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"It's a hell of a story, Clarke. One for the grave or the gutter, depending on how deep your appetite goes for human wreckage." He dropped two ice cubes in his glass and unscrewed the bourbon his host had so graciously offered him. The man was an associate of Clarke’s, a retired private detective turned stock broker by the name of Victor Francis. He made the change in his career some time in his late 30s after too many near misses with jealous husbands holding sharp objects.

“You know me, I keep my eyes open, I can’t help myself. I’ve seen the city bleed out in slow motion. Picked up enough strange encounters in alleyways to fill a dozen confessionals and still have spare change for sins. But this one?” He put the bottle down and threw two ounces of Tennessee firewater into his mouth, then promptly poured himself another. It was the perfect mask for the shudder that the memory he was about to recount invoked.

“It was a scream that first caught my attention. The kind that, you know, when you hear it sorta crawls up the back of your spine and builds a up too fast for you to handle. Like a shantytown in a swamp.” Victor swirled the ice around in his glass and watched it bob in the brown liquid.

“I felt the vibrations, like a bass drop that numbed the outside of my skull before I even heard the noise. It was the hopeless soul-cry of a man abandoned to his fate. Committed to his eternal sentence.” He put the glass to his lips and poured another two ounces into his tank, staring into the air with frosty eyes.

“A call from the shelf of the abyss.” He exhaled before blinking away his mounting dread. “I saw Harold on Paul Street, or what was left of him anyway.” He continued.

“That’s hardly surprising.” Clarke dismissed. “He rarely leaves that side of town.”

Harold was a man that envied no one. Not wealthy enough to be associated with the world’s elites, but comfortable enough to never doubt if he could afford anything. The city was at his finger tips. There was no inconvenience in his day-to-day life, or the lives of his family that could impede their goals. A short phone call and a transfer between bank accounts was all it took to make any problem go away. Any problem, except for one.

That was why Victor was speechless when he last saw him.

“Yeah, but not like this. Harold wasn’t sipping espresso at the Crepe House, or grabbing lunch with another sugar baby. He wasn’t even standing up. I found him tits-up in the street on an old mattress.” Two more ice cubes tossed into the glass with an angry clink.

Clarke stared at him like he’d just said he saw Santa Claus and the Pope at the strip club.

“What the hell happened to him?” Clarke reached into his coat pocket for the pack of Winston’s he’d brought back from Istanbul, his mind already dulling itself in preparation for the tall tale he was sure he was about to hear.

“You’re telling me, the man who once invited me to a penthouse to meet Bella Thorne, is—” 

“—a heap of wet cardboard in human shape? Yes.” Victor nodded grimly.

Clarke didn’t want to believe it.

“At least that’s what I thought he was when I nearly stepped on him, crossing the street in front of the Washington Ave. bank. I guess sleeping near a set of marble stairs was enough to give him some small comfort.” Victor scoffed at his own notion, and he didn’t measure his pour this time.

Victor gave him every detail. How Harold’s eyes were hollow like they’d been carved out with a teaspoon. The kind of emptiness that can only be inflicted on a man through the most diabolical trauma that no one would ever believe.

“It was as if he’d just spent the last three weeks watching a group of nun’s in clown makeup eating puppies—I mean, I know that doesn’t make any sense, but... Jesus, Clarke, you know what I mean!” The bourbon was creeping into his limbs, and possibly his frontal cortex.

Clarke studied his nervous acquaintance and knew the man was dead serious about this and he was afraid of where it was leading next. There was only one thing he knew for certain that could leave someone in such a state. It was the last thing he expected to find Victor mixed up in. He’d invited him over to get some respite from the constant barrage of occult deviancy that Raymond subjected him to. He wanted someone to ground him back in reality, to remind him that there was a calmer and less interesting side to the world.

Who better than a stockbroker?
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