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  "Sharp and highly entertaining. Armacost's words are like Douglas




  Adams' brain in Conan the Barbarian's body, bulging with perverse




  spectacle and galactic-sized adventure, told with a wink and a nudge."—David W. Barbee, author of A Town Called Suckhole and Thunderpussy




   




   




   




  "Do you like your brain on Palahniuk and Vonnegut, but want something




  harder? Try Armacost, but be warned: his SPACE BUSH is a guaranteed




  bizarro overdose."—John Edward Lawson, author of SuiPsalms
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  SPACE BUSH




   




  “And shake the yoke of inauspicious stars from this world-weary flesh —William Shakespeare (Romeo and Juliet)




   




  




  About a year ago, I woke up in a spaceship with a terrible crimp in my neck. The way it happened was like this.




   




  The night before, my buddy Fred had talked me into meeting up for beers and wings at the BW3s over in Broadripple, which is the only quasi-cosmopolitan area of Indianapolis, other than our minuscule downtown.




   




  Even though I’d already been nailed for one DUI since my divorce, and even though I was supposed to pick up my daughter in the morning, I was so lonely and horney and bored that, despite the faint pleadings of my eroded conscious, I eventually slinked out the door and headed for my car, a rusty-white Ford Taurus covered with wet leaves and parked at an angle in slot-34, which used to belong to my upstairs neighbor until she croaked, going unnoticed until—not knowing its source—I called my landlord about the smell.




  This was two or three days before Thanksgiving and, like most non-custodial fathers, I was feeling a little blue, what with the inevitable disappointment of the holidays looming ever closer, like some emotional hurricane, waiting patiently off the shore for just the right moment.




  




  On my way over to meet up with Fred, I popped in an audio book from the library, A Concise History of Rome, and listened to a lecture on the Late Republican triumvirate as the Taurus trundled away from my cracker-box condo near the racetrack, moving past the endless procession of strip-malls that define the West Side sprawl.




   




  Turning off of 38th Street, the houses on Meridian Street got bigger and a hell-of-a-lot more expensive as I headed toward the one truly hip area of this otherwise nondescript Midwestern city, which notably has served as the birthplace of John Dillinger, and James Witcomb Riley, and Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. as well as the world’s most famous auto race and, debatably, the mullet.




   




  I was going through a big audio book phase at the time. I really enjoyed listening to the narrator’s soothing, erudite voice. It was a welcome distraction from the irritating, Abba-like chorus in my head that kept repeating the details of my ever-growing collection of soul-shattering mistakes.




   




  So I was a little bummed and tried hard not to think about that stuff, turning onto a narrow road that paralleled the canal.




  




  As soon as I stepped through the door at BW3s, I spotted Fred. It wasn’t hard. He was the only short stocky black guy with a shinny, hairless head. Seated in the back. Glaring, his big hazel eyes moving back and forth between me and his fake Rolex, as if to say “What the fuck?”




   




  Fred used to be in the Army. He’s big on punctuality. I can’t say the same, and so, in this respect, I was always getting on Fred’s nerves.




   




  Fred Reap is a pocket Hercules; when he gives you that look of his, well, it’s a little intimidating, even though he’s only five-seven and I’m over six feet.




   




  At the time, Fred was working as a corrections officer at a federal prison up north, enduring one hell of a daily commute just to avoid having to live in Terre Haute. I asked him once why he wasn’t a cop instead, or a Federal Marshall, or something cool.




  I said, “I mean, you’re a smart guy. And you have your degree and everything.”




  “Yeah, Paul” he said, “but where I work, they pay tons of overtime. It adds up. And they only test your piss once a year, instead of randomly, like most other law enforcement gigs.”




  “Oh,” I said, leaving it at that.




  




  Fred Reap and I met at the Haughville Community Center, where we had both signed up for a six-week course called “Overcoming Your Sexual Addiction.” I was in bad shape.




   




  Fred showed up late for the first day of class, smelling like a truckload of Cool Water cologne. He sat down next to me, picked up the syllabus, and altered the spelling of the course’s title to “Overcumming Your Sexual Addiction.” And then he slid his syllabus onto my desk with a snickering smile, proud of his linguistic vandalism.




   




  Clearly, we were in this class for different reasons. I joined up really hoping to fix my addiction. Or at least hoping to control it. The way I saw it, my grotesque appetite for sex had already destroyed my marriage. And my job at the bank was in a precarious state. Two or three times a day I had to excuse myself and jerk-off. That’s not counting lunch breaks or the frequent freeway tugs in which I indulged while headed to and from work.




   




  I really wanted to get my hands around it. My addition, I mean.




   




  But, as it turned out, Fred wasn’t there for therapy. Quite the opposite. I mean the man didn’t listen to one word that our platitude-wielding instructor uttered from behind the desk that she never once got up from unless she had to use the bathroom. Then again, if I were that size, I wouldn’t get up very often either. She had the kind of body-type that for mammals is really only practical if you live in the ocean.




   




  Anyway. After that first day of class, Fred bummed a ride from me, saying that his car was in the shop. We were on 16th Street when he spotted his favorite strip club, not far from the convent on Cold Springs Road.




  “Pull in here for a minute,” he said, as if it were an order.




  




  After Fred and I had sucked down several cheap but flavorless domestic beers, he told me the truth, that he had really signed up for this class in order to meet and screw other sex addicts.




  He said, “This here’s my sixth class.”




  “Really?”




  “Yep. I start another one next month. Up in Carmel.”




  “So, then, you’re not even trying to get better?”




  “Shit no. I just turned thirty, and I still bust a nut about twelve times a day. Why the fuck would I wanna get cured of something like that? That’s like Superman trying to forget how to fly. It’s like when MJ quit hooping to pick up baseball. Don’t make no goddamn sense.”




  “Interesting. So um, you just show up to class so you can meet chicks?”




  “Sure.”




  “Smart.”




  “I got it out of a book,” he said, “That guy who wrote Fight Club. I can never say his name right.”




  “I know who you’re talking about. Chuck What’s-his-name.”




  “Yeah,” Fred said. “That’s him.”




  And then, half watching the girls on stage, we started talking about ideas, about books. I was a little drunk and I blurted out, “It’s kinda weird . . . .”




  “What’s that?”




  “I don’t know. I didn’t think prison guards read books, that’s all.”




  “What the fuck else can we do all night? Think about it. Twelve hours up in the tower?”




  “Never thought of it like that.”




  




  When we met at BW3’s that fateful evening, it would’ve been eight or nine months after our class had ended, Fred and I had grown pretty close. We joined the same Fantasy Football league; worked out at the same gym and hunted together for desperate women who would accept half-assed men like us.




  I needed a friend, a shoulder, an ear. It was a difficult time. My daughter, April, had recently turned seven, and my ex-wife Jacinta was threatening to take me back to court for more money that I didn’t have, and so my addiction to sex and my reliance on booze were both as strong as ever. These two proclivities of mine—sex and booze—frequently competed for supremacy, while, at other times, they fed off each other, making both problems worse. Emotionally, I was a sitting duck.




  




  At BW3’s, we talked shit and watched some football. Same old, same old. The Colts were getting blown out by the Bears, so Fred and I weren’t really into the game; our eyes kept trawling the room, even though personally I’m a serial strikeout artist when it comes to hitting on strangers.




   




  The truth is that I much prefer monogamy. But eventually my condition always creates problems and I find myself back on The Hunt.




   




  So there we are, sitting on our bar stools, debating whether or not we should have one for the road, when in walks a pair of hotties. Twins! They look like taller versions of Anjali Rao in her prime, you know, the CNN vixen with the DSLs.




   




  One of them, I forget which one (like it really matters), she walks right up to Fred with those big moist eyes.




  “Are these seats taken?” she says with a thick foreign accent.




  Fred says, “Hell no. If you want, you can pull up your car right now, and I’ll load them in your trunk!”




   




  The weak pun falls flat. I think we’re sunk. But then Sandy, the one next to me, she gives me a very sultry look and goes, “Do you believe in love at first sight?”




   




  Granted, an ugly person should be kicked in the shin for using such a worn cliché. But an Anjali wannabe? She could easily get away with clichés, and with just about anything else, as we would soon find out.




   




  Out in the parking lot, we formed a caravan and headed for the Embassy Suites downtown, with Sandy and Saundra leading the convoy in their Land Rover; then there was me in my Taurus followed by Fred in his piece of shit Buick.




   




  Headed down Washington Street, past my old high school, I turned off the Roman history book, wondering if I might get nailed for another DUI while searching for an appropriately mindless radio station, already sensing how shitty I would feel in the morning, walking around the zoo all day with April, that bundle of joy and energy and reflector of love and guilt.




  




  On the first floor of the parking garage, Fred and I walked a few steps behind the twins, whispering conspiratorially, while they, a few steps ahead, also whispered conspiratorially.




  “Fred,” I said to my fellow sex addict, “Did you jerk off on the way over?”




  “Of course,” he said. “I wanna impress these chicks, not come off as some two-minute Sam.”




  “Ditto. Hey, you got any rubbers?”




  “Does King Kong have harry nuts?”




   




  Fred and I shut up as we rejoined the twins in front of a glass elevator in the main lobby of the hotel. Then Fred said something pleasingly banal like, “I like your perfume,” as the elevator took us up and up, all the way to the top floor.




  




  We stepped into the living room of their three-room suite, which was huge. Impressive. I wondered if the bathroom had a Jacuzzi; the idea of two twins in a hot tub—however pedestrian—had remained a long-neglected fantasy of mine.




  “Relax,” said Saundra, “Take off shoes. Take off socks. Relax.”




  




  Out came the champagne, and then the brandy.




  On went the reggae.




  Off went the lights.




  Off went the clothes.




  On went the smiles.




  Out came the whip cream.




  In went the dick.




  




  What a night, but it was nothing like the next day. That’s when I woke up in a spaceship, next to Fred, on the floor, with an extremely painful crimp in my neck. We were naked except for some kind of dog collar gizmo. The floor was chilly and I felt really hung-over. Worse than usual. Much worse.




   




  It seemed immediately obvious that we had been drugged. Heavily.




   




  I opened one eye and then the other. In front of us a few aliens were gathered, wearing toga-like blue clothing. There must’ve been around six or seven of them, as I recall, and not one of them was over five feet tall. I took note of the head alien, corpulent and seated, with the rest of his goons around him.




   




  Other than the height factor, they looked pretty much like humans except they had no hair, no ears, and their dicks were centered in the middle of their foreheads, whereby the head of the penis, depending on its flaccid size, hung down over the face, right where your nose should be, in between a couple of slit-like nostrils. Where their ears should be they had, instead, these rather leathery looking testicles.




   




  I should’ve felt more stunned by the whole situation, but—and I think most of us will agree—a good hangover can be very calming. You just don’t have enough energy to feel completely shocked.




   




  The lead Dickhead said something we couldn’t understand and the other Dickheads responded in their high-pitched, digital language, which is like listening to a message being tapped out in Morse Code at a freakishly rapid pace.




  “Fred,” I said, “Hey man. Wake up.”




   




  Fred began to rouse. Three Dickheads were hovering over him, motioning for Fred to follow them. One of the aliens went to grab Fred’s wrist. Fred, out of instinct I guess, he shot to his feet and reached back, ready to punch this creature directly in his dick/nose area.




   




  Then, all of a sudden, another Dickhead zapped Fred with a hand-held pistol thingy. It sent Fred into paroxysms of laughter. He laughed himself back to the ground. Tears were streaming down his face. Veins were bulging from his face. He went into convulsions. He was a one-man laugh track. At one point, Fred grabbed his own wiener, just to keep from pissing himself.




   




  The head alien spoke up, this time in English, with a perfect New Zealand accent.




  “Are you quite through, Mr. Reap?”




   




  Fred tried to catch his breath.




  “How’d you know my name?”




  “Silence!”




   




  Over the course of the next few minutes, these Dickheads quickly demonstrated, through various high-tech and creative forms of watered-down brutality, that it was futile to resist.




   




  They hauled us a way, carted us down a warren of spaceship hallways, which were much more brightly lit than the room we’d come from, and in a few spots afforded a lovely view of planet Earth as well as our first glimpse at Dickhead women, which actually look a lot like our women except for the no ears thing, and the fact that they have slits instead of a proper nose.




   




  But a few of them did have really nice bodies. Even through the toga, you could tell.




  




  During the next few days, they tested our blood and our eyes as well as our piss, our sense of smell, our reflexes, and just about everything else. They made us duck-walk down the hall. We did chin-ups and other truly weird shit. They pulled out our fingernails and made us beat off, laughing at the fact that our dicks were “misplaced,” that our faces were dickless.




   




  We had to constantly wear those shock-collars, and so, every time we resisted or began to protest, they gave us a giant, heart-stopping jolt. After several days of this, we simply gave in. Completely.




   




  It was a difficult time.




  




  On the last day of our examination period, they cut my toenails and put the clippings in a jar. Then they told me to lie on my stomach and they stuck something kind of rubbery up my ass.




  “Hey!” I said, looking over my shoulder while one Dickhead held me down and the other one jammed the anal probe deeper, “What exactly is this test for?”




  “We just enjoy taking pictures.”




  




  Soon enough, we learned the reason for which we had been abducted. They put us to work as orderlies, changing linen, pushing carts of juice from the kitchen to the bridge, folding the socks of senior officers, and so on.




   




  We were slaves.




  




  Back on Earth, Fred had always come across as a really levelheaded guy. But he didn’t deal so well with incarceration and servitude. I was afraid he was going to get us both killed, what with the way he talked back, and the things he would do to the food and the linen whenever he had a chance.




   




  Case in point:




   




  One day the big cheese, the “battle group admiral,” or whatever his full title was, sent his aid to our room to wake us up. So this Dickhead walks in and cuts short the six hours of shitty sleep that they allowed us.




   




  Fred woke up, all pissed off. He yanked his sheets away and threw a pillow across the room, ready to flip his lid.




   




  I pretended to sleep in the top bunk, watching from the corner of one eye as Fred, towering over the bigger of the two, simply went the hell off on these aliens.




  “Man, what the fuck do you want now?”




  “Look here, dickless,” the bigger one said, launching into Fred, “The underwear that you washed still contains the skid marks that you were specifically tasked with removing.”




  “You woke us up for some shit like this?”




  “That is correct. This article of clothing belongs to The Supreme Benevolent Good-Looking Leader.”




  “Oh yeah? Then tell that Dickhead to wash his supreme benevolent good-looking ass a little better.”




   




  At this, the aliens gasped out loud, as if Fred had just pissed on some Nativity scene the night before Christmas. They were clearly appalled by what Fred had said. I didn’t know if we would live much longer.




   




  With his bare hands, the big Dickhead went right for Fred’s throat. Fred punched him in the face, right in the dick. The smaller one zapped Fred with his pistol thingy, unleashing another form of non-lethal force; instantly Fred launched into a sneezing fit that didn’t end until he banged his head on the front rail of my bunk-bed, thereby busting his nose and, at the same time, knocking himself completely out.




   




  Although I’m basically a chickenshit, something about the sight of blood called me into action.




   




  I grabbed the little Dickhead by the back of the neck and then by the shlong. He let out a terrible yelp. And so did I, when the big Dickhead karate chopped me in the spine. After that, a whole gaggle of Dickheads showed up. They kicked me in the jimmy and played hacky-sack with the dental-work that my single-mom mother had worked so hard to pay for.




  




  Granted, history shows that I can be a bit of a pussy, although naturally, I prefer terminology like “cautious.” Fred, he wasn’t so cautious. But, as a former prison guard, he should’ve known better than to dick around with authority, especially if it’s from outer-space.




   




  In the end, authority always wins. This is a lesson that, in my opinion, all of us have to learn, sooner or later. It’s part of growing up.




   




  So I was pissed at Fred, who had made it out of the situation with a few scrapes and a row of stitches that ran vertically through one eyebrow, whereas, in my case, I was missing the lower half of my two front teeth. I looked like a poster child for some Appalachian food drive.




  “Thanks,” I said, waking up on the same floor on which we’d found ourselves during our first morning on the Dickhead spaceship, “I really appreciate the shit outta this one, Fred.”




  “My bad . . . .”




   




  We were tied up, once again, this time with old-fashioned rope; naked, just like last time. I assumed they would torture us to death. Instead, the lead Dickhead lectured us for a few hours while his goons took turns pissing on us. It was a bad day the whole way round.




   




  After being subjected to a cold shower, we were given our new job assignments.




  




  Everyone, it’s true, is raised to believe all sorts of things. And many of these diverse and often nonsensical beliefs actually follow us all the way through our adult lives; but, if there is one thing that experience will eventually teach everyone, if there is one thing we can all agree on, it’s that the situation, any situation, can always get worse.




   




  Exhibit A:




   




  When a slave misbehaves on board the spaceship, he or she is reassigned to the least desirable profession possible, which, in time, I learned to loath ten times more than my cubicle desk at the bank. I would’ve cut off my right hand if doing so would’ve gotten me out of this job and back to my air-conditioned cubicle.




   




  In short, Fred and I were “wipers.” Dickheads, as the lone remaining hegemons among the “developed planets,” ruled over a vast although crumbling intergalactic empire. And they were arrogant about it too. So much so, in fact, that the officers and senior civil servants on board that ship would not stoop to wipe their own asses.




   




  We did it for them. Ten hours a day, every day, without a single day off, Fred and I were assigned to one of several bathrooms, each with a faux marble floor, each reeking of alien shit and bleach. One Dickhead would come in, take a shit, and then clap his hands. We’d have to hurry over there and wipe him up. First a dry wipe, then a moist towelette, and then another dry one.




   




  It was like that all day. Man ass, after man ass. One Dickhead in, one Dickhead out. It was pretty depressing.




  




  A couple months into this whole fiasco, Fred woke me up, shinning a flashlight in my face.




  “Man, we need to get up outta here.”




  “How?”




  “I don’t care. It can’t go on like this.”




  “Yeah, but how?”




  “I don’t know,” he admitted.




  “Exactly,” I said. “We’re stuck!”




  “We’ll find a way.”




  “I seriously doubt it.”




  “Pessimist.”




  “Not really,” I said, “I just think we should be realistic.”




  “Stop being so negative, man.”




  “It’s just . . . I think we should go after a little victory, not a big one.”




  “Like what?”




  I said, “Like working our way back up to laundry detail. That would be a start.”




  “Fuck that.”




  “Well?”




  




  The next day, I was wiping this Dickhead’s ass when I heard something. It was him, the Dickhead. He was moaning. He was getting off on it!




   




  Clearly, a line had been crossed.




   




  So later that night, when I got back from my shower, I leaned down in front of Fred’s bed and I said, “Brother, I’m with you. Whatever we have to do to get outta here, let’s do it. I’m in.”




  “Nah,” Fred said, sounding all dejected, “You were right the first time.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “There’s no escape,” he said, holding up a form of some sort, “But I figured out the paperwork we need to fill out, you know, if we wanna get back to the laundry room.”




   




  I went to bed and cried.




  




  A couple of days later, we landed on some shithole of a planet for our first port visit. This planet, like many of the planets we would come across, didn’t really have a name. It was just called X09.




   




  Like I said, it was a dump, with no indigenous people. Just immigrants and industry. I guess there used to be some plantlike foliage, which the Dickheads had carted off and sold, thereby turning the entire planet into a wasteland. But that’s about it.
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