with someone of age in residence.
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      The recently deceased were both brothers, Philip and Alexander, aged between Melissa and Victoria, at sixteen and fourteen. The tragedy of their sudden passing was beyond estimation, and this was the Payne ladies’ first visit to the manor house since the event. Despite other recent family devastations two years earlier—comprising the loss of both the Payne children’s father, Mr. Aloysius Payne, and Sir William’s father, Sir Edwin Overton—for years, prior visits had been notably lighthearted and of a general frivolity, owing in no small portion to the robust disposition of Sir William’s wife, Lady Elizabeth Overton.

      Lady Elizabeth was a tall, strikingly beautiful woman with long, raven-black hair. She was particularly fond of the Paynes and often chose their company. She was known to visit the Payne family regularly, at times daily, both to assist in guidance for the management of the place, along with the steward, and for the simple enjoyment of their delightful countenance.

      The Payne girls lacked the social standing of their exceedingly wealthy manor neighbors, but they were every bit their compelling equals in beauty and charm. Their father, Aloysius Payne, was known to have been instrumental in a key dealing solidifying the growth of the Overton fortune, but of precisely what nature, it was likely no living person possessed the knowledge. It was Sir William’s father, Sir Edwin, who executed the business transactions in question, and also Sir Edwin who installed the Payne family at the secondary house. Moreover, provisions for the Payne children lingered in Sir Edwin’s bequeathment. Groffo believed it likely that the gathering assembled in the drawing room—in its entirety Sir William, Lady Elizabeth, the three Payne sisters, and the topservant Wanya—was for the purpose of addressing one or more aspects of that bequeathment.

      Sir William had always been of a sterner frame of mind than his father, but to all with more than a passing familiarity with the situation, it nevertheless remained puzzling as to a persistent disdain for the Payne family that he unerringly displayed. Even Lady Elizabeth, whose conversations on the subject were quite often in Groffo’s presence, could not strategize a discussion such that Sir William offered any insight of substance on the matter. She seemed to therefore assign it to competition for his father’s attention with Aloysius Payne, and beyond that, lacking a known cause to meaningfully address, she dealt with it simply by maintaining, if not amplifying, her own kindly inclinations and cheerful interactions.
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      The language of the will was particular, and Groffo was witness to heated exchanges regarding the enforcement of the language. Sir William remained steadfast in his position that the family would benefit most from bringing some of their coastal relatives closer, despite Lady Elizabeth’s pleas that any such relatives were already far better off than the Payne sisters could possibly be until encountering matrimonial relationships.

      “Miss Payne,” said Sir William to the eldest, Gwendolyn, “I extend to you and to Miss Melissa and Miss Victoria my deep and sincere condolences at the untimely loss of your siblings.”

      His voice was generally displeasing, with a rasp that became an irritant to the ear with alarming swiftness, but it was somehow moreso in that statement, carrying a tone of gravity that approached the ominous.

      “You are most kind to speak as much, Sir William,” said Gwendolyn. The contrast in hearing her sweet, reserved reply was jarring.

      As much as the sprawling, green vista outside the drawing room windows was visually stunning, there were moments when Groffo considered as rather annoying the inviolable protocol of positioning next to, but facing the opposite direction of, one’s charge. His inability to see anyone’s faces or movements in the room had a detrimental effect on his overall perception of the conversation, and his inability to see Wanya had a detrimental effect on his disposition in general.

      Wanya was an exceedingly handsome dwelven woman to whom Groffo found himself compellingly drawn. Interaction between them was rare, but over the course of a number of social events at the manor—all arranged by Lady Elizabeth and all including the Payne sisters on the guest list—it was not nonexistent. Groffo would even have considered describing parts of it as flirtatious, and he was extremely interested in continuing to live in a proximity to Wanya that would afford interaction.

      Sir William continued. “You know well that my father, Sir Edwin Overton, expressed by bequeathment his stipulation for your residence in the secondary home here at Berthside.”

      “Yes, sir, we do,” said Gwendolyn.

      “I will remind you,” said Sir William, “that Sir Edwin’s wording of that stipulation states that it concludes when your brothers, Philip and Alexander, are no longer in residence.”

      There was a quick, thin gasp across the room, as the meaning of Sir William’s observation was immediately and devastatingly apparent. Groffo instinctively turned his upper torso to see if there was a circumstance requiring his immediate assistance, but as quickly determined there was not, and returned to his protocol position.

      The implication in Sir William’s words, while not unexpected, was still as crippling a blow for the sisters to hear as if an utter surprise. Further, it was, to be seen in honesty, not consistent with his manner of living in any other scenario. Not the charismatic qualities of his father, no, but neither approaching evil, such as this fresh action suggested. It seemed bordering on unnatural.

      It was not in any sense fathomable that Sir William could not realize to what fate he was condemning the sisters. Their assets were insufficient to support residence in any but the most deplorable conditions. There was, as circumstances would have it, a rather magnificent house on land just to the east of Berthside, one that was physically closer to Berthside Manor even than the Berthside secondary house was, and was available for acquisition, but so far above the sisters’ resources as to be no more than a fleeting wish. Whatever home they could find, it would be far, far from Berthside.

      “As such,” said Sir William, “the bequeathment contract hereby fulfilled, you are all three required to remove yourselves and your belongings from the Berthside secondary house within a fortnight.”

      More gasps were heard, and crying. Groffo knew all voices well, and knew Lady Elizabeth was among those.

      “There is, however,” said Sir William, “one final stipulation in that contract. It requires a single, nominal sum to support your relocation. It is stated simply as an amount deemed appropriate. I consider a month’s lodging to be entirely appropriate. Therefore, I establish the amount as⁠—”

      Sir William paused while momentarily clearing his throat, then continued. “Forty thousand pounds.”

      There were even louder gasps this time. The number was shocking. If true, it would establish the sisters in society for the rest of their lives! For his part, Sir William himself lost his composure immediately and shouted, “No!”

      “I am mistaken,” he quickly added, leaning forward a bit for emphasis. “I’m not sure what befell me, but I assure you I misspoke.”

      This type of agitated uncertainty was unheard of from Sir William. Groffo had certainly never witnessed such a startling display.

      Sir William gathered himself for a moment. “The actual sum that will be paid to close the matter is forty thousand pounds.”

      Groffo heard faint giggles and hand clasps, and to his side saw Sir William put a hand to his chest in disbelief. “No, no!” he said. “I meant forty thousand pounds!”

      In the distraction of the moment, Groffo decided to risk violating the inviolable protocol, and he turned his head and smiled in catching the knowing gaze of Wanya, who had risked the same. There could unquestionably be little doubt that Lady Elizabeth and the Payne sisters would conspire to acquire the mansion to the east, in which they would be quite comfortably appointed, and from which they and their occasionally flirtatious dwelven topservant would attend any number of gatherings at Berthside Manor.

      To Groffo, that certainly seemed a fair justification for altering one tiny, unnatural human thought with a touch of undetectable magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MIKE ZIMMERMAN

          

        

      

    

    
           Mike Zimmerman returns for a fifth appearance in these pages with this original story about a very original character. One that I can’t say much about for fear of ruining this amazing work.

      Mike is a full-time bestselling writer, editor, and brand storyteller who specializes in finding and honing a person/place/product’s unique voice. He has done that across a multitude of divergent brands—from publicly-traded companies to national magazines to B2B mavens to household-name authors.

      He uses journalism, research, analytics, good prose chops, razor-sharp copywriting, a bent brain, and a sense of humor to create world-class content for any audience. With far over 50 books in print, including 35 novels, you can find out more about Mike at zimwrites.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE PLEASURE IS GOOD FOR YOU

          

          MIKE ZIMMERMAN

        

      

    

    
      Chendo did what all those life-loving artists said to do. To the letter and maybe even better. And the only conclusion is you can’t do that.

      … suck the marrow out of life …

      … what do we say to the god of death …

      … rage against the dying of the light …

      … seize the day, boys …

      When, in fact, what these life directives say is fantasy in the best terms and life-shortening lies in the worst.

      Ask me how I know.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I want to die with a full head and empty bank account. That’s what Chendo would say.

      I think it started in high school. Sitting at that lunch table, he was the new kid who didn’t say squat. They always served two slices of that shitty white bread and Chendo just grabbed one and snarfed it as fast as he could. Which led to Funky Fucko doing it too. And then the whole table, but mostly people just threw their bread at Chendo. He ate 17 slices of bread that day and he never admitted to puking much of it up later but I suspect he did. But that red face, that big dumb kid just kept on.

      The first time he got drunk Chendo matched Penbirth shot for shot for an entire bottle of stolen Jack Daniel’s and he passed out and woke up spewing vomit so high and wide he decided that he couldn’t and wouldn’t deny his regurge—and never would again. He would claim it all, farts so bad they lingered in your hair, belches and pukes and bodily betrayals ALL MINE, he’d say.

      Kids’ stuff, right? Gross little boys, ha ha. But no, I was witnessing something coming to life. The light inside Chendo kicked on and stayed on.

      And when something hilarious would happen and we were all neck-deep in the thing, whatever it was, giggling tears down our cheeks, he’d scream, “Fill your heads, you sonsa bitches!”

      With memories, y’see.

      And when the time would come, the quiet settled in, and Chendo finally decided to once again retrieve his beak from the wrong side of his head and fit it back into place, he’d hit the showers.
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        * * *

      

      We played football in high school and this was the first time I saw it. Nobody could maintain the pace Chendo set at practice, let alone in games. He had one setting: Through the brick wall, rage-joy bullet train, rock rock ‘til you rupture.

      He only showered at the high school after practice that one time and he limped from the field, leaving a little more something on the field than everyone else and he could hardly make it up the hill to the locker room.

      But the shower. Most guys skipped it and just went home after practice. But I saw Chendo in there under the hot stream and … the water washed something off him.

      Yes, I’m aware, that’s what showers do. But he just stood there with a hand against the tile wall holding himself up and … whatever it was ran off him. It was not sweat. It was not football mud. Streams of dark, thick, almost stringy fluid and, see, Chendo’s a pink person, always red in the face, so I couldn’t really tell what color that stuff was. There was a lot of it. More than there ever should be. He pushed some of it off him and rinsed his fingers.

      And then he was fine. He came out of the shower reset and ready to rock rock ‘til you rupture all over again.

      “Let’s get after it, man,” he said.

      But he caught my eye. A look. He knew what I’d seen.

      He never showered at school again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chendo wasn’t obese but thick and pink and red and purple and full of all of it. And because of that he was the author of the greatest times I’ve known in my life.

      It’s difficult to catalog a constant. Every day something crazy. Every day. We spun off to different colleges, still got back together, different jobs, then both landed back within shouting distance of our hometown and we moved into a row home with a couple other guys. Our Jugtown address suggested poverty and the row home was beat to death and the neighbors sketchy but there we were and none of it mattered. So, yeah, we saw a lot of each other and I saw it all.

      By his twenties, Chendo had it down: He equated his post-craziness self-care regimen to cleaning up a house in the morning in preparation for the party that night. Every day he reclaimed his Sisyphean cleanse and it began with the shower.
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      He’d say, “Time to wash away the,” and pick a thing like celibacy or sobriety or restraint or self-respect as he walked down the hall to the bathroom.

      And he was serious about that.

      He even yanked out the drain stop in the shower so all that was there was a black hole for it all to go down.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On garden variety days the intensity picked up as the sun died. Sure, Chendo worked, and some days he played with his work friends. Some days he came home with people. Some days he didn’t come home at all. Some days I’d get word to come out and find him. Insanity, all of it.

      There’s no recycling program in Jugtown. Garbage day sounded like a wall of bottles and cans collapsing in the street. And it wasn’t just the alcohol. The food, the condoms, the gambling, the powder, the speeding, the let’s go let’s go.

      I heard the sex, heard the laughter, so much laughter.
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      He danced. He spun. He liked to spin ‘til he fell over.

      All you can eat suicide wing night. 48-ounce steak night. Prime rib at the hosey night.

      Try my veal chop!

      Try my DIPA!

      Pull my finger!

      And I hear you ask, is he a moron? No one can live like that and live. To which I answer, you don’t get it. Don’t get him. But you will. You cannot say, oh, Chendo misunderstood the assignment, you’re not supposed to seize all day, every day. Pick your spots. Know your limits.

      Sure. Go with that. There is such glory in yawping “Pick your spots!” over the roofs of the world. Roaring into battle on a horse named “Know your limits!”

      Chendo was out there to meet it all before the rest of us.
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        * * *

      

      I sat staring at the row home TV in Sunday morning catatonia when a girl came down the stairs and stood there wavering. She was sort of dressed, her hair sort of everywhere. Her high heels hung off the fingers of one hand. She managed to focus on me and said, “You know him best.”

      I blinked, asking something of my brain. “Okay,” I said.

      “Does it ever stop,” she mumbled. “Does he shut down?”

      I could hear water and who knows what else running through the pipes from the upstairs shower.

      I looked at her. Eyes to eyes. Even her eyes were out of my league. I think she might have been a nice person and not someone who could suffer such a life pace.

      “No, he doesn’t, that fill yer heads you sonsashit, that’s real. That’s daily.”

      “You look like shit,” she said.

      “Yeah, well so do you but at least you got laid last night.”

      Her voice got quiet. “I got something last night.”

      And then she said it: “I think I love him but I feel like I’m being consumed.”

      She left and I didn’t see her again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One day we were sitting in the living room watching a ballgame and Chendo was sucking on a big bottle of Mountain Dew and piped up out of nowhere with: “Did you know if you drink a 20-ounce regular soda you’re consuming more sugar than what’s in an oral glucose tolerance test? It’s true. They give that test to diabetics to see how their bodies process sugar. So when you drink all that soda, you’re effectively putting your body through a metabolic stress test.”

      And he finished his soda and belched so hard some of it came back out onto his shirt.

      Chendo had answers for all questions and comers, none of his lifestyle taboo, all philosophies sound, all lines of defense stout and impregnable.

      Chendo, why don’t you toss that shitty leather jacket? “It’s got a name, fucker. Rusty. I’ve had Rusty 13 years and that thing’s covered some tracks with me. Why not start in on my hiking boots, too, asshole. I’ll wear that pair when I go to South America or Africa or wherever just because it’s fun to have so many stories in the same set of soles.”

      Dude, what’s up with your stink, didn’t you shower? “I was on this tour bus in Ireland in college and we all got on half-drunk and something stank so bad, so bad, and everyone was blaming me, who shit, you shit, Jesus who shit, and we found out later a woman in the back of the bus had a leaking colostomy bag. Right? That’s, like, not even fair. So after that day, I say if you’re entering a social situation and you know you’re going to smell, don’t try to cover it up because you will never be able to totally eliminate it and then someone might bring it up. Go the other way. You want to offend so deeply you prevent discourse on it. You want to smell so bad that everyone feels too bad for you to bring it up.”

      Don’t you worry about what your diet’s doing to you, look at that plate, man. “The pleasure is good for you, dude. Good for you. You gotta enjoy having things. I’m not going to go to a friend’s barbecue and say, ya know, I’m gonna stick to salad. Who’s gonna enjoy that? You won’t, cuz you’re eating salad and your buddy won’t because you’re blowing off his food. And finally, finally someone’s gonna say what needs to be said: You’re no fun. You’re no frickin’ fun at all.”

      The pleasure is good for you. Heard that one all the time. The pleasure is good for you.

      Sure it is.
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        * * *

      

      The women were many even though we lived nowhere and Chendo wasn’t conventionally handsome. I can tell you about some of them and I don’t know exactly how many I heard find their true voice on the other side of that bedroom wall. They all had the same look when you saw them stagger around bumping into shit and giggling behind a hand the following morning. Morning-after women all carry their shoes the same way.

      One girl Chendo saw for a while had sexomnia. It’s a thing, they go nuts in the middle of night talking dirty and masturbating in their sleep. I never saw Chendo more engaged with things a woman said. Suddenly a listener. One night that girl slept-ran out of the bed, downstairs, and down the street with no pants on.

      I truly believe Chendo attracted these people. I think they felt his gravity.

      So what’s my excuse?

      I dunno. I do know that stopping any of this would’ve been like stopping life so you could get off. I didn’t want to.
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        * * *

      

      And now I gotta tell you about the other.

      When you drink a lot and it gets late, you don’t see what you’re seeing.

      Chendo’s face would tighten, the flesh itself, like paperize and pull back from his teeth and you could think, well, it’s late I’m shitfaced and that’s just how Chendo’s smile looks right now cuz maybe he’s holding down some puke.

      Sometimes his pinkies would curl back as if run through a dehydrator. His bones showing through the back of his neck down his shirt.

      No one noticed. I noticed.

      One night in a basement bar at 3:38 AM his permagrin was so extreme I thought maybe a lizard tongue would uncurl out of his mouth to smell the air.

      We’d get home. Chendo always got home.

      Then the morning shower. Everything back to normal.

      “Let’s get after it!”
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t run as fast as him. Couldn’t lift as much weight. Couldn’t jump as high. And he outweighed me by 60 pounds. I watched him deadlift 495 pounds and pause in midlift to slowly let out a roar that rose to scream and turned to laughter, long and hard laughter and he finished the lift and dropped the weight with a bang.

      Chendo’s the kind of man who adored and worshipped his boundaries because his only reason for having any boundaries at all was to violate them.

      One Saturday morning we went skydiving and then drank and ate for 14 hours.

      The skydiving was okay and I’ll never forget it.

      I knew I was falling the whole time but Chendo thought he was flying.
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        * * *

      

      “Fill your head, you son of a bitch,” he told me. He loved perverting Portis. “I’m filling it for you. You’re welcome.”

      “Fuck that,” I said.

      “Bucket list bitch,” he said.

      “I hate that rah-rah shit.”

      “Bucket always half full,” he said.

      “No one will care about your stories but you,” I said.

      That struck a nerve. Chendo’s nerves were hard to strike.

      “They’ll die with me, is that it? Lost in time like tears in rain you fucking pig? You fucking pig. You devalue everything that matters.”
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        * * *

      

      One night there was a fight. It started in the bar over a woman, of course, and spilled out into the street and we were gone before the cops came and Chendo laughed the whole time, spitting blood and daring hairy lost boys to hit him again. He had such glee in it all. More fights followed after that as often as once a week.

      Chendo’s bruises and gashes faded faster than mine. Showers didn’t seem to help mine the way they helped his.
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        * * *

      

      He ate an eight-slice pepperoni pizza and before the last slice he paused and smiled at me and there was sauce and pepperoni grease on his chin and shirt and yeah he kept smiling at me as that last slice hung limp from his hand and he said: “You judge, you know that.”

      “I judge.”

      “I see it in your eyes. When you see me. You know, a lot of this is for you.”

      “Dude I’m a Greek chorus around here, you do you and only you.”

      “To thine ownself be true do what you gotta do. Right?”

      “Right.”

      He laughed at that and wiped his nose with the wrist of the hand holding the pizza slice. “What are we taught? Isn’t what we’re taught about who you are and why you’re at someplace not about what you’re wearing? If you’re clean and don’t stink and do the best you can with your clothes, you judge someone not on the packaging, but on the product. Same goes for fuckin food. A lotta great food, or a lotta what people say is great food, it’s judged on presentation and not on the product. Blindfold yourself and try a lot of $100 meals and they won’t taste as good as the $15 meal. It’s gotta taste good. It’s gotta taste good.”

      “What’s any of that mean?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Thought maybe you knew that but now I’m not sure.”

      He folded his eighth slice of pizza and put half of it in his mouth and chewed with sound.
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        * * *

      

      Tolbert died a couple days later.

      Tolbert was one of our roommates, dude from high school. He didn’t just die, he couldn’t keep his car on a back road at an estimated 100 mph and eight different oak tree trunks had missing bark and pieces of car stuck in the shredded wood.

      Tolbert could be an asshole, he loved making crank calls, but he was out with us most nights and the news was a blow. Some time went by and we heard more, BAC thrice the limit, coke in his blood, how many trees did he feel before it was over for him? Was he laughing? “I bet he was laughing,” Chendo said.

      Tolbert, a man so blind with pleasure at the moment of death he couldn’t see the curve. Or was he hyperaware, leaning forward towards the windshield feeling every molecule of tire rubber on the blacktop and then the split-second-and-yet-endless moment of car leaving road, maybe he wondered why he wasn’t steering anymore, was steering just too much damn trouble, and wow one tree two trees three trees holy fucking shit⁠—

      I said I bet the last few trees hurt.

      Chendo said no. Like he knew.

      “Tolbert kept up as long as he could.”
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        * * *

      

      I watched TV one night before going out.

      Saw a thing, researchers came across a viral video of a gorilla spinning in a pool until he couldn’t walk. They searched and found a bunch of videos online of gorillas, chimps, bonobos, and orangutans all spinning ‘til they dropped. The apes’ average speed was 1.5 revolutions per second. In fact, great ape spinning speeds rivaled that of professional human dancers, circus performers, and Dervish Muslims. Conclusion: If all great apes seek dizziness, then our ancestors are also highly likely to have done so. “We asked ourselves what role these behaviors play when it comes to the origins of the human mind,” said one of the researchers. “The apes were doing this purposefully, almost as if they were dancing—a known mechanism in humans that universally facilitates mood regulation, social bonding, and heightens the senses and is based on rotation movements. A primordial behavior that human ancestors would have been able to autonomously engage in and tap into other states of consciousness.”

      Chendo came downstairs then, freshly showered and dressed and he said, “Let’s get after it.”

      I looked at him.
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        * * *

      

      More than 3,500 genetic variations may affect smoking and drinking behavior in people with ancestry from all continents.

      I never met Chendo’s parents. He never mentioned them. I sorta knew where he lived in high school but never went there. I didn’t think much of that. My own parents had faded into the background like wallpaper eventually painted over.

      Just Chendo and the life left to live.

      He brought long diatribes on distress and eustress, the science of glee—not happiness, not joy, glee—sessions on the prostate-preserving properties of masturbation, the difference between acute and chronic inflammation, double dog dares to eat a tomato off the neighbor’s vine and toilet-paper the police chief’s Dodge Ram.

      Over the years, attrition. Funky Fucko ruined his stomach and had his gallbladder out. Gene Hupper got jaundice. Tolbert died. My half-my-waking-life hangovers were thick fog and stringy spew. We were physically failing. But not Chendo. Shoes dropping all around Chendo like small dead animals thrown by an audience.

      Not one of them fit his foot.
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        * * *

      

      We took the show on the road to an all-inclusive Mexican resort. Chendo and me and two other guys.

      First day at the pool we met a couple, not married too long, twenties, from Little Rock. Met so many others at the swim up bar, at the other bars later, after the jet skiing and paragliding and turd-tasting cigars bought on the beach from peddlers.

      Six hours at the swim up bar, Chendo’s pink red purple face in the sun pulled back in permagrin, pouring the booze in with the others, skin taut and degrading and sizzled and I wondered if I saw a strip of his hair fall out. He just grinned, perma perma perma. God.

      Next day that couple by the pool was just the wife, husband golfing, she said to Chendo you look so hungry I’m hungry too, and Chendo said I know. And they disappeared. A woman like that every day and night.

      We had our own rooms, vestiges of adulthood, and one evening at happy hour I waited in Chendo’s room while he dressed and I went in to take a piss and saw the walk-in shower, a pile of brown veiny stuff in the corner like something that had to be raked out of the way because it wouldn’t go down the drain. I could smell it. Not feces.

      Not sure.

      Like a bunch of flickering lights in the dead of a debauched night, we kept on.
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        * * *

      

      I could no longer taste food as my palate had been scorched by all the rum and tequila and thrice daily cigars. I engaged in coma, not sleep, and could no longer see well from salt and chlorine. I puked daily and hot showers didn’t help.

      I wanted the sun off my face. I wanted that flight home.

      One night I saw Chendo leaning against a coconut tree as if waiting for one to drop on his head. I put my hand on his shoulder and he was hot and waterless and when I said his name he turned to me with a peeled back grin of pure skull and eyes full of polluted blood and knowledge.

      “Need a shower,” I said, helping him.

      “Not this time,” he said for the first time.
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        * * *

      

      A few days after we got back from Mexico the fifteen-year-old girl who lived a few doors down came to the house and went upstairs to Chendo’s room. I’d normally say she left two hours later carrying her shoes like they all do but she came in barefoot. No, she came downstairs fast and crying and dry-heaving because she was naked and had strings of brown tangled on her and hanging off her and I heard the shower running because the bathroom door upstairs was now open and I could hear Chendo up there muttering something like what the fuck what the fuck I just thought.
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        * * *

      

      Paul Walker didn’t die of boredom, Chendo liked to say. And he’d throw in a name each time. Stevie Ray Vaughn didn’t die of boredom. John Belushi didn’t die of boredom. River Phoenix and on and on and on until he got to Tolbert.

      “Tolbert didn’t die of boredom!” he blarfed, barely holding himself up at a bar we hadn’t yet been kicked out of.

      Chendo had a hundred sayings. Declarations. Pearls.

      Well I have one now too.

      You can keep your candle going at both ends but you gotta know one end will always be a noxious blue flame from all the bullshit hot air you blowin’ out your ass.
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        * * *

      

      We played hookie from work on a sunny Tuesday and bought booze and food for a porch party and started at ten in the morning. Red solo cups, that sort of thing. People we knew came, neighbors came, women came, Chendo only disappeared upstairs with one of them one time.

      He hugged me, solo cup sloshing, “The pleasure’s good for you, you need it.”

      It was a good buzz. A good buzz gives you hope.

      Chendo danced. Chendo spun. A great ape. We hadn’t done porch parties nearly enough.

      A neighbor down the way showed up, lean dude in a stained white t-shirt and basketball shorts and he walked up to the house and up onto the porch and he pulled a gun from the back of his waistband and said you fucked my daughter and he shot Chendo in the face.

      People screamed on the gunshot. A gunshot is a detonation. It has force. It has a powerwave like a bomb. We were all right there and knocked back a step and frozen in place at the same time.

      The bullet hit Chendo on the side of his nose just below his right eye. He flinched and the rear of his skull burst and pattered the house and front window like stew from a thrown bowl. He put his hand on one of the porch chairs for balance and held his cup in the other, didn’t spill a drop and he looked at the neighbor, not the gun, and said, “She’s so sweet I’m sorry ‘bout what happened it was gross but she asked if we could take a shower.”
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      The neighbor fired a second shot and this one hit Chendo’s forehead about three inches above the first bullet hole. A second spray of bone and brains splotched the house and Chendo kept his grip on the porch chair and nearly fell.

      A couple guys plowed onto the neighbor and pulled him off the porch to the sidewalk without the gun going off again. I don’t think anyone knew about Chendo’s afternoon with the neighbor’s young daughter. No one seemed worried about it.

      Chendo blinked and drank some. Wavered a bit.

      “I’m okay, I’m okay,” he said. “Don’t hurt that guy, he was just looking out for his girl.”

      And Chendo just stood there and kept going. I could see his right eye was stuck aiming up and to the left.

      No one was quite sure what to do. We knew cops were coming, someone said so. The detained neighbor fell silent and just stared up the porch steps at Chendo.

      Chendo drank the rest of his beer and laughed about the brains sprayed all over the front window and picked up a vodka bottle and started pouring it into his red cup in great splashy glurgs when he finally collapsed.
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        * * *

      

      I told them to help me get him upstairs into the shower. So they did. Christ he was heavy. Thick and solid and pink and red and purple. We put him in the bathtub with his head near the drain and fired the water full blast. I never knew how hot Chando ran his showers so I flipped the knob all the way over.

      Nothing washed away this time. The only thing in the tub holding fast atop the drain was a piece of pink tangled in some hair and whatever else was left in Chendo’s head.

      “Why’d you put him in the shower?” an EMT asked later.

      And like everything we’d ever done since high school, “Seemed like a good idea at the time,” I said.

      Dude shook his head. Didn’t appreciate idiocy, this guy. I watched him work. Wondered, but wondering was not necessary. This guy’s life was not bigger than life, he did not work hard play hard, grind it, gut it, gain punishing yards like a punishing runner, had an appetite neither large nor deep, deep as an abyss, did not know that adrenaline tastes like grain alcohol, did not understand that these things bring their own rewards and you will always have something to sweat drink rage run ride for if your bucket is always half full.

      I sometimes wonder these days that, sans bullets, how much longer Chendo would’ve lasted. Not very long, I think.

      A guy came by the house a few days after the shooting. I was sitting on the porch smoking a cigar and drinking the third of four 8.3% alcohol IPAs. Of course the front of the house was not cleaned. That felt right to me.

      This guy seemed to know things. He asked about what happened. I told him about Chendo. A short, bursting life. He scraped a sample off the front window. And he didn’t say much but did say the oddest thing. Said he wanted to see the front of the house himself because Chendo didn’t have any brains in his head at the autopsy. You figured most of it was on the front window? I asked. And he said no, there was still some stuff left in his head. It just wasn’t brain.

      I gave that a moment. “Well, what was it?”

      “Not really sure. Thought maybe this trip out would help, but I guess not.”

      And I thought maybe, just maybe, I knew what that stuff was. And if I was right, well, that meant I would also have to speculate at what Chendo really was.

      But I didn’t know and probably never would. And if I would never know, that meant there was only one thing left to do, and you know damn well what that is.

      Fill your heads, you sonsabitches.
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