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How did I end up here? I’m smart. I’m funny. I look pretty damn handsome if I do say so myself.


But here I am.


Nowhere.


And it seems this is where I will always be: nowhere.


Bedroom.


It is not an apartment, but it looks like one.


Cheap furniture.


Well-used carpet.


Not clean, but not dirty.


The bedroom is not unique in its wares. Bed. Desk. Chair. Dresser. Small bedside table with lamp. Overhead light. Janky ceiling fan, spinning at a low speed.


Then there is the décor. Pictures hung neatly on the walls. They are strange. Or at least indicate a strangeness that is hard to interpret. Harmless, but different.


Johnny walks in.


Twentysomething.


Leaning toward twenty.


Pretty damn handsome for an unkempt young man who stays up too late and eats the wrong foods and drinks more beer and whiskey than he should.


He looks at his brother.


Johnny is frustrated.


He tries to remain restrained, but it can be hard after all these years.


“What the hell, Cleaner? Man, I told you about these shirts.” Arty looks distraught. Johnny sees. Johnny cannot stay frustrated. After all, this is Arty, his brother. And no one could really be mad at Arty.


“What? Is it not clean?” Arty replies, earnestly concerned, wondering if he has somehow failed his brother.


“No, Arty. It isn’t that it’s not clean. It’s clean. But it’s just a T-shirt . . .”


“I know,” Arty cuts in. “It’s a hundred-percent cotton T-shirt. I used a warm-warm cycle. It shouldn’t have shrunk at all. I’m always careful about that.”


“It’s not shrunk, Arty. That’s not it. It’s . . . just . . . never mind. Forget it.”


“Forget what, Johnny? What’s wrong?” This is killing Arty. The one thing he was supposed to be good at. And it seems like he messed it up.


“Arty,” Johnny replies as kindly as he can, “it’s just that . . . it’s a T-shirt. You don’t press T-shirts. You don’t put starch in T-shirts, buddy.”


“But the creases are sharp, aren’t they?” Arty replies, wondering what on earth the problem could be.


“The creases are sharp,” Johnny concedes, “but that’s not the point. You don’t put military creases in T-shirts. I’ve told you this before, Arty.”


“But why? Cotton holds the starch really well.”


Johnny starts to get frustrated again. He’s been down this road before.


 


Many, many times.


“Look, Cleaner, I know that. You always tell me that. And I always tell you: You just don’t starch and press T-shirts because . . . because you just don’t do it.”


“Mom likes hers pressed.”


Johnny lets out a sigh.


Arty realizes he’s gone too far.


“Listen, Arty, I get it. But I’m not Mom. And I don’t want my T-shirts to be starched and pressed. It’s a Black Sabbath T-shirt! I just wear it out with a pair of jeans, okay? Can you just give them a simple wash and dry from now on? Please?”


“Low heat, tumble dry?” Arty asks, wanting to get a good procedure locked down.


Johnny smiles. “Yeah, Arty. I think that would be perfect. Thanks, bud.”


“I can do it now,” Arty offers.


“I have to go.”


“Okay. It won’t happen again, Johnny.”


“Thanks, Arty,” Johnny says with a gentle smile.


“And Johnny?” Arty asks.


“What?”


“I’m sorry.”


“It’s okay, bud. It’s okay.”


Johnny feels a little bad as Arty walks away.


They are brothers—they even look a little alike—it isn’t too much of a stretch to see the similar genes. Dark hair. Blue eyes. Pronounced eyebrows. But that is where the similarities end.


After all, Arty is: different.


A little pudgy.


Glasses.


It is possible to tell from looking at his face that something isn’t quite right. There are medical names that could be assigned, but most of those wouldn’t quite hit the mark. He is older than Johnny by six years. But his peculiarities keep him living at home.


Johnny, on the other hand, doesn’t have an excuse to still be living at home—other than Arty and his mom. They both need him around.


That’s what he tells himself, anyway.


Johnny’s bedroom is the same room he has always had. Mattress on the floor. No box spring. No bed frame. Posters of rock bands on the wall from when he was younger. Black Sabbath. Motörhead. Led Zeppelin. AC/DC. Some muscle cars too. He hadn’t bothered to take them down as he outgrew them. He also hadn’t bothered to clean his room very often. Clothes, remnants of food, and beer cans on the floor.


This is all a stark contrast to Arty’s room: clinically clean with the bed tightly made.


And then there are the walls of Arty’s room and their curious décor. The walls neatly display pictures of clothes, washing machines, and dryers. There are brochures about various lines of laundry equipment on his little desk. Some of the more colorful ones are also hanging on the wall. There are also coupons for laundry detergents, fabric softeners, and stain removal products on the desk in an envelope.


The source of his nickname, “Cleaner,” is no mystery at all.


Arty likes to clean.


   Laundry, to be exact.
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This is it, I guess.


This is as good as it is going to get.


Where did I go wrong?


Where was the misstep?


Was it one? Or was it many? A thousand little errors landing me here.


Landing me nowhere. Nowhere but here.


“Nice shirt, man,” Goat says with a smile as he sees Johnny’s starched Black Sabbath T-shirt, its military creases running from each shoulder down to the waist.


“Up yours,” Johnny replies.


“That cotton really holds the crease, doesn’t it?”


“Yeah it does,” Johnny says.


“You couldn’t iron them out or anything?”


“I tried, but damn. He uses an industrial press. And he looks at me like I’m ripping his heart out. What can I say? My brother is crazy.”


“Yeah, but that son-of-a-bitch can iron some shirts, can’t he?”


“He sure as hell can. You want another one?”


“What time do we have to be at work?” Goat asked.


“Not until ten thirty.”


“Sheeeit. Let’s do this.”


“Two more, Lucy,” Johnny says to the barmaid.


BB’s Bar.


   Dingy working-class watering hole.


  Cheap vinyl seats.


Even cheaper drinks.


Goat is about the same age as Johnny, though he looks a little younger. His dark skin has an almost childlike texture. His black hair looks as if it is always organized, regardless of what he has been doing. His eyes are dark and deep. He is handsome. He too has that look about him that says he shouldn’t be here.


Shouldn’t be in a dead-end job.


Shouldn’t be in a dead-end bar.


Shouldn’t be in a dead-end life.


But he is.


Arty enters the bar.


He is not comfortable in this place.


Dirty. Dark. Bad smells.


He tries to think of other things that smell good:


Fabric softener.


Lemon detergent.


A clean load of linens.


But this place does not smell those ways. It smells other ways.


Beer.


Smoke.


Grease.


Arty sees Johnny and Goat and makes his way over to them.


“What’s up, Arty?” Johnny asks.


“Hi, Johnny. Hi, Goat,” Arty responds.


“How’s it going, Cleaner?” Goat asks.


“Good. Fine. I mean good,” Arty says nervously.


“What are you doing here?” Johnny asks. “Is everything all right?”


“Everything is fine. Good. But. I . . . I brought you this shirt. No starch. No creases. The way you like it.”


Arty hands Johnny a nicely folded T-shirt. Johnny takes it and holds it up. It unfurls as he does, revealing a Motörhead logo. Johnny smiles and nods.


“It’s perfect, Arty. Perfect. Thanks.”


“No problem. I’m sorry about that one,” Arty replies, pointing to the starched Black Sabbath shirt Johnny is wearing.


“Ah . . . don’t worry about this. It’s cool. You want a Coke or something?”


“No. I can’t. I’ve got to get back to the laundromat. I’m checking dryer temperatures.”


“You sure? Just one Coke?”


“I’m sure. I want to check the temperatures at their peak. About fifteen minutes from now,” Arty says, looking at his calculator watch.


“Fair enough. Well, thanks for the new shirt. I’ll put it on before work.”


“You’re welcome. You’re welcome. See you later. Bye, Goat.” Arty steps back and walks away.


“Later, Cleaner,” Johnny says loudly.


“Later!” Goat adds.


Arty makes his way past a group of men. Working men. Approaching thirty. They have some drinks in them.


They also have some kind of attitude.


Some kind of anger that needs a target.


  Arty makes a good target.


“Hey!” one of them yells. It’s a loud yell. Loud enough to stop Arty. Also loud enough to draw the attention of Johnny and Goat. Arty looks at the rowdy man.


The man smiles and shouts:


“Nice fucking outfit!”


His friends burst into laughter.


Arty is startled.


Confused.


He looks down at his brown corduroy pants.


Checks the sleeves of his brown turtleneck.


He doesn’t understand.


He looks up toward the door.


He is frozen for a second, but finally builds up the courage and composure to start walking. Quickly. Toward the door.


He makes it out.


“What a fucking retard!” the man shouts.


His friends laugh.


 


          Johnny does not.


Instead, he exhales deeply. Then tilts his head.


“Gonna be one of those nights,” he says quietly to Goat.


“Indeed,” Goat replies.


Goat and Johnny stop drinking.


 


          They have a new mission.


They watch the loudmouth.


He keeps drinking.


Some of his friends leave.


Finally, it is just him, one other guy, and two young ladies drinking and carrying on.


The group decides it is time to leave.


Cash placed on table.


Drinks finished.


        They head for the door.


        Johnny and Goat follow.


The group spills out onto the sidewalk. They are drunker than Johnny and Goat thought. The group heads down the sidewalk, west toward the main strip.


Johnny and Goat know where they are heading: another bar, a few doors down. They can’t let the group get too close. Johnny and Goat close the distance to within a few feet.


“Hey!” Johnny shouts in a hostile, violent tone.


But the group does not sense that violence. They slowly turn around.


Johnny looks at the loudmouth and growls, “Nice fucking outfit.”


The man has long since forgotten his earlier comments. But knows something is amiss.


“What’s your fucking prob—” he begins to ask in a menacing tone that would scare off most would-be attackers.


But his question is cut short by an overhand right from Johnny that connects squarely with the rowdy’s jaw.


He goes down.


At the same time, Goat tackles the other drunk to the ground and starts punching.


The girls back away.


  They want no part of this scene.


Johnny follows his opponent to the ground and lands three more punches to his face. Then he grabs him by the throat and squeezes. The man is horrified.


“You like picking on people?” Johnny says.


“What?” the man says/chokes as he gasps for air.


“I said, ‘Do you like picking on people?’”


“No. I don’t . . . I just . . . no.”


“You remember that retard? With the funny clothes?” The drunk is shocked. “That was my brother.”


“Oh. I’m . . . I didn’t . . . I mean . . .”


“Who’s the retard now, you piece of shit?”


“I’m sorry . . . I’m sorry . . .” The man gurgles as his airway is compressed.


Johnny relaxes his grip on the man’s neck.


“You need to think about what you say to people. Understand?”


The man nods.


“UNDERSTAND?” Johnny asks again, demanding an answer.


“Yes, yes.”


“Say it,” Johnny orders. “Say you understand.”


“I understand,” the horrified man replies. “I understand.”


“Good,” Johnny says as he regains his composure, gets off the man, and stands up. Goat does the same.


“Good evening, ladies,” he says.


Johnny and Goat turn and walk away.


Adrenaline subsides. Goat looks at his watch.


“Just in time for work,” he says to Johnny.


Johnny looks at his watch. 10:22 P.M.


“Indeed. Just in time.”
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Who was I fighting?


Defending my brother?


Really?


Them?


Or am I fighting me?


I look around and the world seems to be passing me by. I mean: I’m here. I’m in it. But I’m not part of it. I’m only a bit part. Counting time. Stacking boxes. Part of the machine.


“You would think Americans survived on fucking mayonnaise,” Goat says, disgusted.


“No shit.”


Stock boys.


Boxes.


Tile floor and industrial shelves.


Food.


Detergent.


Electronics.


Pretty much anything can be found here. Every day, from the time the doors open until they close, there are customers here. Buying milk and batteries and toilet paper and garbage bags.


Tomatoes.


Popcorn.


Salami.


People can buy anything here. And they do. Consumption in massive quantities to fill their massive bellies and run up their massive credit card debt.


People: flesh-covered robot beings in need of fuel and meaning.


 


They find both here.


“I mean honestly—who the fuck needs a half gallon of Miracle Whip for their house?” Goat asks, earnestly trying to comprehend this madness.


“Well, obviously a bunch of people need it. All this will be gone in a couple of days.”


Goat shakes his head. “What the hell do they do? Put it in their cereal or something?”


“I think they butter up their wives with it.”


“Goddamn. That’s fucking disgusting.”


“Yeah it is,” Johnny agrees.


From the end of the aisle, a loud, high-pitched voice breaks their conversation. Gerry, the night manager. “You guys need to stop talking and get that stuff stacked up! Less talking and more stocking! We’ve still got pickles, mustard, Crisco, and canned ham!”


“I got your canned ham,” Goat whispers under his breath.


Gerry walks toward Goat and Johnny.


Thin.


Late thirties.


Smoker.


Greasy hair.


Beige Levi Dockers.


Polo shirt:


Yellow.


Gold-colored necklace, with cross.


Gold-colored watch:


Fake.


“What did you say?” Gerry asks aggressively.


Goat stands up straight and belts out, “I said, ‘I got your canned ham.’”


Gerry shakes his head. He tries to think of an original comeback, but he can’t think of anything good. He resorts to all he knows. “Well, you just keep running your mouth like that and we’ll see if you ever make supervisor.” Not wanting to engage in a verbal battle, Gerry quickly walks away.


Goat stands there, shaking his head. “Motherfucker,” he says quietly, then, unable to contain himself, shouts, “Supervise this, you weasel-looking motherfucker!”


Johnny looks at him. “I’d fucking kill myself if I ever made supervisor at this shithole.”


“Yeah, and that prick walking around like he’s fucking Steve Jobs.”


“Loser.”


“Fucking loser.”


“At least he’s easy to rip off,” Johnny concedes.


“Yeah, he’s got that going for him. I’m getting a couple bottles of Jack tonight,” Goat says.


“I’m getting the nastiest rotgut gin I can find.”


“Wine is fine, but whiskey is quicker . . .” Goat sings “Suicide Solution” by Ozzy Osbourne.


“And I’m getting a nice big bottle of Perfecto for Arty.”


“He’s using Perfecto now? What happened to Everfresh?”


“Some new and improved Perfecto formula he read about. It’s got crystals in it apparently.”


“Crystals?” Goat asks.


“Yeah. You know. Some kind of brightening bullshit. Redder reds and bluer blues . . .”


“Let’s get him some more of that Eternal Spring fabric softener too. That shit was legit. I was feeling like fucking James Brown with that shit!”


“Hell yes. Eternal Spring—coming at you . . .”
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