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FOREWORD


By Todd Keisling





So, here’s the thing: I’m not a huge fan of zombie fiction. 

Still here? Cool. Don’t get me wrong, though. I’ve nothing but respect for the genre itself and those who make it their playground. Authors such as Brian Keene (The Rising, City of the Dead), Max Brooks (World War Z), Jonathan Maberry (Patient Zero, Rot and Ruin), Robert Kirkman (The Walking Dead), and David Moody (Autumn, Hater) have built successful careers on the backs of the shambling undead. I have a list of favorites in the genre, from Romero’s original Dead Trilogy to Shaun of the Dead and Train to Busan And let’s not forget games like Capcom’s Resident Evil series or Valve’s Left 4 Dead. 

But for every stand-out gem, you have a glut of forgettable duds, and let’s be honest, folks: the zombie sub-genre of horror has a lot of duds. The problem, I think, is that almost everything has been done over the last fifty years in fiction. Slow vs. fast zombies, reanimated corpses vs. virus-infected people, evil pharmaceutical corporations—odds are you have seen, read, or played a piece of zombie fiction which checks some of those boxes. 

Why, then, am I writing the foreword to this particular piece of zombie fiction? 

The answer is simple. Because it’s my humble opinion that Anthony Rapino’s Soundtrack to the End of the World is one of the most refreshingly original pieces of zombie fiction I’ve ever read. And in a genre as flooded with corpses as this one, it’s hard to find one that is simply different. Viruses, chemicals, Hell is too full, tainted food—we’ve seen those vectors before. 

But music? And astral projection? In a zombie story? That’s new. That’s refreshing. That’s fucking brilliant. 

And right now, you’re thinking, “What about Pontypool?” I love Pontypool and its concept of infected language, but it has little in common with Rapino’s tale of an underground music scene with world-ending possibilities. Trust me. This book is going to alter your perception of what a zombie novel can be—or maybe even what it should be. That’s how good this is. 

When I originally read this book, I went into it with zero expectations. Here’s another zombie novel atop a pile of zombie novels, right? But I’d gotten to know Tony Rapino on social media over a period of months while promoting my own novel, and I wanted to check out his work. He seemed like a good guy who lives and breathes horror, so I admit I was curious about his writing, and more importantly, his ideas. I ended up reviewing Soundtrack, which is something I don’t do very often, and here’s what I had to say then: 

[Soundtrack] is a story that defies the established “rules” of zombie fiction, backed by a likable cast of characters and balanced between scenes of horror and comedy. In a nutshell, I really enjoyed this book and had a great time with it […] If you enjoy zombie horror with a little comedy, or if you enjoy fiction that isn’t afraid to try new things, I strongly recommend you check out this book.

My opinion hasn’t changed. This novel is bloody, it’s fun, and it has heart. The characters are endearing, the zombies are horrifying, and the stakes…well, I’ll leave that for you to discover. 

I stand by my statement. This is a different sort of zombie novel, one which is going to surprise you with the direction it takes, and I think you’re going to love it. For those of you who’ve read this before, you’ll find the same gory thrills and dark humor. 

And for those who are picking up this book for the first time, you’re in for a ride, friends. I’m giddy for you. I wish I could read this book again for the first time. Beyond that, however, you’re also reading a new voice in the horror world. A unique voice, even, that seeks to recapture the nostalgia of horror’s past while twisting the boundaries of what we perceive the genre to be. Part bizarro, part comedy, part transcendental art, and wholly horrific—this is the essence of Anthony J. Rapino’s work. He’s the spiritual lovechild of Bradbury and Serling, raised on a diet of Halloween candy and terrible 80s horror films, and we’re so fortunate to have him among us.

But enough blathering from me. 

Put on your headphones (or insert your earbuds). Crank the volume. Tune out the rest of the world. This is the end, my friends, and it has an awesome beat.


      [image: image-placeholder]Todd Keisling
Womelsdorf, Pennsylvania
September 1, 2020











  
  
PROLOGUE




I’m going to tell you how the world ended. 

You may know a little something about it, but I know a little something too. We can share information and get an aerial view of the circumstances. Like a jigsaw puzzle with missing pieces, I can only see part of the picture. But I do have the four corners, and everyone knows that’s the best way to start. There are the clubs, the music, the auras, and the screamers. My four corners. 

But forget about that for now. You only have to understand two things going in. Corey and I were family. And you never give up on family. Because without people to love, you’re lost.

Here’s the deal. You don’t mess with my story, and I won’t mess with yours. That’s the membership fee: your story. We both have pieces to the puzzle. So please, don’t interrupt. Like a lecture, hold your questions till the very end.
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CHAPTER 1




The apartment building’s lobby smelled like shit. That’s not a figure of speech, and I don’t mean it smelled like garbage. I mean it smelled like shit. Two steps through the front door, after Corey buzzed me in, and I saw why. At the base of the staircase, next to the wall of bronze mailboxes, there were two thick logs, waiting for anyone going upstairs. Or downstairs. Or to check their mail.

Finding the apartment’s lobby thusly soiled was a shock. When I was younger, I lived in New York City. I had experience with urine-soaked alleyways and randomly dropped bowel movements. But Corey’s apartment building wasn’t in a bad neighborhood of a large city. It was in a rural area of Northeastern Pennsylvania. I don’t mean to generalize, but in the twenty years I’d lived in Pennsylvania, that was the first time I had encountered a hallway turd.

I stepped over the rancid thing, holding my breath, and hightailed it up the stairs to the fourth floor. Corey’s door stood open, and I walked in. He had a standard twenty-something’s bachelor pad. His living room was furnished with a stained foldout couch, twenty-inch television, flimsy Ikea coffee table, and hand-me-down lamps from his parents. To the left was his small kitchen, complete with sticky linoleum and dirty dishes.

His place wasn’t clean, and it wasn’t dirty. Corey didn’t drape clothes over furniture, and he vacuumed the carpet. But the windows were dingy, and the television screen dusty. I sat on his couch and said, “Someone took a crap in your lobby, man.”

Corey poked his shaved head in from the bathroom. He had a toothbrush in his mouth and said, “Dunash shittuh.”

“No kidding.” I turned the television on. A commercial for some video game system. I said, “Please, go on.”

He smiled and white foam oozed from the corners of his mouth and onto his round cheeks. He removed the brush and said, “Du Nash Shittuh.”

I nodded. “Illuminating.”

Ducking back into the bathroom, he spit and rinsed. He sauntered into the room. “The. Mad. Shitter.”

Laughing, I said, “Now that you mention it, the poop did look sort of anger-induced. Like maybe he shit out of rage.” I changed the channel. More commercials, this time for an action movie. 

Corey walked past, fixing the collar of his short sleeve dress shirt, rubbing on cologne. He sucked in his sizable gut and checked his profile in the mirror on the back of the front door. “This guy has been shitting all over the place. I went down to the laundry room two days ago and found a load in the washing machine. And I don’t mean a load of laundry.”

“Yes,” I said, clapping. “Very funny. You’re improving.”

“Maybe, Marty. But am I Uncle Chuckles funny?” He grabbed a pair of glasses from the counter, adjusting the plastic nose, finger-combing the fake mustache. He put them on, and doing jazz hands said, “Baddum-chhh!” 

Rimshot.


      [image: image-placeholder]Uncle Chuckles was Eastern Pennsylvania’s premier comedy club, and frankly, out of Corey’s league. He had only gotten into midrange clubs, and only then for open mike nights. I was his cheerleading section. I tried to get the laughs going when the crowd was apprehensive. 

One night, Corey broke out the glasses—Baddum-chhh!—and some drunken college guy screamed like he had been injured. People turned. Cell phones flipped open. His yelp was that convincing. The nine and one already pressed, ready for the second one. Then the college guy laughed and threw a beer bottle at the stage. He barked at Corey. By barked, I mean literally. Like a dog. The girl with him tugged at his arm. He pushed her off.

I was the cheerleader on good nights. On bad nights, I was security. Damage control. This college guy, he pissed his pants as I dragged him out of the club by his neck. The bouncer, a jittery guy much smaller than me and probably new to the job, watched slack-jawed as I took care of business.

The college guy was drunk, so I didn’t lay in too deep. The bouncer patted my back when I came in minus one idiot. “You didn’t kill him, did you?”

I shrugged and laughed to myself. People see a guy as big as me with long hair, a beard, and an absent gaze, and they think killer. They think psychopath. 

The rest of Corey’s routine went smoothly. The crowd cheered and laughed for even the lamest bit. They loved him. He put the microphone next to his mouth and made motorboat sounds to highlight his fishing trip story, the one where the punch line is Finland. He got down on hands and knees and barked to add some pizzazz to his dog joke, the one with the punch line A collie-flower!

After every joke, I looked around the room. The audience, not all at once and not blatantly, would glance at me. A group of four women wearing matching cowgirl hats, they bowed their heads together, and when they came up for air, each pair of eyes was on me. Corey, he said, “Sacred cows make the best hamburgers,” and even a small group of Hindus laughed, watching me from the corner of their eyes.

It was after that joke, the sacred hamburger one, I realized the crowd was laughing to avoid a beating. But gradually, they stopped looking at me. They stopped checking over their shoulders. But they didn’t stop laughing. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Corey, in full comedian regalia—oversized polka dot bowtie and rainbow suspenders, looking like a chubby John Arbuckle of the comedy circuit—stepped into his apartment building’s hallway and immediately noticed the new addition. Like a Christmas present, as big as Corey’s bow tie and similarly polka-dotted with corn kernels, we found a freshly harvested bowel movement.

“This guy,” Corey said, “shits more than I thought humanly possible.”

“And it seems he has a personal problem with you.”

Corey straightened his bowtie. “Why do you say that?”

Sometimes I wondered about Corey’s cognitive abilities. Good-hearted, for sure. But seriously. “Corey. He dropped a deuce in front of your apartment. Directly in front of your door.”

He shrugged, locked the door, and said, “We’re going to be late.”


      [image: image-placeholder]The club was packed. White and red Christmas lights were strung around the bar even though it was May. Modern décor.

The cluster of tables in front of the stage were filled with people eating chicken wings and drinking beer. I eyeballed Skinny Fella dipping celery in blue cheese two or three tables away from the stage. He looked like a bent pipe cleaner, leaning over his plate of food. His face was all hard edges, skin stretched over bone like the living dead. He watched me for a small space of time. It looked like he was about to come ask me a question, but that would have been a bad idea.

Corey took the stage and opened in his usual fashion: “Would you look at this crowd! This is a good crowd.” Not the funniest opening, but Corey’s approach was to butter up the audience and get them on his good side. The opposite of my tactic.

The crowd was more interested in their wings and beer. People were talking to each other as Corey said, “Broken guitar for sale, no strings attached.” A guy wearing a muscle shirt approached a blonde woman as Corey said, “I intend to live forever. So far, so good.”

That’s when Skinny Fella whipped a loaded-up celery stick at Corey. Before he could wipe the blue cheese from his cheek, I had Skinny Fella by the neck—my large hand almost completely wrapping around his thin neck—dragging him to the door. He didn’t yell, but he squirmed plenty. I stood him up and head-butted him. My hair flew into my eyes, but between the strands I saw Skinny Fella holding his hand to a smear of red on his face. The way he hung there for a second reminded me of those Halloween skeletons people suspend from tree branches. When he finally fell, I yanked him through the door.

Outside, he got up and we walked briskly to the edge of the parking lot, near a patch of woods. “Raft. Watch those head-butts, man. You almost clipped me that time.”

“Sorry. Hair got in the way.” I pushed my hair back. “And don’t call me Raft.”

“Yeah well, just watch it.”

“Sure thing.” He handed me a blood capsule. I broke it open in my palm and smeared some red on my cheek, most on my hands.

“What did you tell the bouncer?”

“The usual,” I said. “Part of the act, yadda yadda yadda. At least this one didn’t want any money.”

“Yeah. Considering Corey’s payment for these gigs.”

I laughed and said, “Next week at Captain Ha Ha’s.”

“All right. Get in there before they think you killed me.” Only a few steps away, Skinny said, “Hey, I’m going to drop by tomorrow. I need to talk to you.”


      [image: image-placeholder]I walked into the club as Corey said, “He’s dead, Jim. Kick him if you don’t believe me.” An uneasy silence was followed by chuckles, growing louder as I walked farther into the room. I gave Corey a wave and the chuckles became belly laughs. 

Belly laughs, because desperate to be convincing, most of the audience actually grabbed their stomachs.

Baddum-chhh!








  
  
CHAPTER 2




The absolute silence in my house drove a metal spike through my skull. While most regarded loud noises as the cause of headaches, for me it was the opposite. I wanted to squeeze the earbuds from my portable music player into my ears, but first I had to make a call. 

Walking across the hardwood floor in my den, I cringed at every creak. Unlike Corey’s small apartment, I had a large, empty house. A house where everything sounded hollow. I glimpsed the closed door like a sealed crypt at the top of the stairs and clenched my jaw. Some nights I didn’t even go up there. I just lay on the couch with the warming glow of the television to sooth me to sleep. There was no need to go upstairs, where the memories were darker and still alive. 

I grabbed the wireless phone off its cradle and hit speed dial. The first number on my phone wasn’t 911, and it wasn’t the fire department. 

Corey answered. “Hello?”

“I thought I’d give you one last chance.” There was silence on the other end. “So?”

“Why do you even want to go?”

I let a sigh slip. “You’re going to take the defensive right away on this?”

“It’s a five-year reunion, and you only barely graduated.”

My hand tightened around the phone. “Be careful.”

Now he sighed. “I’m always careful, Marty. You know why the school passed you, and it had nothing to do with grades.”

I was about to hang up on him—the problem with wireless phones is you can’t slam them on the cradle with a satisfying click—when someone knocked on the front door. I bit down on air but held my tongue and moved past my recliner and television. I opened the door and Skinny almost said hi, then hesitated. He narrowed his eyes and mouthed, “Corey?” as he pointed at the phone. 

I nodded.

He walked in.

On the phone, Corey said, “Marty?”

“Yeah.”

“I just think it’s best we both skip this thing. Okay?”

Skinny plopped into my leather recliner and fingered the remote. He paused, looked up at me, then put the remote down. Probably for the same reason he didn’t say hello out loud.

To Corey, I said, “I can think of three good reasons to go. One, they sent a letter saying I’m going to get an award. Two, the free food. And three—”

“What award?”

I walked around the chair so Skinny could see me and held up a finger. “I don’t know what award.”

There was another pause. Long enough for me to almost ask if he was still there. Then he said, “You gave me one last chance to go, now I’m giving you one last chance to not go.”

I shook my head, knowing he couldn’t see my annoyance. Instead I made sure he could hear it. “Well, I guess neither of us gets what he wants.” As a last thought I said, “I’ll tell Dr. Pepper you said hi.” Then I hung up.

Skinny stood. “Dr. Pepper? From Greensmith?”

“Yeah.” My third reason. “Hey, would you want to come for the ride?”

He held his hands up. “No way, brother. Greensmith put me on the right path, but no way was Greensmith the right path. And that’s one path I don’t relish revisiting. Besides, I’m planning on checking out a new club tomorrow. It’s supposed to be totally ‘underground’ with some new genre of music.”

I smiled at the thought of Skinny at Greensmith. He was always too lax to be a serious student. His favorite classes had been about Zen and Buddhism, and when the school ran out of things to teach him on the subject—which was quick considering they only had three course offerings—he packed his bags. He hadn’t even finished his freshman year. “Since when is Corey not allowed to know you’re here?”

Skinny shrugged his narrow shoulders. “I didn’t want him to know I was bugging you about the past.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. “I brought you an anniversary present.”

“Anniversary...” I trailed off as I looked up the stairs in the direction of the sealed door. My parents’ bedroom door. 

“Hey, brother. I know you don’t like to think of it, and I know Corey’s style is to help you forget. But that’s not my style. You can’t hide from the dead.” He held the business card out farther. “Here.”

The card said Aura Readings by Naomi Santrel. 

“Aura readings?”

He shrugged. “I bought you a session. Check it out.”

Flipping the card over, I saw he had written one free session. I shook my head. “Where the hell did you go during those last three years of college?”

He smiled and said, “Getting enlightened, brother.”








  
  
CHAPTER 3




Imade the thirty-minute drive back to Greensmith College with only one real goal in mind: see Dr. Pepper. My big award ended up being a joke certificate that stated, “Shortest distance to drive.” A bit worthy of Corey’s act. After enduring two hours of small talk and re-introductions to people I never cared to see again, I conceded Dr. Pepper would not be showing up, so I left. 

On the way to my car, I retrieved and opened my silver cigarette case and nabbed a cigarette. I flipped my Zippo open, lit, and inhaled deeply. My chest tingled.

The parking lot was filled with cars, but devoid of life. Everyone was still eating bacon-wrapped scallops and pretending to care about what others were doing with their lives. Maybe that’s what reunions are all about. Maybe I just didn’t get it. 

I stopped walking halfway between the first and second rows of cars and scanned, trying to remember where I had parked. I took another drag. 

Something shuffled in the next aisle, behind a truck. It could have been rustling paper, but I didn’t notice any gusts of wind. I sidestepped and squeezed between a red Acura and a white Focus. I took one last drag and tore the remaining tobacco out, pocketing the filter. In the middle of the third row, I still couldn’t see anyone, but a strange shuffling sound came from the same direction. I slowed, nearing the truck and peered around the side. 

A man stood there. 

My heart jumped, but I straightened up and tried not to look frightened. I raised my hand and said, “How are ya?” as I got moving, desperate to flee despite the realization there was no reason to be scared. But something stopped me, something about the guy. 

The man, he kept staring. But not at me. He didn’t look like he was there for the reunion. In fact, he looked as if he’d been out partying. His hair was standing on end and he wore ripped jeans, sneakers, and a sleeveless shirt.

“Nice night,” I said.

His chin pointed skyward, and he swayed in place, staring up like he was watching satellites. Still, he said nothing.

“Sure. Nice talking to you.” I waited another second. Being a smartass was usually a surefire way to get a person’s attention. But there was no response. He just stood there, swaying as he stared at the sky. 

A chill rain up my arm. I half-ran to my pickup and drove out of there, feeling the teeth of panic biting down on my gut. Why I let a strange dude get to me, I wasn’t sure. I had this feeling like if I stuck around, something bad would happen. There was a sizzle to the air, and I didn’t want to find out why. I rubbed my face and focused on the road. I couldn’t figure what had been worse: the reunion, the guy in the parking lot, or Dr. Pepper’s absence.








  
  
CHAPTER 4




Those of us close enough to the professor to get away with it called him Dr. Pepper. Corey and I, we were close enough. 

Greensmith College years. When Corey and I lived together in a cheap apartment. When we studied literature and girls equally as hard. When a cold beer and a hot date was about all that mattered.

Anyway, that’s how college started. Until Dr. Pepper. Until Intro to American Literature, which led to American Lit II, and Romanticism, and Advanced Literary Analysis. Always Dr. Pepper.

Always, because we refused to not take at least one of his classes per semester. Dr. Pepper, because he was never without one. 

We sat around our kitchen table, cutting into rare New York strips. Corey and I drank bottles of Yuengling; the professor drank his namesake. 

“Thank you, boys,” he said between bites. His wild, floating tufts of hair, gray and lighter than air, hovered around his worn face like a whiff of cloud. He leaned back and rubbed his protruding stomach. “You cook a perfect steak.”

“Thanks, Doc,” Corey said. “I’d tell you the secret, but then I’d have to kill you.”

An easy laugh came from Doc, almost as light as his hair. The laugh floated away and dissipated like so much smoke. “That’s fine with me, Corey. I’m happy to come here and have you cook for me.”

I took out a joint and lit it.

Dr. Pepper squinted at me and shook his head. “Now, boys. What have I told you about that awful stuff?”

One of my cheeks puffed out with smoke; I held the joint to Doc, and he snatched it. “This crap,” he said, bringing the joint to his mouth, “will assassinate your brain cells one by one.” He took a long hit and nodded. He passed the smoldering stub to Corey. Coughing out a large puff of smoke he said, in a rasping voice, “Not to mention what it does to your lungs!”

“Hey, Doc,” Corey said, holding the joint, inspecting it from different angles. “You don’t give us A’s in every class because of the steak and grass, do you?”

Doc took a sip of soda. “No. I give you A’s because you know your shit. Excuse my language.”

“You’re excused,” I said.

“Thank you, kind sir.” Dr. Pepper glanced at my Zippo, lying on the table. He smiled and absently made a patting gesture at the breast of his jacket. 

“Doc?”

His lips quivered as he tried to hold back a smile, but he must have known all was lost. He waved his hand at me and said, “Damn you for being so observant.” Doc reached into his inside jacket pocket and retrieved a flat silver item. The light caught its edge and flashed in my eyes.

Dr. Pepper gestured with the silver case as he spoke: “Now I’m not one for giving things away, and I certainly don’t want to reinforce bad habits, but...” He made a face and shoved the item at me. “Oh, just take it already. To go with your Zippo.”

I reached out and took the stainless-steel cigarette holder. Elaborate etchings covered the front and back of the smooth case. Intertwining vines with ivy leaves.

“Well?” Dr. Pepper asked. 

I stammered, still looking at it. “Thank you, Doc. Why did you buy me a present?”

Corey watched silently, smiling to himself. 

“You’re a good kid, Raft. I know I missed your birthday by a few days, but, better late than never.” He waved his hands in the air, and not finding the words, or possibly feeling silly, he blurted, “Keep up with your studies.”

Corey handed him the joint. “I’m expecting cash for my birthday.” 

Doc took it and laughed. “You bet.”








  
  
CHAPTER 5




“This was my friend’s idea,” I said. “I don’t believe in this stuff.” 

“There’s nothing to believe.” The woman, Naomi, was staring at my forehead. 

She had long brown hair, pulled back. I liked her neck; it was long. Between us, there was a desk. All around the small room, white wallpaper. No fluorescents. Natural light poured in through large windows behind her. Tiffany lamps in the far corners accented the natural blue light with a yellow tint. 

She closed her eyes. After a moment, they opened, and I noticed their shiny hazel color. She said, “At first glance, I would have pegged you as a cynic. But that’s not true, is it?”

“I’m not impressed.” I thought about calling her a John Edward wannabe but figured there was a difference between what he did and aura readings.

“I’m not trying to impress you.”

I ran my hand through my hair. Some strands fell in front of my eyes. “Be more specific.”

Again, she was looking at my forehead. She said, “You think I’m attractive, or...” She closed her eyes again. When she opened them, they looked less like hazel. “No, not physical. You like my personality?” This, she said with surprise.

“You’re way off.”

She took out a sheet of paper and jotted some notes down. “This isn’t a guessing game, Jared. It’s a fine-tuned skill.”

I let an intake of breath slip: an almost-laugh. She looked up, studied me. “Oh,” she said, “I know you lied about your name, but that’s your own business.”

So maybe the reading wasn’t a trick. “Marty.”

She stopped writing. She stared at my forehead a while. “Yes, I believe your name is Marty. Nice to meet you, Marty. Is there anything you want to know about yourself, Marty? Auras don’t lie. Marty.”

“Forget me. Tell me more about yourself.”

“I don’t date clients. That’s the only thing about me you need to know.”

She was right, earlier. I did like her personality; she seemed strong-willed and smart. She probably had an unsure moment during the reading because I also found her attractive. But then, I guessed the two were often mutually exclusive. “Well,” I said, “Then there’s nothing to worry about. Because I’m not a client. I’m a one-time customer.”

She ignored me, and I didn’t blame her. Probably every guy that walked through the door pulled the same routine. 

She looked at my forehead. She said, “Pink?”

“Not really my color.”

At this, she laughed. A genuine laugh with an open-mouthed smile and head-shaking surprise. She dropped her pen and shook her finger at me. “You are just full of surprises. A pink flare in your aura?” She continued to shake her head, talking herself out of what she said next: “Maybe we can go out. But first, let’s finish your reading.”

“No. First you’re telling me what this pink flare means.”

She jotted a few words on her pad. Then, slyly, she said, “Maybe next time.”








  
  
CHAPTER 6




Corey and I lived in tourist central for the New York and New Jersey area. Tourist central though it was, the closest thing to a city we had was Main Street: a matter of a dozen blocks of bars and stores. And these were no city blocks vanishing into the horizon. Our sidewalks ended before you realized they even started. Of course, the main reason anyone lived in a locale like Ladenburg, and why so many New Yorkers and Jerseyites visited, was for the isolation. 

Behind the buildings and past the concrete sidewalks, there were trees. Not just a single tree protruding from a square of dirt surrounded by cement, but whole forests of trees, right behind the stores. Look up and you’d see mountains. Walk for more than half an hour and you’d find a river. 

Nature was the attraction. 

Instead of living where the reality was pavement, scattered with reminders of nature—mounds of grass and clusters of trees like mirages in the smog—these tourists could visit the mirror image. Here, the cityscape was a mirage, surrounded by the reality of forests and mountains like a looming deity.

Corey and I stopped in front of the music store, Jasper’s, and looked through the display window.

“Did you go check out the aura-reader yet?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I have another appointment for later in the week.”

Corey looked at me from the corners of his eyes. “You’re going back? Didn’t Skinny only give you one free pass? Which, by the way, I still think it’s screwed up to give you a gift for your parents’ deaths”

“Don’t worry. Skinny thought the reading would help me deal with it.” I scratched my beard. “He knew you’d get pissed.”

“Damn right.” Corey looked away and rubbed his head. “It’s not the sort of thing you give presents for.”

“Yeah, well. I was hoping to talk to Dr. Pepper about it, but he wasn’t at the reunion.” 

Corey smiled too wide and said, “So anyway, why are you going back to Naomi’s if it was just one free session?”

I shrugged off the obvious deflection and said, “She’s pretty good. She’s giving me another freebie.”

“It’s a scam.”

“I don’t know. I think I have a shot with her.”

Corey grabbed my shoulder. “No way, man.” He slapped my back. “She’s so loose your dick will slip out sideways.”

Baddum-chhh!

I pushed him away. “Why are you only funny off-stage?”

“Hey. That hurts.”

“Speaking of which.” We walked into Jasper’s. “Where’s the next show?” The clerk looked up and nodded, his gauged earlobes swaying like mini tire swings. He was probably a local college kid, just scraping up some easy money for weekends and textbooks.

Corey picked up a Tool CD, turned it around in his hands. “No next show. No more shows.”

I was moving to the used section, but I stopped. “What are you talking about? We’re finally getting some real laughs.”

Corey put the CD back. “Real laughs? Marty. We’re soliciting laughs through scare tactics.” He ran his hand over his head, rubbing the stubble. “I’m a software programmer, not a comedian.”

I saw where this was headed. It was like six months previous when Sara, his girlfriend, took up with a street performer. A mime. He walked in on them practicing the rope pull. “It’s part of the act. You’re like the next Andy Kaufman.”

“It’s over, Raft.”

He used my last name. This was worse than the mime fiasco.

“Come on. Let’s go get a beer.”

“Fine. But you aren’t changing my mind.” He turned and walked out. 

I followed, but before I got through the door, some big guy grabbed Corey around the waist with one arm. In the other big hand, he had a hot dog. His chin was shiny and covered with drool.

These images registered in snippets as I lunged through the door and pulled the man loose of Corey.

The man stumbled back, surprised, and said, “Marty? What the hell!” Though there was real concern in the scrunched folds of his forehead and squinted eyes, he shoved the hot dog into his mouth. I didn’t recognize the man at all, and I couldn’t understand how he knew my name. He wasn’t as tall as me, but he looked to weigh about the same. 

With an unknown fear beginning to grip my heart, I said, “Back off.”

Corey seemed shocked out of his former mood. He stood by my side and a little behind but looked ready to help. And I wasn’t above the consideration I might need help with this guy.

Still chewing on the meat stick, bits of bun sticking to his chin, he said, “Marty. It’s me, Skinny Fella.”

“Hey, Buddy,” Corey chimed in. “I hate to break it to ya, but you ain’t no skinny fella. And you’re certainly not the Skinny Fella.” He looked at me as if to confirm this large man was in fact a stranger. I said nothing, and instead backed off a step, pulling Corey with me.

The big guy stared skyward with a euphoric look on his face. “Hey, Corey. You should use that in your act.” He slid his hand into the front of his pants. His wide lips turned up and spittle cascaded over his chin, dribbling onto his chest. He closed his eyes.

Inside Jasper’s, the pierced clerk came to the window and stared out at us. He had a weird grin on his face, half confusion and half enjoyment. He made no move to come out and help, but merely watched the show. 

“Corey,” I said, backing up, “we should go. Now.”

The big guy’s eyes snapped open. His hand emerged from his trousers, only to enter his pocket. He moved forward, closing the gap I had tried to create. Across the street a group of kids ran past an elderly couple. The old man put his arm around his wife and pulled her close. She smiled and looked over her shoulder as the kids turned the corner. 

Cars continued unperturbed and oblivious of the scene unfolding. The only witness watched on through the pane of glass to our left. The stranger probed his pocket with one hand, the other went to his face. He patted it, feeling his cheeks, then his nose. His mouth opened. He shook his head and laughed. “Oh. I’m sorry, guys. I’m still trying to get the hang of all this.”

His hand came out of his pocket holding a business card. He held it out to me. “Listen, Marty. I won’t be able to work the clubs with you for a while.” The big man standing there holding out a business card, I pictured Skinny Fella handing me Naomi’s card.

Corey said, “Back off, psycho!”

He nodded slowly, as if addressing a small child. “It’s okay. Just take the card.” When neither of us made a move to take it, the Skinny-imposter laughed, big cheeks shaking. He placed the card on the ground. “All right guys, I understand. Just take the card. I’ll leave now.” 

He turned away, and I saw his hand sneak back into his pants just as a woman and her child were walking past. She grabbed the kid close and scurried by like a squirrel. 

Corey’s mouth hung open as he watched the rotund figure galumph into the distance. “What just happened?”

“I don’t know.” And I didn’t. Not yet anyway. I bent down to take the card.

“Marty!” Back on a first name basis. “Don’t pick that up. The guy had his hands down his pants, not to mention drool all over himself.”

I shrugged. “Just remind me to wash my hands before I eat anything.” I picked the card up and inspected it.

Corey got on tippy toes and tried to peer over my shoulder. “Well?”

I shook my head. “It’s just an address and hours. It says midnight to two in the morning.” I flipped the card over. “Well, that makes a little sense at least.” I held the card out to Corey. 

On the back, someone had written mind-fuckers. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Something about the guy was familiar. And what he said made my mind tingle with nearly lost memories. Some old connection.

Still on Main Street, I wasn’t seeing the trees beyond the buildings, and I wasn’t seeing the buildings. My eyes were turned inward, searching the crevasses and folds of my brain. The Skinny-imposter, he said you should use that in your act. He said I won’t be able to work the clubs with you for a while.

How did he know about the clubs? About Corey’s act? Was he in the crowd one night? Did he follow me and Skinny outside and hear us talking? Maybe he was trying to blackmail us. He could be waiting for us at the address on the card. Waiting with friends. The scenario reminded me of a television show, something I saw on the Lifetime network.

“It was a prank,” Corey said, as if reading my mind.

“A prank?”

“Yeah.” He rubbed his head, smiling now. “Didn’t you hear the guy? He knew all about us and the act. Skinny put him up to this. I’m telling you, a prank.”

It made a hell of a lot more sense than my idea. “Give him a call on your cell.”

“I wish you’d buy your own cell phone. Even elementary school kids have cell phones these days.”

“And that makes it okay?” I took out my silver case and retrieved a cigarette, automatically thinking of Dr. Pepper. I looked at Corey who had the phone to his ear, but had already started shaking his head, as if he knew Skinny wouldn’t pick up. Rubbing my thumb over the cigarette case’s contours, I said, “Why didn’t you come to the reunion?”

Corey acted like he was trying to listen to something on the phone. He made a sour face. “Hell. I’m surprised you went. There was no reason to go.”

I pocketed the case. “Dr. Pepper.”

Corey shook his head and hit end on the phone. “He wasn’t there. You said so yourself.”

“But you didn’t know. How could you know he wouldn’t be there?”

Corey continued to stare at his cell phone, even though it was no longer on, as if he was wishing for a call to come. He rubbed his head, then the back of his neck. 

I took a drag. I exhaled as I said, “What?” The skin on his face looked loose. Saggy around the mouth. Thinking back, I’m sure I knew what was coming. But the mind is funny. It’s easy to ignore things you don’t want to know. And this. This was at the top of the list.

Corey looked up, his eyes wide. “I didn’t go because he’s dead.” He put his cell phone away, defeated. “Cancer, four or five months ago.”

The smoke turned to acid in my mouth. “How did—?”

“Obituary. Someone from our class e-mailed me.”

We both stood there. Together, but alone. I guess I knew why he didn’t tell me. I guess his reasoning made sense. He wanted to shield me from death. After what happened to my parents, he probably thought he was doing me a favor, keeping this from me. But still, you can’t hide from the dead.

I put in my wireless earbuds. Corey didn’t say a thing. I switched the music on, not bothering to take the MP3 player from my pocket, knowing every contour and button on its thin body. The snapping bass of Les Claypool filled my head, and I took a drag.

Corey’s features became pinched. His lips moved and formed words I couldn’t hear. He could have said, soup and crack, but somehow I doubted it. I said, “I’m not hungry.”

He shook his head and his lips formed more words, maybe, gore and spittle, but I could only hear Les Claypool sing about the antipop. His lips moved again, and this time, it could only be one word. His eyes were slits as he pointed past me. I turned and saw a man waiting at a bus stop, holding a suitcase. There was nothing abnormal about the situation, except of course the man in question was completely naked.

I put the cigarette in my mouth and turned the music player off. “That guy’s naked.”

“I know. What’s he doing?”

“He appears to be going to work.” I didn’t want to stare any longer than I had to, but there was something familiar about his absent gaze. The way his head was tilted up. The way he looked at nothing.

Corey yelled out, “Hey! Put some clothes on!”

I let the cigarette drop from my mouth like a silent movie star. I placed my hand on Corey’s shoulder. “Maybe not the best idea.”

“What are you talking about? There are kids around.”

He stepped closer to the man, only a couple yards away. “Listen, you better have some clothes in your briefcase.”

The man didn’t respond. He made no move to suggest he even heard Corey.

Corey turned, and I realized it was the first time I had ever stood behind him during a confrontation. Something was wrong with the whole situation. I didn’t like it, and worse, I didn’t know why. Corey started to say something, but I don’t know what it was because I heard nothing past, “He...” 

The man turned. His eyes were the first things I saw. Maybe the only things. My impression was this guy put in special contacts to make them go all cloudy, like a dog’s cataractous eyes. Almost completely opaque. I felt lost in them, like driving down a foggy road and passing your own house. I was so lost I didn’t notice he had stepped into the street. 

That is, I didn’t notice until his body was thrown forward by a yellow Hummer. One second he was there, the next, he was gone. I registered the event in slow motion. The Hummer’s screeching tires and people’s screams were all on a delay. I didn’t truly hear them until the body had settled.

If I had been a true silent film star, or even a wannabe comedian like Corey, I would have waited till that moment to let the cigarette drop from my mouth.

Baddum-chhh!

Corey had already run to help. The naked man, he could have been clothed and I wouldn’t have been able to tell. He was all red and twisted. A Valentine’s Day heart. Chewed up cherry bubblegum.

Some people were on their cell phones. A few dialing numbers, some taking pictures and video. One or two ran to help Corey, but I continued to stand frozen. I was thinking about movies I had seen with similar accidents. Television shows where people witnessed horrific events. I thought of these things and tried to remember how the characters acted. How they responded.

Then I tried to match their emotions and expressions. But it felt wrong somehow. I would have followed Corey to help, but there was nothing I could do. The man was dead, and I was no doctor. My specialty was helping living people. 

I turned my music player back on. A Tool song began to play. I watched Corey as Maynard sang about living vicariously, while watching the world die.

My soundtrack to tragedy.
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