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Praise for Running the Light


‘A thrilling, nauseating and painfully real depiction of what happens as youth, talent and charisma sour, Running the Light is the best novel I’ve ever read about comedy, but also about a particular strand of relentless hedonism. Sam Tallent is that rare thing, a funny person who can convey his funniness in fiction and do it alongside prose that will break your heart too’


Megan Nolan, author of Acts of Desperation


‘Running the Light is a majestically bleak, hilarious, and bruising tour of regret, delusion, and the detonation of the soul. In Billy Ray Schafer, Sam Tallent has created one of contemporary fiction’s more memorable self-destroyers, and it’s a harrowing delight to witness him evade and then perhaps finally confront his truth. If there is a comedy club in hell, and they have a merch table, this is the only book on it’


Sam Lipsyte, author of The Ask


‘Brilliant writing … astounding … One of the best books I’ve read. Ever’


Doug Stanhope, stand-up comedian


‘You’d never expect this abomination of a man to write such beautiful prose, but Sam Tallent has done it … Wow, what a book!’


Shane Gillis, stand-up comedian


Chaotic bliss … vivid, electric … reads like cinema’


The Denver Post


‘Sam Tallent is one of the true originals. He’s as much myth as man, like a character who wandered off the pages of a Jack Kerouac novel. But he’s very real and full of real integrity that shines through in all his work’


Chris Gethard, stand-up comedian


‘Running the Light absolutely nails the despair, futility, indignity, and perverse beauty of a life given over to stand-up comedy. The sad and the funny bleed so effortlessly into one another that you don’t know whether to laugh or cry or check yourself into rehab. It ought to be required reading for every open-micer in America’


Adam Cayton-Holland, author of Tragedy + Time


‘It feels unfair to compare a first-time novelist to masters like Denis Johnson and David Gates, but it’s all here: despair, fury, nihilism, tenderness, lyricism, hope, dark new insight into the human condition … As bleak and electrifying as anything by Cormac McCarthy’


Mishka Shubaly, author of The Long Run


‘A gripping, raw, brutal, messy portrait of the life of an out-of-control road comic, full of drugs, booze, blood, sex, and a few jokes … It reads like a heightened satire of a life on the lowest tier of show business, but I’m here to tell you it all rings true’


Marc Maron, stand-up comedian and podcaster


‘I struggle to name a more lucid, compelling trawl through modern hell since David Gates’s Jernigan, thirty-sum years ago. Sam Tallent’s exploration of a working week at the human border where darkness spawns comedy is as bright as organs in a jar, so well expressed you can taste the drugs and blood. Anyone wondering where The Great American Novel went: this is it on bail’


DBC Pierre, author of Vernon God Little


‘With Running the Light, Sam Tallent has pulled off a feat of greatness that lit up my pleasure centres and left me stunned. A riot of narrative energy, stylistic force, quick perception, and raw, red-eyed masculine id, it’s at once an unforgettable and moving character portrait, and a scorching vision of ecstatic self-annihilation’


Rob Doyle, author of Threshold


‘Nothing I’ve read hits the psycho-chemical abyss of road life turned horribly wrong quite like this. What a relief to fall in love with a total bastard of a protagonist again. Heartache and disgust in equal measure. Pure style the whole way. Essential reading’


Lias Saoudi, musician and co-author of Ten Thousand Apologies


‘A devastatingly sad, utterly debauched, frequently hilarious descent into the seedy, low-lit, cocaine and bottom shelf booze-fuelled American stand up circuit. Tallent has written one of the finest American road novels but he’s also opened a portal. His is a world you can taste: the chemical afterburn, stagnant burger grease and morning after whisky; the regret, endless road and fleeting moments of grace. Astonishing’


Harry Sword, author of Monolothic Undertow


‘So parallel to the down-and-out-world of a DIY band touring across the pits of America written in a style evoking the life with such vividness that I was bummed out all the way through it. It’s that good!’


Joel Gion, musician in The Brian Jonestown Massacre and author of In the Jingle Jangle Jungle


‘The obvious point of comparison is Martin Amis’s Money, but relative to Tallent’s gloriously depraved protagonist, John Self is  strolling to a chai latte after his Pilates class’


Geoff Dyer, author of The Last Days of Roger Federer




For my mother, for teaching me how to read.


For my father, for teaching me what to read.


And for Emily, for everything, for always.





This book is dedicated to comedians,


but only the funny ones.
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Eddie: 
“Do you mean to tell me you could’ve taken 
your hand out of that cuff at any time?!”


Roger: 
“No! Not anytime—only when it was funny.”


—Who Framed Roger Rabbit


For you, the day Bison graced your village was 
the most important day of your life. 
But for me, it was a Tuesday.


—M. Bison, Street Fighter


It was alright to be who he was, but others 
would probably think it was terrible.


—Denis Johnson, Angels




FOREWORD


By Doug Stanhope


Sam Tallent’s Running the Light with its protagonist, Billy Ray, is the best true-life representation of the Great American Road Comic that has ever been written.


And it’s fiction. It would have to be.


Stand-up comedy has been largely ignored as an art form except at the highest levels, and even then its only focus is on the show. The ins and outs and lifestyles of any given working road comic are as much a mystery as the average day of a carnival barker or an aging Ice Capader to the average schlub on the street.


“You’re a comedian … so, how does that work? Do you work on a circuit? Do you have, like, an agent? Do you travel as a group?”


And so on.


These are all legitimate questions for this oddball career, and this is another place where Tallent excels. It’s been said that if you read any article or story about any subject that you are an expert on, you should count the number of errors you find and then assume that that is the case across the board with any subject you read. I am an expert in this field and at no point did I find anything that wouldn’t be well within the norms of the business. No exaggeration, no stretching scenes into the unlikely. Every bit of this book reads like it is the fact-checked autobiography of a tired and debauched veteran comedian whose best days are behind him and even those weren’t very good. And this is a comedy world you are most likely familiar with. This isn’t Madison Square Garden or the Hollywood Bowl. This story resides in the Chuckleheads or the Snickerz strip mall comedy clubs of your towns, the local pub with barely a stage that does stand-up shows on Wednesday unless it’s during the NBA playoffs. You’ve gone now and then, and one time there was a hypnotist that made you cluck like a chicken and oh boy, do the fellas still make fun of you for that one!


That kind of comedy where some comics spend their whole careers spanning every time zone, sleeping in comedy condos or in their cars at a Pilot Flying J on their way to the next run. Some adjusted to the lifestyle and some succumbed to it as in this case, Billy Ray.


Every comedian of any era knows at least one Billy Ray. For my generation there was John Fox. For John Fox there was Ollie Joe Prater. Not household names, but if the names come up in a green room, every comic is chiming in retelling urban legends and rumors in the angsty whisper of campfire horror stories. Perhaps today they would hold the tone of righteous indignation and fashionable outrage, but the tone doesn’t change the underlying reasons that the Billy Rays of our world compel you.


You could call him self-destructive but as the story begins, you see the destruction was finalized years ago. He simply continues down the spiral staircase on muscle memory, booze fumes rising from the spent cartridge of his soul. I have known him and I have shared the stage with him. I’ve tried to save him and I have also assisted in his downfall. He’s stolen my jokes and I still closed the bar with him. Several comedians have told me that they read this character as me. I read him as a down-and-out Ron White.


Most important, I was as engrossed by this book as anything I have ever read. The prose, the turns of phrase, the vernacular … all that shit … it is so brilliantly written that I found myself reading passages out loud to anyone within earshot on nearly every page.


Running the Light is the definitive book on road comedy, and Sam Tallent has created an instant classic in the same fashion Hunter S. Thompson did with Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. And by that, I mean that they were both written by men wearing distastefully ill-fitting shorts.





MONDAY



Billy Ray Schafer stepped off the plane in Amarillo, Texas with twenty-six hundred dollars tucked down the leg of his black ostrich-skin cowboy boot. He walked to baggage claim slowly, jelly-legged and nearing lucidity, coming out from under the Xanax he snorted before the flight. He removed his suitcases from the conveyor belt and found a restaurant in the terminal that served alcohol. After three drinks he went outside to smoke until his ride arrived.


The club owner sent his son to carry Billy Ray the two hours to Tucumcari. The son had a wide pink face that smiled amiably the entire drive. He didn’t care if Billy Ray smoked in the truck—not at all, just crack the window, please. As he drove, going fast, making short work of Texas, the son, a junior at the university in Albuquerque, remarked on the buildings they passed—peeling gray barns, rusted silos, long squat adobe houses baked the color of dried blood—detailing the different methods of construction and explaining how the architecture reflected the evolution of the Southwest as a region and the “resilient nature” of “these humble people.” On the barren stretches, he spewed an eclectic barrage of regional facts: “Taos Pueblo was built one thousand years after the death of Christ”; “Sante Fe is the tallest state capitol city”; “New Mexico is home to more cows than people and more chili peppers than cows”—followed by a list of famous New Mexicans. While the kid prattled, Billy Ray flirted with sleep, barely listening, finding it hard to imagine any life, human or otherwise, being lived in this blasted expanse of teeming red desert.


Based on how fast he talked, Billy Ray wondered if the kid had any amphetamines. Uppers would be helpful for his continuance. He was reaching the edge of himself.


He’d flown red-eye from Memphis to Dallas, where he suffered a four-hour layover before switching planes. In Memphis he’d performed at a nightclub patronized by black professionals, the men attired sharply in tailored suits and the women, their hair elaborate, in velvet and satin. He was not what they wanted and they were vocal in their disdain. Before Memphis, he’d done two nights in Tupelo at a rathole called Tortugas Cantina. Tortugas, which the locals called Tugs, brought in comedians on the weekend, transforming their dining room into a comedy club with the addition of a stage comprised of a single wooden pallet. The shows were sparsely attended but the staff prided themselves on entertaining the comedians and, like most service professionals, they were flush with cocaine and generous in their hospitality. Before Tupelo it was Birmingham and Huntsville and Chattanooga, Tennessee, a riverboat in Knoxville called the Smoky Queen Pearl and a biker bar in Charlotte that kept a snake in a glass tank behind the bar and fed him on hamsters, twelve days continuous of Greyhounds, rental cars and the cheapest motels starting in Virginia Beach two Wednesdays ago, twelve days of bad food and free liquor and women with low morale, twelve days away from his apartment in Los Angeles—a one bedroom in Koreatown that was less an apartment than it was the address of a storage space where he slept on occasion. He’d been on the road more than two hundred days this year. The damage was cumulative, both physical and mental, a sense-dulling exhaustion that limited his scope of emotion to a callous and shapeless contempt. He felt like he was evaporating. Seven days to go.


They stopped for burgers at a drive-in where the carhops rode inline skates. The girl who brought their food appeared to be floating and Billy Ray registered her an angel until he saw her wheels. They ate off the tailgate, watching the clouds push and expand across the West Texas sky. When he was done eating he lit a Winston, but he could not enjoy it; the air was hot enough already.


For the rest of the drive Billy Ray shut his eyes. With no one to talk to, the son whistled to himself, the same fifteen notes repeating, and Billy Ray passed gas in protest, filling the cabin with the smell of his decay.


When they finally reached Tucumcari, they stopped at a liquor store and Billy Ray bought a six-pack of Coors bottles and a small bag of ice. He instructed the kid to deliver him to his hotel, where he checked in and stripped nude and, after filling a wastepaper basket with the ice and beer, he laid on the mottled mattress and let the air conditioner lick the sweat off his body. The kid had promised to return at six-thirty to pick him up and take him to the venue. In the downtime, Billy Ray tried to nap but he was too tired, so he cracked a beer and flipped the channels until he found a network playing a show he liked. In the show, film crews followed actual police on patrol, capturing low moments of low people: domestic violence, DUIs, solicitations, assaults. The show was his favorite; he found the sincerity of lives in collapse to be absolutely compelling. In one episode, a pair of fat deputies in Fort Lauderdale, Florida uncovered a kilo of cocaine on a routine traffic stop. Billy Ray watched with envy as the police sliced into the brick to confirm it was drugs. “We just ruined someone’s party,” joked the cops. When asked, the possessor of the cocaine claimed the kilo was for personal use. “Hell yeah,” Billy Ray said and saluted the man with his beer.


The show that night was directly off the highway in a concrete roadhouse named Mingles. A banner hung on the face of the building announced BUD LIGHT PRESENTS MINGLES MONDAY NIGHT COMEDY RIOT. Pickup trucks dominated the patch of dirt out front that served as a parking lot. The kid parked away from them, behind the building. He insisted on carrying Billy Ray’s suitcase. Billy Ray followed him in through a back door into a kitchen alive with the smell of potatoes frying in dirty oil, past the lone harried cook standing with his hands on his hips in front of one of three microwaves and continuing through a set of swinging doors and into a barroom lit in low red light, decorated in maroon and black vinyl and outfitted with pool tables, dartboards and an arcade hunting simulator.


“My dad will be in later,” said the son. “Are you hungry? We got your dinner and whatever you want to drink. I’ve got to set up the chairs.”


Billy Ray requested a whiskey-coke and a menu from the bartender, a stoic man of deeply wrinkled indigenous features, his skin clay-red, his hair blue-black. He drank his highball fast and ordered another. Nothing about Mingles encouraged mingling. This was an unwelcoming place, vaguely apocalyptic. Everyone looked like a bounty hunter or a gas huffer. They were a grim clientele, all of them unlucky, the sunburnt and scarred survivors of anonymous, intimate catastrophes. They reminded Billy Ray of science fiction, these deep desert mutants, of nuclear fallout and Area 51. Looking at them gave him anxiety. He focused on his drinking. By the time the show began he was quietly very drunk.


A few minutes after eight, the owner’s son—whose name turned out to be Pauly—stepped to the microphone and introduced the opening act, a tall, thin man defined by an upright shock of stiff white hair. He wore a lab coat and went by the name Doctor Dixon Gorged. For thirty minutes, Doctor Gorged rattled off a combination of jokebook jokes and stolen material. Billy Ray identified bits by Hedberg, Carlin and Cosby among the bad doctor’s menagerie, but the crowd didn’t notice or, if they did, they didn’t care, and Doctor Gorged ended his set to decent applause.


When the Doctor walked past him on his way off the stage, Billy Ray nodded, abiding custom, and offered the traditional obligatory acknowledgment: “Good set.”


“Thanks. They’re fun. Are you the headliner?”


“I’m up next.”


The man extended his hand. “Wayne Hanson. I’m not actually a doctor.”


“No shit,” said Billy Ray. The man’s hand was warm and moist.


The owner’s son was uncomfortable behind the mic. He rocked back and forth. “Before we bring up your headliner, I just wanted to remind y’all—Bud Light drafts are two-for-one.”


Wayne Hanson/Doctor Gorged lowered his eyebrows, smushing his face apologetic. “I wish I could stay for your set, but I have to work in five hours.”


“That’s okay, man,” Billy Ray said, cinching closed his bolo tie. “I wouldn’t watch me either.”


On stage, the owner’s son did his best to bolster the energy in the room, but his false excitement came off as pleading. “Are y’all ready for your headliner?” he begged, raising a tepid affirmation from the crowd. He talked louder: “I said are y’all ready for your headliner?” The crowd responded with slightly more enthusiasm. “I’ve been hanging out with this guy all day and it has been a hoot.” He pulled a slip of paper from his coat pocket and read: “You’ve seen him on Letterman and Leno, Comedy Central and HBO.”


Wayne Hanson’s eyebrows hiked. “You did Letterman?”


“What’s the matter?” Schafer sneered. “You never seen a big star before?”


“It is my sincere pleasure to bring him to the stage. Let’s give a big Tucumcari welcome—here he is—Billy Ray Shatner!”


Bounding onstage to a wave of gentle applause, Billy Ray Schafer shook the boy’s hand and snatched the microphone from the stand. “Keep it going for Pauly and that heartfelt introduction.” He looked out at maybe thirty people distributed among eight circular cocktail tables. When he was setting up the room, Pauly lowered all the lights besides the ones pointed at the stage, rendering the crowd a collection of bodies without faces. Schafer knew there were more people at the bar, beyond his vision. It didn’t matter: they did not need to be seen. They all looked the same.


He breathed in, he breathed out. Then he addressed the darkness.


“Tucumcari, how are you tonight? Who’s drinking? Me too. Cheers. You can’t argue with two-for-one Bud Lights—someone’s getting a DUI tonight. I heard in Tucumcari, for a sobriety test, the cops make you pronounce the name of this fucking place. Tucumcari—what the hell kind of name is that? Tu-cum-car-i. Whoever named this town was sneezing—‘Tucumcari! Excuse me.’ Jesus Christ. It must be an Indian word. I bet it’s Comanche for ‘middle of fucking nowhere.’ Sounds like the nickname of a very demanding lover: Two Cum Carrie—she needs it twice or not at all.”


What he lacked in innovation he made up for in execution, tenacity and volume. He operated with a defiant nonchalance that concealed his craft beneath a layer of manufactured effortlessness. He’d been doing it—doing this—for so long that after a certain, indefinable tipping point, he had them—he owned them—and it no longer mattered what words he said, only how he said them. The funny was in the timing, the pronunciation, the spaces in between. He wove in and out of prepared material, riffing at his leisure, and working the crowd (“I see a lot of Mexican couples in here. Sir, is this your wife? How long have you been together? Wow—seventeen years. Congratulations. Mexicans, y’all have the strongest marriages and I’ll tell you why: because Latinas are fucking scary. Look at her—she’s laughing because she knows. You ask a white girl for a divorce, she might sue you for alimony. Worst-case scenario, she slashes your tires. But shit, man, you ask a Latina for a divorce—she’s liable to slash your throat. That’s war right there! You know what happens when you ask a Mexican for a divorce? The fucking Alamo is what happens.”).


He was excellent, an emancipator, a prophet, the microphone a relic in his hand; for the duration of his set, his was the only voice in the world. Santeria, cult ritual—jokes as incantations. What he said altered the listener, caused them to revert and devolve: they howled and grunted, they whooped, they squealed. Under his spell, they communicated without words, slapping at each other like lesser hominoids. Some cried, the joy welling up and escaping their eyes in the form of clear liquid and running down their faces gone sore from smiling prolonged.


For fifty-eight minutes, Billy Ray Schafer harnessed the protean, giving shape to that which has no form. It was a masterful performance that left the crowd liberated and buckling like convulsives. But for Billy Ray, while his attention was occupied, he operated autonomous of a sense of pride—while he was killing, Billy Ray Schafer was completely and hopelessly bored: he checked his watch, he thought about dinner. This task brought him joy no longer. He didn’t hear the laughter anymore.


“Thank you, Tucumcari. Now let’s get destroyed.”


He stands in the back of the room behind a pool table displaying his merchandise. People approach to pay compliments. Some of them want photos, others just want to talk. He exploits their gratitude for an opportunity to push his wares: T-shirts, beer koozies, CDs—the merchandise is his lifeblood. This is how he survives. They thank him for coming, tell him he was amazing, tell him they needed that. They hug him goodbye. A few people ask how he wound up in Tucumcari, a common question in the small towns. He always gives the same answer—“I’m just following the money.” It is a better thing to say than the truth: “Because life is pain and I am very much alive.”


He signs autographs for no extra charge, scribbling in thick black Sharpie: DAVE, THANKS FOR THE DRUG MONEY! BRS or CINDY, THANKS FOR BRINGING THEM TITTIES GIRL! BRS. They tell him jokes and he pretends not to have heard them before. He gives them fake laughter, he gives them more of himself. When they offer to buy him liquor, he obliges. Beer chases whiskey. Tequila salt lime. He drinks until he is anesthetized. He asks them for cocaine.


Sorry, they say.


I can’t help you, they say.


That’s okay, he tells them. I can’t help myself.


The bar becomes an illusion that requires all of his focus to maintain. He plays songs on the jukebox that make him feel more real: nobody else knows the words. He orders a cheeseburger, tips the bartender twenty dollars, forgets about it, tips him again. Conversations wear on. He begins to repeat himself. There are only so many things to say.


Near midnight, a man who claimed to be the owner pulled him away to a small storage room behind the bar. A bare bulb in the ceiling yellowed the chamber visible, illuminating a row of stainless-steel kegs lining the wall like the torsos of B-movie robots. A water heater hummed in the center of the room flaking paint. Hanging on the wall, a feedstore calendar laid open to a picture of a girl in a bikini lying sideways across bales of hay. She must be itchy, thought Billy Ray.


The owner’s face was sharp, his sunbaked skin pulled tight, his nose an arrowhead jutting out of the middle of his head. The precise angular symmetry of his composition was disrupted by a black patch he wore over his left eye. His long arms hung to his knees, lumpy with muscle, the skin cobwebbed with faded tattoos gone all shades of gray. He looked nothing like his son.


“Do you need a check or is cash okay?” the owner said.


“Cash is just fine,” said Billy Ray. “Better for taxes.”


“I get it.” He handed Billy Ray an envelope. “It’s like you were never here.” The owner pulled a baggie of white sand from his pocket, held the bag to the single bulb and flicked it twice with his index finger. “Nightcap?”


Billy Ray smiled. “I wouldn’t want to be rude.”


The owner opened the bag and spilled powder on top of the water heater and carved the mound into six thin scars with a pocketknife. He licked the blade before closing it then rolled a twenty-dollar bill tubular and handed it to Billy Ray. “Fire it up.”


Billy Ray bent over and snapped his head back with a snort, disappearing two of the lines. The cocaine tightened the parts of him made loose by alcohol. Immediately he felt improved. They passed the bill between them, efficient in their consumption. When the first set of lines were gone, the owner chalked out six more.


“You got some good shit here,” Billy Ray said, his lips completely numb.


“The guy last week couldn’t get enough.”


“Who was here?”


“Andrist. Something Andrist.”


“Andy?”


“That’s it. You know him?”


Billy Ray nodded. “Oh I know him.”


“He’s got a Hoover for a nose.”


“How’d he do?”


The owner shook his head. “Bad.”


“Really?”


“It was bad. He said something about the military that pissed a lot of people off. It got pretty ugly from there.”


“Andy’s not for everyone. His stuff is pretty smart.”


“Too smart for this town. They hated him.” The owner finished the last of the powder then licked the water heater clean. “But they loved you.”


At last call, Billy Ray stepped onto the patio to smoke and count his money. Including the cash in the envelope, he added $430 to the lump in his boot. The bar emptied and he watched the last-call stragglers stagger across the parking lot, crunching the dirt beneath their soles as they hunted for their rides. He’d attempted to procure a bit of the owner’s cocaine, but they’d exhausted his holdings, and now his blood begged for what it couldn’t have. As was often the case at this hour, he didn’t know what to do. In cities, no matter the night of the week, the party never had to end, but out in the Rest of It, in the remote, blank nowheres, the night had a way of dying just when he was feeling the most alive.


Hard white stars henpecked the sky, burning clearer in the fathomless black. It would be nice, he thought, to spend the night beneath this sky, to lie down in the desert and sleep with the snakes. As a young man, when he first began working the road, he spent many nights in a tent camped off the side of the highway. There was an overwhelming sense of adventure in the beginning, a thrilling desperado wanderlust that made each day special and new; he’d relished every night and the miles in between. Now, after twenty-six years, the romance was gone, replaced as it was in all long-term relationships with a fatalistic obligation: this is what I do and I’ll do it until I’m dead. Tonight he would sleep indoors. His bones were too old for the dirt.


He was ready to ask Pauly for a ride back to the hotel when a girl approached from across the patio. Her pants hung low on her waist, exposing the points of her hips, an unlit cigarette dangling out of her pinched face. Redheaded and tomboy skinny, her mossy, dull eyes reflected little light. She appeared stagnant behind them, like she was staring out of mud. He recognized her from the audience. She had covered her mouth when she laughed.


She asked him for a light and he gave her his Bic. She asked him what he thought of Tucumcari and he told her he didn’t have a chance to see much. “You’re not missing out,” she said. She offered to show him some things.


An hour later, inside of an IHOP bathroom, he had her bent over a baby-changing table, his thighs to her haunches, his fingers in her mouth. She was loud. “Yes,” she said. “Yes yes yes yes yes yes yes.” She was strong, eager. She pulled him inside of her and held him there—“Yes.” He finished on her back.


Afterward, she ordered a waffle with whipped cream and he drank ice tea. They were the only ones in the restaurant but it took a while for her food to come. While they waited, she told him about her life. It was all very sad. She ate her waffle with a spoon. When she was finished, he paid for her meal and she drove him to his hotel.


“Don’t forget about me,” she said as he got out of the car.


“Never,” he told her. He didn’t know her name.





TUESDAY



Rental car counters were one of the few places where his name still had meaning. Inside of them he felt special. He never had to wait in line.


“As you know, Mr. Schafer, your membership tier allows you for a free upgrade.”


“I’ll pass.”


“Are you sure? With your rewards points, we could put you in a Mustang at no additional charge.”


“I’ll take whatever does best on gas.”


“Of course, sir. My pleasure.”


He had no palate for cars. A tool to be used, a conveyance; their design was of no interest to him. He never understood the appeal. He knew people that owned dozens of cars, motorcycles, boats, all of them insured and in need of routine maintenance, losing their value daily and rusting away like their owners. Things had never been his thing. He spent his money on more immediate gratifications.


The day was clear electric blue. Cloudless. Pristine. The undistilled sunlight bounced off the highway in shimmering waves: it looked like rain in reverse. In a brand-new maroon Toyota Corolla, he took the miles of ruined red earth at ninety miles an hour, pressing into the hundreds when he thought it was safe, relishing the speed, challenging the horizon. He stopped at a McDonald’s for a large orange juice and married it to a quarter pint of vodka. He sang along to the radio whenever he knew the words.


He measured time in mile markers. Albuquerque was six exits long, Santa Fe was three. Once he’d thought that capital cities received their designation because they were the largest and most prosperous cities in their respective states. Then stand-up dragged him across the country, through Springfield, Albany, Carson City, Olympia, and he realized that he did not know much about the choosing of capital cities or about anything much at all.


In Raton he stopped at a diner for pork green chile and fresh tortillas with butter. While he ate, he called his manager, Randy “Red” Haberstadt, and left another message, saying he would call back tomorrow, same time, they had to talk about January, about the cruise ships: he was starting to get nervous. It was important to stay on top of Red and it had been a few weeks since they’d talked. The submission window for Carnival was approaching and he needed to know Red had sent in his tape. The boats represented thirty weeks of easy money. He couldn’t do another year like this one.


He picked up a six-pack of Coors Banquet at a gas station moated by tables of Indian blankets and turquoise jewelry. A dinner-plate chunk of quartz caught his eye and when he stopped to admire it, a shrunken woman with a raisined face approached him from behind the table.


“Is beautiful, no?” She wore a rosary. As she talked she passed the beads between her thumb and forefinger.


“Sí,” he answered. “Muy bonita.”


“Or this.” She selected a silver-plated necklace from among her riches and held it up to glitter in the sunlight. “So pretty.”


“Auténtico?”


“Sí. Touch.”


“No gracias.”


“Sí sí. Tócalo.”


“I see it.”


“Tócalo.”


“Lo siento, mamacita.”


“Un regalo para tu amor.”


“I have no amor.”


He drove on, crossing Raton Pass and the volcanic mesas pushing spruces and Christmas firs from their rich, black soil, passing Fishers Peak and the sprawling walls of granite left over from the construction of I-25 and the closed exits to the ghost towns created by the interstate when it made the railroads obsolete.


Four hours after leaving Tucumcari, he arrived in Trinidad, Colorado and found a park near a river to get out and stretch his legs. He removed his boots and socks and locked his bankroll in the trunk and walked down to the water in his bare feet, concealing a beer in his pocket. He’d been slipped a joint the night before and while he wasn’t big on dope, he figured with four hours between him and showtime, he had nothing better to do than get a little stoned. Part of the job was killing daylight. Spending too much time in a hotel room gave him a caged, static feeling that reminded him of jail. Boardwalks, movie theaters, shopping malls—in these places he whittled the excess hours off his days. But given the option, he preferred parks for the lack of crowds and the low price of admission and because he could loiter and smoke cigarettes and drink liquor from brown bags.


In the shade of a scabrous ponderosa, the bark cracked and eaten up with blight, he sat down and lit the joint and sank into the listless afternoon. The smoke was dense and smelled like gasoline and turned the water of the Purgatoire complex and beautiful. The river seemed alive somehow, sentient, the skin rippling and flashing like melted sunlight, a single purposed organism built of liquid glass, pulsing and reptilian, like a great blue snake shouldering the banks as it raked its belly along the riverbed. For a while he became preoccupied in his mind with the pronunciation of the word “salamander,” repeating it to himself until the syllables lost all meaning. He cracked the beer and drank it and when it was empty he set an alarm on his phone and took off his shirt and laid down on his belly, stoned and tranquil and drunker than he expected, enjoying the contrast of the cool grass on his skin and the sunlight on his back. In the quiet of the fading afternoon, Billy Ray dozed off into a restless sleep, finding it difficult without a pillow to find a comfortable position and dreaming of a pattern of triangles and squares.


At seven, the alarm called him back from wherever we go and he woke up in the darkness thirsty and confused, unsure for a moment of this place in the world and who he was in it.


He drove to the hotel and checked in. Before he took a shower, he masturbated into the sink with the lights off so as not to see himself in the mirror. His reflection ruined the experience.


The GPS led him to a nondescript building on the outskirts of town. He pulled up slowly, unsure if he’d entered the correct address. He rolled down his window and asked a woman in the parking lot if there was a comedy show here tonight and she told him she didn’t know, probably, she wasn’t sure what all they had planned this year. He parked on the side of the building and left his merchandise in the car and walked around to the front of the building, a pre-engineered corrugated sheet metal kit-shed, bunker-esque and utilitarian and at home in the surrounding high desert. A plywood deck had been built onto the building, and a spotlight attached to the railing painted the valley below in pale, ephemeral light. Scraped out by a flash flood the year previous, the valley stretched out like a graveyard, a forgotten place, the bleak landscape bristling with tufted sagebrush and knobs of cactus and dried out, bone-white yuccas, the serrated leaves growing as stiff and sharp as ivory knives. Looming at the end of the valley, the Sangre de Cristos guarded the edge of the world; their enormity blacked out the moon.


The building was one big room. A thin galley kitchen ran along one wall, a bar along the other. Between them a hundred or so people sat at collapsible tables in plastic folding chairs. The walls were sheathed in faux-wood paneling that reflected the obnoxious fluorescent light screaming off tubes in the ceiling.


Billy Ray went to the bar and asked the man behind the counter if there was comedy here tonight.


“I think I heard something about that,” the man said.


“Do you know who I should talk to? I’m the comic.”


“That would be Dan.”


“Do you know where he is?”


The man put down his rag and came out from behind the bar. “Let me see,” he said, setting off into the crowd. The man walked with a bouncing limp.


While he waited, Billy Ray milled about the perimeter reading plaques inscribed with the names of dead men and the dates they were killed. One of the men was named Leslie Faggot and Billy Ray laughed.


“Mr. Schafer?”


Billy Ray turned around to find the barman standing with a squat, severe-looking man.


“Mr. Schafer,” said the man. “I’m Dan Guntley. Welcome to our VFW.”


Dan Guntley’s title was sergeant at arms. A blocky, square-headed, taciturn man, Dan Guntley served two tours in Vietnam, and despite his age, he still appeared capable of violence. His movements were precise and unwasted and he shook Billy Ray’s hand like he was trying to win a contest.


“Help yourself to the prime rib,” Dan Guntley said, motioning to a table covered in potluck. “You can take a plate with you if you like. We always have too much.” He put his hand on the barman’s shoulder. “This is Dave. You already met.”


Billy Ray moved his extended finger between the two men: “Dan and Dave. That’s easy.”


“Excellent. Dave will take care of you. Entertainment starts at twenty-one hundred hours. You’ll go on at twenty-one and a half, right after plop-o. You are scheduled for forty minutes and we’ll do the raffle when you’re done.”


“Did—did you say plop-o?”


“Yes sir.”


“Is that a clown?”


“No sir.”


“You never played plop-o?” asked Dave.


Billy Ray shook his head.


The two men exchanged glances. This seemed to please them. “Well, in that case,” Dan Guntley said, “I won’t ruin the surprise.”


Billy Ray loaded a plate with macaroni and cheese and green beans with bacon and slices of white bread and a slab of prime rib as big as his face and ladled gravy over the entire mess. The flimsy plate sagged under the weight of his meal; the grease soaked through the paper. He carried his dinner to the bar and asked Dave for a whiskey-coke.


“No can do, partner. No liquor. We only got wine, Mike’s Hard and Coors in a can, but we got a shitload of them and they’re cold as death.”


The beef was leathered, overcooked and underseasoned, but he ate it all and returned to the buffet for seconds of the macaroni and cheese. He knew comics that said they couldn’t eat before they went on, that digestion messed with their show, but Billy Ray never had that problem, especially when the food was complimentary: as a rule, he took whatever was free and kept his eye on the rest.


The event tonight was a ticketed fundraiser for a charity that worked with military families. He estimated the average age in the room to be sixty-five years old. The men were loud, their posture impeccable. They tucked their shirts into their starched Wranglers and they tucked their pant legs into their boots and they stood bolt straight clasping their hands behind their backs as they agreed with each other, treading the surface, using many words to say nothing, waiting for their turn to talk. Their wives were quiet, sturdy women, plain without being homely, ChapStick, cheap earrings, lacquered but not polished. They wore their hair piled high into stiff meringues above soda can bangs or pulled back into ponytails that stretched their foreheads smooth and pinned their eyebrows incredulous. Like their husbands, they wore jeans along with denim jackets and hooded sweatshirts and souvenir T-shirts purchased on vacation and they donned their husbands’ Carhartts to step outside and smoke Marlboro Lights and gossip about each other’s kids. Nearly all of the men and a good portion of the women wore some kind of hat: ballcaps and boonies and beanies and berets and flat caps and patrol caps and camouflage visors, a few cowboy hats and he even spotted one deerstalker, all of them stuck with buttons and pins and medals and patches, commemorations signaling their ranks, platoons and battalions, the ships they manned, the aircraft they flew, identifiers of the lives they lived, reminders of what happened to them: brass scars. The only ones among them not wearing hats were seated at the table closest to the bar, a pack of long-haired young men and their dates, sad boys with men’s faces who quietly drank beers at a steady pace, their blank eyes ringed in sleepless purple. They looked like they were tired of seeing.


Billy Ray had never been here before, but observing these people, he understood where he was. He knew them. He’d met them many times. Proud, generous, unremarkable, their faces big and red and tired, these were capital “A” Americans, the ubiquitous, stalwart, forgotten surplus. They would die here because they were born here, baptized and married in the same church, living the span of their lives within fifty miles of where they’d been pushed screaming into the world. These people populated towns that only existed on maps—Tama, Iowa, Demopolis, Alabama, Wyoming et al.—the faceless spaces between destinations. They spent their lives persevering, aware that they were waiting for something, but for what, they didn’t know.


Billy Ray went outside and smoked a cigarette in the dark. He wanted to find some cocaine. Having some gave him comfort. It was palliative, a rip cord, an escape hatch: if the show was shit, he could always get high afterward. And if the show went well, why not celebrate with an old friend? That’s what he told himself, but if he was being honest—in rehab they said it was important to be honest—he simply enjoyed being high on cocaine. It made him feel good and smart and special. There was nothing else to it: life is long and it was lonely out here.


After retrieving his merchandise case from the car, he went inside to find the crowd clearing tables and chairs from the center of the room. Two boys unspread a tarp in the middle of the linoleum floor and smoothed it flat. A grid had been drawn on the tarp to create a matrix of forty-nine squares. Spray-painted along the vertical axis were the letters A, B, C, D, E, F and G and across the horizontal axis numbers one to seven. The crowd crushed around the tarp, jostling for position and comparing slips of paper until the appearance of a big man from the kitchen dropped the room into reverential silence. The big man’s beard hung past the bib of his faded gray overalls. He walked like he thought he was important. He carried a duck under his arm.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” the emcee said into the microphone, “there he is: Mallard Fillmore.” The big man walked to the center of the tarp and raised the duck above his head, an act of ceremony Billy Ray, completely confused, interpreted as sacrificial. The duck, an old mallard with a proud brown bosom, snapped at the man’s wrist, drawing blood. The big man cursed and dropped the duck fluttering to the tarp. Billy Ray had never seen a duck indoors. This was a haggard specimen. Patches of dimpled skin showed through where its feathers had fallen out. The eyes trapped in its teal head indicated neither excitement nor petulance, only indifference, blinking flatly with a hostile stultification, a look of imminent degradation. Billy Ray knew it well: Alright, motherfuckers, let’s get this over with. I could be flying right now.


“Here we go,” said the man on the stage. “Who’s ready to make some money?”


The crowd cheered.


“Alright, y’all. It’s that time. One, two, three—plop-o!”


The crowd flared like a flame licked by wind. They stomped their feet and clapped their hands and slapped at the flat parts of themselves with their palms or barked or blew sharply into elaborate handheld devices that bleated like waterfowl and looked like kazoos. Others cooed sweetly, throwing bits of bread or kneeling with crackers in their outstretched hands in an attempt to influence the duck’s movements, to draw it closer to them and away from the others, whispering, pleading. The surreality was spellbinding. Billy Ray watched like a man on drugs. The emcee’s voice through the loudspeaker was barely audible over the chaos. “… where will he shit, where will he blow, whose luck will hit, we all want to know.”


“Jesus fucking Christ,” Billy Ray said, ascertaining finally the rules of the game.


Grace, do you remember me? I remember you …


Duck shit bingo.


I’m following duck shit bingo.


Condemnation has many names.


The crowd’s collective fervor crescendoed when the duck waddled absently off the edge of the tarp and sat down to pick at a piece of bread. The onlookers whooped and howled and threw pieces of dinner rolls but the duck, nonplussed, stared on intransigent, defying their demands. Billy Ray wondered why the bird didn’t fly away. For some reason, he thought he remembered hearing that ducks couldn’t fly unless they were near water but that didn’t make sense. Did the big bastard clip your wings, little duck, or did you forget how to use them? Cutting through the crowd, the big man went to toe the duck back toward the center but the duck took his bread and scurried farther down the tarp. Billy Ray smiled. Despite his embarrassment at being involved in this sideshow, he found himself rooting for the bird. In a strange way, he empathized. Good for you, he thought, watching the duck avoid the big man’s boot. You don’t have to feed the pigs their slop, little duck. I do, but you don’t.


Eventually, the big man got his hands on the bird and walked it back to the free space and said something Billy Ray couldn’t hear and the crowd laughed. When the duck finally shat, the crowd erupted. The watery green mess on space D-4 won two ticket holders one hundred dollars apiece paid by the big man who then tucked the duck back under his arm and waved to the crowd. He turned in each direction, bowing like a bullfighter, and the strange duo left to a round of hearty applause and the tarp was removed and the tables returned. Billy Ray checked his watch. Almost showtime. He wondered what the duck was getting paid.


Billy Ray went to the bathroom and stepped into a stall to piss. He was glad to be away from the people in the main room. Bathroom stalls were one of the few places he could be himself; they made him think about cocaine. Not including the toilet, he counted five surfaces in the stall on which one could measure themselves a serving of powder and snort it in private and not have to share. How fine that would be. Surely someone here had cocaine. He decided that after the show he would talk to the sullen longhairs by the bar. They looked like they spent time in the bathroom. If they didn’t have cocaine, he would take whatever they had. He just needed something—anything—to help him get closer to right.


He shook off and zipped himself and stood at the sink trying to make sense of the face in the mirror. When he was younger, he knew he was handsome because women told him so. There was a time in his life when he had been fawned over, coveted. He remembered that face and the permissions it gave him, the strength in his jaw, the devil in his eyes. There was none of that left. He didn’t recognize himself.


In the eighties, before his wife, he dated a girl who practiced Bikram yoga. On her birthday, he surprised her with a trip to Las Vegas to attend a weekend retreat and see the famous yogi speak. The night of the yogi’s lecture, the girl convinced Billy Ray to accompany her in eating LSD. Under the influence of the drug, the yogi’s lecture became a sermon of profound revelation. At one point, after hearing the yogi’s stance on memory, Billy Ray shouted “Hallelujah!” and dropped to his knees and buried his face in the carpet. “No one remembers what they looked like yesterday, a week ago, last year. There is a version of us inside of our minds that does not correspond to our actuality, an idea of who we are that is unaffected by time or reality. Then, one day, you are confronted by the person you really are, the you you have become, the one who exists in the world, the one that breathes and shits and screams. And you realize: the people we think we are may never have existed. You were an idea, steam or smoke or wax. You destroyed the man you remember and in his place is you. You have become a stranger to yourself. You have become an impostor in your own skin. The man—this man—a living thing of blood and bone. Here he is. I am him but he is not me. I will never be the same because there is no future, there is no past. Some men are only here and now and that’s all they will ever be.” The yogi’s words stuck in Billy Ray like arrows. They became a mantra of supreme importance. He carried them with him like a precious compass until one day he forgot.


He splashed cold water on the face in the mirror, watched the water drip. He breathed deep. Goddamnit, he thought. I need some fucking coke.


He left the bathroom to find the hall quiet, the audience seated and listening as a frail woman onstage spoke in a breathless whisper, the words coming in weak gasps, sounding hollowed out. Her clothes hung off her shrunken frame like rags from a leper. Clutching the podium with her thin fingers, bent and emaciated and completely bald, the skin of her head paled to translucence, she looked like a mantis, Jovian, a mistake of science escaped from a bunker. Above all else, she looked anything but funny.


“Over two thousand new cases of breast cancer are diagnosed every month …”


“What the fuck is this?” said Billy Ray, turning the heads of nearby tables. He scanned the room for Dan Guntley and located him at the bar.


“… on the day they found my cancer, I was getting ready to welcome my first granddaughter into the world. I still remember how my son cried when I told him …”


“No way,” he grumbled, quickstepping to Guntley. “Dan, hey, Dan,” he said to the fire-hydrant-shaped man. “I thought I was on after the duck?”


Dan Guntley nodded as he tipped up a silver flask. Whatever was inside made his face lemon. “Yessir, that was the original plan, but then Sheila asked if she could say a few words about her charity, so I told her why not? She won’t be on long.”


Billy Ray looked at Sheila. Barely visible behind the podium, her wrists the same circumference as the microphone stand and the tiny bones of her skull visible under the harsh white light, she looked like she was stuffed with straw, like a scarecrow, neither dead or alive.


“… but at this point, the doctors say that every day I live is a medical miracle …”


“Is that alright?” Guntley said, shaking the flask. “Cutty?”


Billy Ray tipped back the whiskey, filling his throat with iced heat. Dave slid another Coors his way. “Well, you know,” he said. “I guess she’s not the worst opener I ever had. I did a weekend with Gallagher once …”


“… which is why I set up this charity: I wasn’t going to let terminal cancer stop me from riding my horse, and neither should anyone else …”


“She’s almost done,” Dan Guntley said.


“I’ll say,” said Dave, and the three men laughed.


“… cancer may have won the war, but if I have to die, I’m going down on my horse.”


Billy Ray winced. “There’s a better way to say that.” He took another sip off the flask.


Sheila left the stage with the aid of her husband. Before he led her off, he stepped to the microphone to say that his wife was his hero and that he loved her and the room welled then burst with the compulsory applause due to a man and his dying wife.


The emcee came to the podium wiping tears off his cheeks. “Brave words from a brave woman. We’re gonna miss you, baby. We’re all gonna miss you very much.” He struggled to compose himself as the crowd dabbed its eyes. “May God bless you, Sheila. Tell him to take mercy on us. We’re giving him an angel.” He honked his nose loudly into a red bandana and wiped his eyes. “Alright, alright. Enough bawling, y’all. Who’s ready to laugh?”


No one, thought Billy Ray. No group of people had ever been less prepared to laugh in the history of laughter, organized or otherwise. Drowning a puppy would have been a better opener. Once, in the Florida Keys, he had worked with a Catskill fossil on a string of awful shows. Whenever one of his jokes didn’t hit, the fossil would say, “Oy vey! The food lines at Dachau were warmer than this!” Billy Ray chuckled. Oy vey: fuck my ass. It was so unfunny he couldn’t help but laugh.


As the emcee read his introduction, he stood by the side of the stage awaiting the sound of his name, focusing on afterward, doing the math in his head of how much cocaine he could buy, happy to know none of this mattered and that it would soon be over: in an hour he would be no one again.


“We feed him on watermelon all day until he can’t help but shit his self.”


Billy Ray sat at the long bar, afterward, listening to Mallard Fillmore’s owner explain the finer points of plop-o as bowlegged veterans broke down tables and folded up chairs. The crowd vacated. Both Billy Ray and the man were waiting to get paid.


“We sell raffle tickets and guarantee a hunnerd-dollar prize, but we always sell more than one hunnerd tickets and we sell them for five apiece so there’s always plenty of cream to scrape, and that’s all tax free on top of the guarantee.”


The man breathed in heavy wet rattles: sharp and raspy inhales, croaking exhalations. His face was porcine and round, his hair brush-cut short into a precise gray diamond. The breasts draped over his massive gut jiggled whenever he laughed or coughed on the Pall Malls he burned. He smoked them down until they singed his fingers and through his fat lips, he sipped red wine mixed with Pepsi over ice through a straw. Calle ocho, he called it. “They let kids drink it in Spain.” He said his name was Clarence, Clarence Wade—as if Billy Ray gave a hot shit—but everyone calls him Junior.


“Plop-o’s the easiest money I ever made. And I know easy money.” Clarence/Junior rolled his fat cheek up in a wink and grinned, revealing a mouth of purple stained teeth, each of them dead or dying. “Only thing better than easy money is easy women.”


Billy Ray wondered from what movie the fat man stole this line. Maybe an old comic book. Billy Ray believed firmly that, beyond the age of thirteen, there are no original ideas. People talk like the things they see. After a certain age, nothing is new besides death. Billy Ray, hungry for more of the cocaine the fat man shared with him after he got offstage, bit his tongue and decided to fit in. “Any woman is easy if you have enough money,” he said. The fat man bobbed with agreeable laughter.


“Shit. I’ll drink to that.” Clarence/Junior emptied his tumbler of cabernet and cola. His lips were the color of hematoma.


Like most Americans, Clarence/Junior enjoyed talking and disliked listening. The conversation was gapless. He talked fast, desperately unspooling his yarn, leaving himself nothing to weave. This was common: Americans thought they had a right to be heard. They viewed themselves important and integral and interesting, but after talking to as many of them as he had, Billy Ray knew the opposite to be true. In his experience, most people had on average one good anecdote and one good joke. That’s it: two things to say and they repeated them whenever they had a pair of fresh ears. Oftentimes the anecdote wasn’t even their own. Three hundred million people with six hundred million lines of dialogue, and Billy Ray Schafer had heard most the jokes. It was a shame. If only they knew what it was that made them unique. Then Billy Ray would never be bored.


Billy Ray had many failings, but he used his ears better than most. He learned to hear what was said at an early age: to make his father repeat himself was cause for a beating. He didn’t mind listening because he didn’t like talking all that much. At his core, he was just one more person with nothing to say.


Attention is manipulative; it made men trust him, seeing in the undisturbed pools of his silence a reflection of themselves. Women adored him for it: he inhaled their words like perfume and they rewarded his regard with their bodies—listening as foreplay, heed for head. He knew to be heard is an intimate act—to penetrate, to receive. Commanding a person’s attention is to temporarily own their reality, thus sociopaths and narcissists coveted his company: he did very well at Hollywood parties. Before he was no longer welcome at such events, he always left with a pocketful of business cards.


Clarence/Junior snorted his sinuses clear, swallowed loudly and lit another cigarette. Billy Ray found the fat man repugnant. He wondered how he was still alive. Initially he was only interested in his drugs, but after talking with him, hearing the contentment in the pig-man’s voice and the lack of spite in his words, Billy Ray was curious how much cash Clarence/Junior pulled in with his rolling waterfowl shit fiasco. The number must have been higher than Billy Ray’s quotient—the question was by how much? Men are measured by their portion of the gate. Clarence/Junior was a shark-eyed carny with a diarrhetic duck and Billy Ray was the only white man to ever receive a standing ovation at the Apollo: he needed to know how far he’d fallen. Only then would he know exactly how small to feel.


“You sell a lot of merch tonight?” inquired Clarence/Junior. Fucking carny, thought Billy Ray. Carnies lived to talk merch. The fleecing was worth more than the money. The only difference between a carny and a gypsy is superstition and scarves. Billy Ray was not a carny. He took no pride in the amount of product he moved: selling merchandise postshow was a concession of his integrity (once in a moment of rare honesty, Billy Ray had confessed to his wife, “I’m not an artist. I’m just a traveling T-shirt salesman that dabbles in spoken word”). The duck man was only setting himself up to brag: they had shared a merch table in the back of the room and Billy Ray had done fine, no records broken—seven CDs, five or so shirts—but his sales were meager compared to Clarence/Junior’s. The fat man sold hats and T-shirts emblazoned with a cartoon duck, its face puckered up and straining as it squats over the phrase THIS DUCK S*!@S MONEY and pictures of Mallard Fillmore “signed” by a webbed footprint stamped onto each glossy 8 x 10. He charged twenty dollars for one photo or three for forty. At one point during the frenzy, Clarence/Junior turned to ask Billy Ray for change for a hundred. As Billy Ray counted him out five twenties, the fat man said—without irony—“You gotta love showbiz,” and winked his slow, dough-rising wink. It was at that moment that Billy Ray decided he hated him.


If it weren’t for the cocaine they would have had nothing to talk about.


Billy Ray tried to strike up a conversation with the aged young metalheads in the back of the room, but they didn’t bite when he mentioned an afterparty, most likely, Billy Ray decided, because they preferred downers—the black pupils in their blown-glass eyes were barely visible through the slits of their nodding eyelids—or maybe, Billy Ray considered, they didn’t want to party with a fifty-two-year-old drifter who said things like “My friend Andrew Jackson is looking for some action.” Whichever it was, the youths colded him, and now Clarence/Junior was his only option if he wanted to hurt less.


“I did alright for a bunch of farmers,” Billy Ray said, tabulating numbers in his head. He sold around $150 worth of merchandise. “These people were wound so tight, they shit corkscrews. I was glad to get anything off them.”


“I moved about six hunnerd,” Clarence/Junior croaked.


You vulgar carny bastard, thought Billy Ray, his hand tightening reflexively around his Coors. He wanted to break the bottle and cut out the fat man’s tongue and shove it up his ass, learn him some couth. Instead he said: “What’s the duck’s cut?”


The fat man smiled: “I just put it on his bill.”


“Hilarious,” Billy Ray said. He finished his beer and reached behind the bar for another.


From outside came Dan Guntley bringing the cold behind. “Gentlemen,” he said, approaching with two envelopes in his hand, his gait rigid and rehearsed and ex-military. “I apologize for the wait.”


Billy Ray stood and leaned against the bar next to Clarence/Junior. He knew the fat man would verify the amount on his check. Carnies always count the money, the tactless savages. Sure enough, he tore into his envelope as soon as Dan Guntley delivered it, his short arms working on the shelf of his belly like an otter prying a clam: $300—fifty more than Billy Ray’s two and a half. Within him, the difference ignited a rage far beyond jealousy, an ignoble scarlet fury bordering on homicidal. The inequity demanded retribution: he envisioned a fantasy in which he drove to Los Angeles, killed his manager and then himself. At the very least this necessitated a long, serious conversation. He was better than this, even now, even him.


Dan Guntley shook their hands and told them they were locking up the building in twenty minutes. He thanked them and they thanked him and as soon as he turned his back, Billy Ray leaned over the bar and pulled a six-pack from the cooler. Clarence/Junior tapped his nose with his index finger: “One more for the road?”


Billy Ray stood up. “Is the pope a pedophile?”


Freshly cleaned, the bathroom was immaculate. It burned with harsh fluorescence. White light singing to white tile. The walls of the stalls were devoid of graffiti. The toilet sparkled with the luster of wedding china. It reminded Billy Ray of an emergency room or a rest stop: somewhere bad things transpire outside the purview of darkness. The sterility made Billy Ray anxious on top of his indignity. The pronounced cleanliness reinforced the depravity of their actions.
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