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For Misha Turner—whose passing has left a multitude of inside jokes that now only make sense to me.


“… the meaning of all culture [is] to breed a tame and civilized animal, a household pet, out of the beast of prey ‘man’ …. We may be quite justified in retaining our fear of the blond beast at the centre of every noble race and remain on our guard: but who would not, a hundred times over, prefer to fear if he can admire at the same time…?”

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, On the Genealogy of Morality

(Translated by Carol Diethe, Cambridge University Press, 2006, 24)



DAY ONE

After listening to his mother on the phone for twenty minutes, Edward Binkowski felt like going on a demonic rampage. In his mind’s eye, little girls would scream at the sight of him; old people would be trampled by the terrified crowds; and everywhere, there would be violence and chaos until he finally managed to make his mother shut the hell up! …No more nagging about when he was going to get married and give her a grandchild! He could not care less about their neighbor, Mr. Shapiro, finding blood in his stool—or his mother’s hairdresser getting a boob job! He was holding the cellular phone to his ear with his left hand; unconsciously, he found himself strangling the beer bottle he was holding in his right. His breath came quicker as the rage filled him; he gnashed his teeth—

But when he glanced up, the bartender was laughing at the depraved expression on his face; and when he looked at himself in the mirror behind the bar, he did look ridiculous, so he bowed his head and sighed.

Even though it was only about ten-thirty on a Saturday night, there were only three other men in the bar. Since college students were the bar’s main clientele, the fact that most of them had gone home for summer break had something to do with the depressing atmosphere. The only customers left were hardcore drunks and fools like Binkowski—who had walked into the bar about forty minutes ago, after putting in a thirty-hour shift at the hospital. He thought he would relax here for a while before heading home to sleep; but as always, his mother’s call had disrupted the simple pleasures of his life….

He was a medical student. Four years ago, in order to appease his mother’s grand ambitions for a doctor son, he had moved to Athens, Georgia from New Jersey. Truth be told, the University of Georgia had been the only school that accepted him. He was a mediocre student at best; and the further along he got in his studies, the more he realized he had no real passion for it. He would do a good enough job when he finally became a doctor, but he was vaguely aware that if he did so, he would always hate his life—no matter how successful he became in terms of prestige and money.

His dream was to become a writer. In fact, his writing notebook was open before him. He had been leafing through some pages before his mother called; and to drown out her voice now, he leafed through some more pages. In his fantasies, when he saw himself as a successful author, he always saw a drunken Irishman: an otherwise brilliant poet who wallowed in filth and died a tragic, syphilitic death. His stories, likewise, tended to be tragically short mixtures of filth and brilliance.

His current scheme for literary fame was an anthology of short stories called Treatise on the Penis. His first piece was about a man—a paranoid schizophrenic, apparently—whose penis was literally his voice of reason. The penis talked to him—deep, philosophical conversations, actually—and guided him to love and happiness. At the end of the story, the man’s penis dies—is suffocated—when the man finally has sex with the woman of his dreams. Binkowski had started writing it shortly after he broke up with his girlfriend about a month ago, so that probably explained the weirdness of it. The dying penis had seemed like a brilliant metaphor while his mind was still hazy and sentimental from the break-up; but since he had not yet determined whether he liked the story or not, he turned to the opening page and read through the first couple of lines. In the meanwhile, his mother updated him on a distant relative becoming a hooker on Hollywood Boulevard—or some such craziness he knew it was pointless to try to follow.

At moments like these, he felt like the words he scribbled on the page were the only things keeping him sane. He dreamed about literary success the way virginal teenage boys dreamed about sex. He was a prolific writer—but in the same way that virginal teenage boys were prolific masturbators. He had never actually finished one of his stories. Words and scenarios poured out of him like diarrhea—but they never seemed connected to any kind of plot; and in truth, after reading a few lines of the talking penis story, an objective voice told him it was pure crap, so that he grimaced and sat there glumly.

When he allowed his mind to refocus on the phone call, he realized his mother had gone back to nagging him about not having a mate yet—and the usual stuff women in their late sixties complained about when they had too much time on their hands. Since his father died a year ago, she had been calling him more—and, to be honest, a side of him did feel it was his duty as a son to receive her weekly naggings. However, when the whiny tone of her voice reached a new threshold, desperation overpowered his sense of duty, and he blurted out the first lie that popped into his head:

“—Ma, another call’s coming through! …It’s from the hospital! They must have an emergency or something. I’ve gotta run! I’ll call you tomorrow. I love you. Bye!” After his high-pitched, frenetic delivery, he pressed the button to end the call and sat there panting.

Ending the call before she could speak was always the key—otherwise she would ask questions and go on tangents until he was there for another hour. When he glanced up, the bartender had a knowing grin on his face. Binkowski nodded at the man awkwardly, gulped down the last of his beer, and left.

He was suddenly restless. He knew his mom meant well, but he felt as though he was still trying to escape her womb—as if he was still connected to it through some invisible strings, and that if he relaxed his resistance for the slightest instant, the strings would be yanked and he would find himself back in her belly. He sighed—both because he knew the thought was ridiculous and because he did not want to be thinking anything at this point. He needed sleep—or some state beyond sleep, where none of the annoyances of his life would be able to reach him.

…There was a woman loitering in the upcoming intersection. For a moment, a sense of terror came over him—especially after she waved at him like she knew him—because his first thought was that she was his mother! She had the same height, weight and over-processed hairdo as his mom. She waved again, and stepped into his path, smiling. As she moved out of the shadows, he stared down at her with trembling eyes; but once he saw she was a stranger—and that his mother had not somehow managed to teleport down to Georgia—he allowed himself to breathe. His heart rate slowed; relieved and exhausted, he smiled. But—

“Good!” the woman began excitedly, “—you’re finally here.”

His smile faded: “Huh?”

“I’ve been waiting here over half an hour,” she said with the same urgency

He frowned. “For me?”

“Of course. We have important business ahead of us, Edward.”

He paused, scrutinizing her face. “You know me?” he said, frowning. Plus, only his mother called him Edward. To everyone else, he was Ed or Eddie—

“Of course I know you, Edward,” the woman began, smiling strangely.

Binkowski’s frown deepened. “Someone sent you?” he asked.

She shook her head: “You sent for me, Edward.”

There was something cultish in her eyes—a gleam seen only in people who had absolute faith in something crazy. All Binkowski could do was stare. Eventually, he took a deep breath and stood straighter, trying to refocus his mind.

“Who are you?” he said.

“I’m your conscience,” she replied simply.

“What…?” he said, blinking drowsily.

“I’m the embodiment of your innermost being,” she announced as if she had been practicing the line in front of a mirror for the last month.

After staring at her blankly for a few seconds, Binkowski found himself chuckling.

However, the woman’s expression remained grave. “This isn’t a joke, Edward. I’m here because you called to me: because you’re hurting—”

Once again, Binkowski laughed at her corny lines—

“You can’t run from this anymore, Edward,” she warned him.

“Run from what?” he said with a weary chuckle.

“Run from your conscience. I am always there. I see everything…hear everything. I am you.”

“I’m a middle-aged woman?” he asked sarcastically.

“In your mind you are.”

Binkowski laughed heartily. “…You’re definitely crazy enough to be my conscience,” he countered. A side of him had hoped the insult would force her to break character and bring this farce to an end, but her pleasant visage remained. His smile faded. The only logical thing to do at this point was to get away. He tried to walk around her—to leave, before his budding annoyance turned to rage. However, that was when she hugged him. Her gesture shocked him in fact, and he stood there frozen. Her body was warm and good. It was like a mother’s warmth, but better. He felt his rage melting away—

“That’s it,” she encouraged him as she tapped him on the back, “Let it all go…all the senselessness…all the hurting—”

But that corny word again made him grimace. He let go of her and took a step back—as if the smell of her were intoxicating and he had to distance himself in order to think clearly. “What the hell do you want from me?” he asked with a strange combination of bewilderment and exhaustion.

“It’s not what I want from you, Edward. It’s what you want from me.”

He shook his head, as if still fighting off the intoxication. “Okay, what do I want?” he asked half-mockingly.

“You want what every man wants: to live fully and freely—to be one with his conscience.”

That seemed reasonable enough; and despite himself, Binkowski nodded. Or, maybe the exhaustion was finally dragging him into the abyss. He stared down at her bleary-eyed. “And how do I do that?” he asked before he had thought better of it. He expected a long, philosophical answer that would keep him there longer—or another maddening riddle that would push him closer to madness—but the next thing he knew, the woman pulled up her blouse and exposed her breasts!

Binkowski jumped back. As the panic set in, he instinctively searched the empty street for any onlookers—

“No one else can see me, Edward,” she said in the same pleasant, matter-of-fact way. “I’m your conscience, remember.”

He was staring at her wide-eyed…and her breasts actually weren’t half bad—especially for a woman her age. They were definitely suppler than his last girlfriend’s—but he shuddered when he realized he was actually getting aroused. He shook his head again, trying to force himself to come to his senses. When he felt he had regained enough of his faculties, he took a deep breath and looked at her objectively. He glanced at her chest one last time, then made an effort to look her in the eyes: “Why are you showing me your…your breasts,” he said, fighting to get out the word.

“These aren’t really breasts,” she said, looking down at herself with the same pleasant expression. “As I said, I’m your conscience. I’m not actually here. These aren’t really breasts—”

“Well they look like breasts!” he said in frustration.

“But they’re not,” she corrected him gently. “These,” she said, massaging them, “represent everything you want.”

“All I want in life is breasts?”

“Metaphorically, yes. These breasts represent everything you’ve ever wanted,” she purred as she continued fondling them. Despite himself, Binkowski was being hypnotized by the gentle movements of her hands.

“You want these breasts,” she declared, the way one might declare that the sky was blue. “You like them don’t you?” she said, her fingers kneading the tender flesh with more urgency. He found himself nodding. In fact, he head felt light, as if he were floating away—

“Embrace your freedom!” she encouraged him now. “Take hold of everything you’ve ever wanted, Edward, and become one with me!” As she said these last words, she reached up and grasped the back of his head. In the next motion, she brought his head down to her nipple. Instinctively, he sucked. …God help him, he sucked—at first with bewilderment and shock, then with some deeply hidden hope that the magic would actually take hold and he would become his true self…just as the woman had said—

But that was when the woman laughed and pushed him away. Her laugh was horrible and cackling. As he looked at her confusedly, the sliding doors of the van parked on the curb opened, and the camera crew revealed themselves. All of them were laughing at a joke that Binkowski could not bring himself to grasp. He looked at their faces, but they were all a blur at that point.

By the time the woman darted into the van and yelled, “Antoinette sends her love!” Binkowski’s sleep-deprived mind was teetering over the edge. Within seconds, the van was hurtling down the street; but even then, all Binkowski could do was stare at it with a dazed expression.

“…What the hell?” he whispered at last.

•  •  •

Binkowski stood there at least thirty seconds after the van had disappeared, staring blankly into space. Had that woman really mentioned Antoinette? Antoinette was his ex-girlfriend: an unassuming woman his mother had chosen for him—apparently because she had “good, child-bearing hips” or something like that. She had been nice, but after dating her for two years, he realized her only redeeming quality was her virtuosity at oral sex. As he had found himself thinking upon occasion, Antoinette could suck the juice out of a stone and make it beg for mercy…but every time she opened her mouth to actually speak, her nasally voice reminded him of his mother and set off some deep psychological urge to flee. On top of everything, it had been a long distance relationship—since she continued to work as a dental hygienist in New Jersey. When he ended their relationship a month ago, it had been more like a mercy killing. If Antoinette had really been behind all this, then he only felt sorry for her—because she still had not realized they were useless together. In fact, when it occurred to him there was no hatred in him—no resentment that needed further revenge—his spirts began to brighten. He was over all that, ready to embrace the next chapter of his life. The only thing he felt for her now was sorrow—and perhaps a little guilt as well, since he had allowed their brain dead relationship to linger on so long before pulling the plug.

…So, all of that had been a prank. As he nodded his head, a bittersweet smile came over his face. Now that he thought about it, this bore all the hallmarks of that Revenge Prank website everyone was talking about. The premise of the site was that people who wanted revenge could upload their victims’ weaknesses and psychological vulnerabilities. The site then got local actors to carry out scenarios designed to humiliate the victim. The actors were usually unpaid students who were hungry for exposure on a site that attracted millions of viewers a day; as such, the site was wildly profitable. Binkowski, himself had visited it and laughed as unwitting fools were pranked by ex-lovers, former students—and a never-ending stream of petty, vengeful people. It had all seemed like “good, honest fun” to him before, but now it was only more evidence that society was screwed up. …And maybe he was screwed up as well. What psychological vulnerability had Antoinette showed the world about him? His mind returned to the actress fondling her breast and making him suck. He grimaced as he considered all the sick possibilities. Maybe he had always had problems with women—on some deep level he had never considered before. There was a queasy feeling in his gut as he considered all the horrible relationships he had had with women. He seemed on the verge of a genuine breakthrough, but as the vague outlines of the epiphany began to form, his exhausted mind finally ground to a halt.

Damn, he was tired…

Remembering his bed, he began walking languidly. In ten minutes, he reached the building and walked up the three flights of stairs to his apartment. After he closed the door behind him, he turned on the kitchen light and looked around absentmindedly. Ten seconds passed before he caught himself and groaned. Frustrated and exhausted, he turned off the light and shuffled down the hall, toward his bedroom. When he glanced into his roommate’s bedroom, he saw the bed was empty and remembered his roommate was attending a function at a professor’s house. He nodded his head as if proud of himself for remembering, then he continued walking to his bedroom.

He seemed to fall asleep the moment his head touched the pillow; but by one in the morning, his beer-filled bladder felt like it was going to pop. It was only through an extreme act of will that he managed to return to the lewd dream he was having—about a nurse at the university hospital. Unfortunately, about fifteen minutes later, he awoke to a sensation like someone hammering spikes into his bladder. He groaned, got out of bed gingerly—since he felt like his bladder was going to explode—then he opened his bedroom door and began waddling toward the bathroom.

In the haze of his mind, Antoinette’s revenge prank was like a half-forgotten piece of a dream. His full bladder was the only thing that mattered now; and as the pain intensified, he quickened his pace as much as he could without setting off the bomb in his abdomen.

There was a street lamp outside the bathroom window, so he did not bother turning on the light as he stepped in. The bathroom was cramped, even for an apartment that catered to broke college students. Instead of a bath tub, there was a nook in the wall—perpendicular to the toilet—which functioned as a shower. There used to be a door on the shower, but it had come off in an unfortunate accident involving his roommate and vigorous sex with a huge Mongolian woman who claimed she was on the shot put team. Instead of a door, there was now a plastic curtain, which was open.

Binkowski had fallen asleep in his jeans. As his bladder cried out in agony, he pulled down the zipper, pushed up the toilet seat with his foot, and moaned as the torrent began filling the commode. Three seconds passed with him standing there with his eyes closed and a simpering smile on his face. In fact, since stumbling to the toilet in the middle of the night had become a regular activity, he had literally learned to do it with his eyes closed. For this reason, he had not noticed the two legs sticking out of the shower. It was only when the man snoozing in the shower shifted his weight slightly that Binkowski looked down and noticed the legs. His eyes grew wide as he stared into the darkness and saw the outlines of a large man’s body! When he screamed, the man in the shower screamed as well. Terrified, Binkowski turned toward the man, inadvertently peeing on him. …Actually, it was only inadvertent for the first few moments. As the man screamed louder, Binkowski began to see the steam of piss as a weapon. He was actively aiming it now—as if his attacker would melt under the deluge.

It was only when the presumptive attacker started cursing—and spitting, since some of the fluid had gone into his mouth—that Binkowski recognized his roommate’s voice. Mercifully, by then, Binkowski’s bladder was also empty, so the incident ended with him shaking the last few droplets onto the floor, returning his penis to his jeans, then retreating two steps to flick the light switch on the wall.

His roommate, Cletus Jones, was a large black man—a doctoral student, actually—who was big enough to be mistaken for a football player, but too ungainly to be a match for anyone with real talent. Jones was still spitting. In fact, on his face, there was a look of stunned horror. Binkowski felt he should apologize or do something else to make amends, but there was no real way to make things right after peeing on a brother.

Nevertheless, “I’m sorry, man,” he began feebly. He grabbed a towel from the rack and proffered it to his roommate; Jones grabbed it and began rubbing his face. He tried to get up, but then groaned and grasped his head. Binkowski frowned. “You okay?” When Jones looked up threateningly, Binkowski smiled uneasily and added, “…Besides being peed on?” Then, as the entire scene replayed itself in his mind, “What were you doing in there anyway…in the dark?”

At the question, Jones frowned; after a few seconds, his eyes grew wide as he remembered something—but then he frowned again when it occurred to him his memories were insane. He was in a tan linen suit—which he realized, with new horror, was soaked with piss. He cursed again and began stripping. Within seconds, his jacket was off. Still sitting in the shower, he started taking off his pants—but as the horror of warm piss took hold of him again, belt buckles and shoelaces were suddenly too complicated and time-consuming. Desperate, he fumbled to his feet and removed his shoes by stepping on the heels and kicking them off. In his madness to be clean, he removed his socks in a similar manner, stepping on the toes and pulling them off. He again made an attempt to remove his belt—but succumbing to the madness, he turned on the shower with half his clothes still on. Apparently, the water was freezing, because Jones cried out again. He was dancing under the shower now, cringing as every freezing droplet hit his skin—but the prospect of being clean and piss-free gave him the fortitude to withstand it. He tried taking off his dress shirt, but the buttons again confounded him, so he merely stood there, shivering.

As the plastic curtain was still open, the cascade fell onto the floor. Binkowski looked down at the pooling water anxiously, thinking of the downstairs neighbor filing another complaint with the landlord, but he figured he had to mop up the urine on the floor anyway. About thirty seconds passed with Binkowski staring at the scene, captivated by the weirdness of it all. It was only when Jones turned off the water and looked over at him menacingly that he jumped and came to his senses.

“Sorry!” he apologized. Thinking quickly, he darted out of the bathroom, grabbed some towels from the hall closet, and returned within six seconds. He handed one of the towels to his friend, retained two to put on the rack, and tossed the rest onto the floor. It was actually the perfect time to retreat from the bathroom and leave them both with some modicum of dignity, but he still stood there, staring, waiting for his roommate’s explanation.

“…You got drunk?” Binkowski coaxed him. Jones had been rubbing his head with the towel vigorously, as if trying to wipe off a stain that only he could see and feel. However, at Binkowski’s question, he stopped, frowning.

“Yeah, I guess….”

Binkowski laughed—both because drinking was always an adequate explanation for craziness between men, and because Jones never got drunk. Jones was the steady, responsible one in their relationship, who never lost control and always had the money to pay their bills. Binkowski may have grown up in the suburbs, but he had grown up listening to the hardest rap music; as a consequence, he was culturally blacker than Jones—who hailed from an upper middle class Georgia community where all the houses had plantation-style columns like in slavery days. It was Binkowski who drank too much and “acted a fool” and fed off Jones’ drunken scraps when they went to the club to pick up women. In fact, once Binkowski had a few beers in him, he could lie to the devil and make off with his lunch money. Jones would look on in awe as Binkowski weaved elaborate tales that rarely failed to loosen the party girls’ flimsy restraints on their panties. Usually, it was something about Jones being a star football player and Binkowski being his agent. He would tell them about pending million-dollar professional contracts and other foolishness until Jones would almost begin believing it himself. All was fair in love and war—especially in the off-campus clubs where the gold diggers did their prospecting. However, to Jones’ credit, he would always set the scheming miners straight when they asked about his contracts. That kind of moral uprightness was precisely why Binkowski laughed at his friend’s reactions now—since Jones was exhibiting the telltale signs of hard drinking.

“What the hell were you drinking?” Binkowski teased him now.

By then, Jones had managed to undo his belt. He put the towel around his waist and let his pants and underwear slip to the floor. At Binkowski’s question, Jones paused to think. Once he remembered, he winced and looked over at his friend helplessly: “Hillbilly Champagne.”

“What?” Binkowski said, laughing louder.

“That’s what he called it,” Jones mumbled, frowning at his recollections.

Binkowski laughed again, but when Jones’ face remained grave, Binkowski frowned as well. “Wait, you’re serious? You really drank something called ‘Hillbilly Champagne’?”

“I guess so,” he said as if shocked by his own memories.

Even though the shower was off now, there were still puddles on the floor, so Binkowski pushed around some of the towels with his foot—to sop up the water. Jones still seemed disturbed. His movements were languid now. In fact, since he still had on the wet shirt, his trembling had gotten worse. Jones was staring off into the distance with a distraught expression on his face, and Binkowski could see his friend was not right.

Coming to his senses, Binkowski held out his hand, to coax his roommate out of the cramped shower. Next, acting quickly, he closed the lid of the commode, flushed the toilet, and made his friend sit down. He began unbuttoning Jones’ shirt—since the man’s trembling hands were useless. Medical training told him to engage his patient in conversation:

“So, you drank this ‘Hillbilly Champagne’ at the professor’s party?”

“No,” Jones replied in the same distracted way, “…on the way there.”

“Doesn’t your professor live out in the woods or something?”

“Yeah.”

Binkowski frowned: “So, you stopped at a bar before you left town?”

“No, there was a stand by the side of the road.”

“…Wait, you stopped by the side of the road, at night, to buy booze?”

“Yeah, the hillbilly stepped out into the road while I was driving.”

“…Hillbilly?”

“Yeah, he had a long, white beard and a banjo and overalls.”

Binkowski chuckled, eying his friend skeptically. “…Okay.”

But Jones was frowning again. “He was selling the Champagne out of these jugs…and there was a magazine rack to the side, with like a million porno mags.”

Binkowski laughed. “What?”

“…Was like he had every porno magazine ever made. Magazines you never even heard of…all kinds of fetish ones with weird covers—with midgets riding donkeys and other craziness.”

When Binkowski surrendered himself to the laughter, Jones found himself chuckling as well—even though he still had a dazed expression on his face.

By now, Jones’ shirt was off, showing his chiseled chest. “C’mon,” Binkowski began, sobering up, “let’s get you into something warm.” He coaxed Jones to stand by gripping his upper arm, then he began leading him out of the bathroom. Binkowski had put one of the towels over his friend’s shoulders, like a shawl; as they walked, Binkowski still gripped him by the upper arm, as if his roommate were an old lady. Yet, his friend was still staring ahead in a daze as all the bizarre recollections flashed before his eyes.

Jones’ bedroom was annoyingly clean and well organized. There were dozens of books and technical manuals on five shelves against the wall. There were old physics textbooks and manuals on nanotechnology: the kind of hard science that only a handful of people probably really understood. Jones was one of those people.

Binkowski made him sit on the edge of the bed before pulling the heavy bed spread—a quilt—over his shoulders.

“You feeling better?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Jones mumbled. He glanced at his digital alarm clock on the nightstand. It was one thirty-seven. He stared helplessly, so that Binkowski laughed at him.

“You’re still thinking about that hillbilly, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” he said in the same distracted way.

Binkowski looked at him with a certain amount of exasperation. “You do realize that hillbilly thing had to be a dream, right?”

Jones wished he could agree, but he shook his head. “I don’t know, man.”

Binkowski tried to move him away from the hillbilly: “So, what happened after you left the stand?”

“…The hillbilly told me to take a swig—to test the Champagne before I bought it.”

Despite himself, Binkowski chuckled. Jones went on quickly:

“I took a sip, but then the next thing I remember, I was at my professor’s house. It’s like I blacked out or something…. Anyway, the professor’s mom was there, visiting from Atlanta. She met me at the door and said the professor was busy—and that she would keep me entertained.”

“Entertained how?”

Jones looked away uneasily. “Well, I gave her a drink from the jug—”

Binkowski laughed. “You took the Hillbilly Champagne to the dinner?”

“Yeah,” Jones went on quickly, “…she took a swig, and then we started…” He faltered, his eyes growing wide.

“You made out with your professor’s mom?” Binkowski practically screamed. As he said the words, the breast-fondling woman from the street popped into his mind. It still seemed like a hazy dream, but he frowned momentarily, asking himself if it really could have happened. However, Jones was still in shock; and at the moment, his issues seemed more pressing than half-forgotten dreams. That was when something new occurred to Binkowski:

“How old was she?”

“I don’t know…seventy-five, maybe eighty.”

“Damn!” Yet, his mind still could not conceptualize it. “You had sex with her?” he asked, his face contorted with a combination of awe and disapproval.

Jones again looked up at him helplessly: “She said she wanted gravy on her giblets.”

Binkowski stared at him blankly for a few seconds. “What the hell does that even mean?” he asked at last.

“She took me to a bedroom…I guess it was the professor’s son’s room. There were these pictures—teenage crap: rock band posters with blond skanks, car posters…the usual stuff—”

“And you had sex with her there?” Binkowski asked breathlessly.

“…We were still drinking the Hillbilly Champagne, and she was talking about giblets and other craziness…and then she grabs my dick and screams, ‘Fuck me, nigger! Fuck me like I was your slave master!’ ”

“Shit!” Binkowski whispered, too stunned to laugh. His face merely twitched as he stared. “…What you do?”

Jones scratched his head and stared ahead with the same helpless expression. “I said, ‘You want this nigger dick, you dried up cracker bitch?’ ”

Binkowski doubled over with laughter!

Jones chuckled uneasily and shook his head as if to say that was the tip of the iceberg. “She kept screaming about giblets and gravy. At first, I was worried the professor would hear; but after a while, the Hillbilly Champagne must’ve kicked in, ’cause I just didn’t give a shit.”

“Damn!” Binkowski said mutely, but then the voice of reason rebelled in him again, and he shook his head. “You can’t really believe any of that happened,” he said flatly.

“Why not?” Jones said defensively.

“Hillbilly Champagne…? Puttin’ gravy on granny giblets…? Just think about it for a second. You’re a black dude in Georgia—does any of that sound like something you’d do?”

“I know how it sounds, but…”

“But what?” he said, losing patience.

Jones sighed. “…Well, there’s more.”

Binkowski stared at him, sighed heavily, then nodded for him to continue.

Jones took a deep breath as well. “…So, while I was going at it with the professor’s mom, her grandson opened the door.”

“Damn!”

“He starts going crazy: screaming…throwing stuff…clawing at his head as if a bomb had gone off in his skull or something…. I look down at his grandmother, thinking she’d be horrified, ashamed…whatever, but she had this annoyed expression on her face. And then she screams, ‘Get out, you little shit! Can’t you see I’m fucking!’ ”

When Binkowski chuckled, Jones inadvertently laughed as well, accepting the absurdity of it. However, he sobered quickly when he remembered the rest of the scene.

“…After that, the kid lost it…grabbed a baseball bat. He must have knocked us out or something, because the next thing I knew, we were in this dark place…and there was this light—this beautiful light—and the professor was sitting there naked, licking his tit—”

“What?” Binkowski said, lost again.

Jones shrugged, as if to say, “That’s what I remember.”

“How the hell could he be licking his tit?” Binkowski scoffed.

“He had man boobs—flaps—and he grabbed one and was licking it.”

Binkowski wished he hadn’t asked. His face wore a disgusted grimace now. At the same time, he had come that far, so there was no point holding back now: “Why was he licking it?”

“How the hell should I know?” Jones returned; and in retrospect, even Binkowski acknowledged it was a fairly stupid question.

Binkowski went on quickly, hoping to redeem himself: “What about the granny and the kid?”

Jones paused for a moment, frowning. “…The old lady was standing above the professor as he licked his tit, patting him on his head lovingly, as if to say, ‘Good job.’ ”

“…Okaaay,” Binkowski said, drawing out the last syllable, since he could think of nothing else to say. His face was blank for a few moments, until something occurred to him: “What about the kid?”

“…He was gone. …I felt…jealous of him, because he had gone into the light. Yeah,” Jones said, remembering. “The rest of us were staring at the light, and it was so beautiful—as if we were staring at…God…and then the next thing I knew, I was here, in the shower…getting peed on.”

Binkowski was about to apologize once more, but his mind again rebelled against the entire story. “None of that could have happened, man!” he protested. “What’s more likely: that you drank some hillbilly’s moonshine and had drunken sex with your professor’s mom, or that you dreamed it all when you passed out in the shower? And what’s with that ‘beautiful light’ stuff? You sound crazy as hell, bro,” he said with a laugh. “Maybe you died and this is the afterlife,” he mocked him. In fact, at the thought, Binkowski laughed louder. “Maybe that crazy kid killed you after witnessing that fucked up scene with his grandmother.” However, when he saw the deflated expression on Jones’ face, he sighed and tried a more supportive approach. “Does anything you told me sound realistic, man?” While Jones was considering it, Binkowski took a step toward him and started checking his head. When Jones pulled his head away in annoyance, Binkowski said, “There’re no head wounds, bro. Nobody knocked you out with a baseball bat.”

Jones checked his head before he nodded uneasily.

“Occam’s razor, man: the simplest explanation is usually the correct one. Isn’t that what you always say when I tell you my crazy conspiracy theories?” Despite himself, Jones smiled as he remembered some of Binkowski’s theories about those free porn sites being used in government mind control experiments to breed the perfect soldier. While Jones was still smiling, Binkowski pressed home his point: “That’s right. So, let’s get some sleep before morning. Once the sun’s out, you’ll call your professor and clear up everything. I bet you’ll both laugh about it. …Leave out the part about screwing his mother, though,” he said with a chuckle. Jones wanted to believe, so he smiled faintly and nodded his head when his friend gestured to the bed. Unfortunately, he lay in bed for the rest of the night, staring up at the ceiling as if seeing the bizarre events of the professor’s home.



DAY TWO

The new gods looked at what they had created, and it was good. After ten minutes of strenuous effort, they had finally managed to get their creation into the skintight leather outfit. They styled her long, flowing hair perfectly; and in order to accentuate her full lips, they applied a shade of lipstick that was ironically named “Demon Red.” Truth be told, the new gods were horny bastards, so a few of them contemplated taking off the clothes again in order to caress her creamy skin and follow through on their depraved fantasies. The naughtier ones had let their hands linger on her breasts and crotch—and propped up her legs to get an unobstructed view—but the Zeus of the Athens, Georgia gods had slapped their hands away and reminded them of their grand vision.

“We’re gods now!” he had scolded them. “We can get pussy any time we want!” At that, the other gods had bowed their heads in shame and submitted to his will….

After giving their creation precise instructions, the gods opened the door and watched as she stumbled out into the world. Outside, it was a little after ten at night. Her legs were unsteady at first—partly from the fact that she was still dazed, but mostly because she was wearing stiletto heels and the parking lot was composed of gravel. Even then, after a few tentative steps, her stride became confident, and she held her head high—like a woman who knew she looked good. Within thirty seconds, she walked the entire length of the parking lot, past all the pick-up trucks and motorcycles, and strolled into the shady-looking bar on the far side of the parking lot. The bar’s main feature was the gigantic confederate flag over its front window; otherwise, it was essentially a large wooden shack on the edge of the woods.

Seeing that their weapon had been deployed, the new gods sat back and waited for their will to be carried out. Five minutes later, their creation exited the shack and began walking back the way she had come; a short while after that, the first of the pot-bellied farmers and truckers and biker gang members began shuffling out, all of them nude with zombie-like expressions on their faces.

The new gods grinned.



DAY THREE

When the man opened his eyes that first time, the world was a blur. He stared at the confusing mess for minutes or hours—until his head hurt from the effort to make sense of it. He was about to clamp his eyes shut from the pain when something finally clicked in his head—some new neural connection was made—and his vision became clear. He was in a car, sitting in the driver’s seat. His eyes focused on the car’s dashboard; beyond the windscreen—and the lonely dirt road—there were thick, dark woods. When he turned his head to the left, he realized he was on a mountain—since there was a lush valley below him. The sun was setting over the valley, bathing everything in a soothing amber light. He stared at the sun dreamily—until his eyes burned from the glare and his head throbbed from the pain. Grimacing, he clamped his eyes shut….

Where was he…? With the pain, his dizziness ebbed and flowed. When a wave of nausea washed over him, he rested his head against the seat until he regained his equilibrium. As he did, it occurred to him the car was not moving: it was merely parked there, in the middle of nowhere. He tried looking around again; but with his sun blindness, the world only registered as improbable geometric shapes. Desperate, he scoured his mind, trying to retrace his steps; but the more he asked himself how he had come to be in this place, the more he came to realize he could not remember anything—including his own name.

Maybe he had had some kind of car accident…? Instinctively, he touched his head, thinking he must have hit it in the crash…but there were no wounds; the car, from what he recalled, had not seemed wrecked. However, he did feel unreal—as if he had been drugged. A voice within him was screaming for him to wake up—to come to his senses, before it was too late. He had a sudden suspicion that he was being watched—that someone was laughing at him from the shadows. Someone or something must have stolen his memories and dumped him in this place. As paranoid as it seemed, he was certain of it. He sat up straighter, balling his hands into fists in case he had to protect himself—

And by now, his sun blindness had dissipated to the point where the world began to take shape again. He looked down at the steering wheel; his eyes moved lower, to where the seatbelt was secured around his torso…but he had a sudden need to be free, so he unbuckled the strap—

The glove compartment! Maybe something in there would give him a clue of what was going on. He opened it in hopes of finding his license and registration—anything—but it was only jammed with junk: balled up wrappers and tissues from fast food restaurants, loose change, half a bottle of soda…He pulled it all out eagerly, depositing it on the dusty floor mat, but none of it was useful. Desperate, he pulled down the car’s visors, thinking his documents might be there, but there was nothing.

Glancing down again, he noticed he was dressed in a shirt and tie. He loosened the tie and unfastened the first two buttons of his shirt, as if they had been strangling him. Still looking down, it occurred to him there might be some clue in his pants pockets. After he dug his hands into them, he saw one of the pockets was empty, while the other had thirty dollars and some coins. He stared at the money blankly for a few seconds before he jammed it back into his pocket in frustration.

…And he could not get over the feeling he was overlooking something obvious. He scoured his mind again, going over a checklist of what he had done and what he should be doing…until he realized he had not checked the back seat! He swung around, terrified, half-expecting a monster to be behind him, baring its fangs—like in the movies! …But there was nothing behind him—or at least, so it seemed on first glance.

That was not enough for him, so he got out of the car and looked into the back window; after that, he opened the back door and checked again. When that was not enough to reassure him, he walked around the entire vehicle, checking all windows, opening all doors…Then, at last, in order to cover all contingencies, he got on his hands and knees, and looked under the vehicle. There was still nothing there, and yet he sensed a residual presence—as if Satan, himself had just been there—

Up in the sky, a hawk cried out; the man jumped to his feet, ready to fight for his life. He was trembling now—and still fighting to breathe, as if all the air had been sucked out of the world. …Where was he? He looked around again—at the verdant valley, at the dirt road beneath his feet—but he recognized none of it. When his eyes returned to the setting sun, the prospect of being alone in the darkness filled him with a sense of dread. He felt that if he did not escape this place before night came, he would be trapped here forever. He was about to turn back to the car when he noticed a structure in the valley. He frowned.

Down in the valley, about four hundred meters from the road, there was a house. He took a few hopeful steps in that direction—but beyond the dirt road, there was a precipice. As he looked down, the dizziness took hold of him again, causing the world to swirl before his eyes. When he began to lose his balance, he made sure he stumbled backward, away from the edge. He groaned, grasping his head; but luckily for him, the dizziness passed quickly. When it did, his eyes returned to the house in the valley. ….He could not explain it, but he felt that all the mysteries of his life would be revealed if he went to it. In his mind, the building suddenly seemed like a Temple of God. It made no sense, and yet he was again certain of it. Mesmerized, he found himself stumbling toward it like a drunkard—until he remembered the precipice, and stopped abruptly.

As he looked down, the dizziness seemed on the verge of returning; for an instant, the valley floor went out of focus…but in time he saw there was a ledge on the side of the mountain; and when he looked closer, he saw there was a path on the ledge, which led down to the valley floor. Indeed, he realized it would be simple to step onto the ledge and follow the path; and when he navigated the path with his eyes, he saw it led straight to the structure. More than that, the path seemed to stand out against the valley floor, like magic. None of it made sense; and yet, with each passing second, he felt the house was his only hope.

Driven by that hope—or madness—he climbed over the edge of the precipice and lowered himself onto the narrow ledge. His patent leather shoes were slippery against the damp sod. He lost his balance—but managed to grab onto a shrub growing out of a rock. He wavered again, seeing how crazy this was—but the ledge widened up ahead, and he again saw the path led straight to the structure. To push himself along, he allowed his mind to be blank; then, as soon as the ledge was wide enough, he quickened his pace once more.

When he reached the valley floor, there was a stream. He jumped over it, desperate to reach the Temple of God. While he was jogging down the path, he saw a snake’s tail disappearing into the brush. He hesitated a moment, giving the snake a chance to disappear, then he ran on at full speed, blocking out everything until he reached the Temple.

Yet, when he was finally standing before the structure, he was startled to see it was only a wooden shack. The glass in the window panes had long been shattered; the door hung precariously on dislodged hinges. From the road, it had had the appearance of something majestic; but now that he was there, it was clear no one had lived in the shack in decades. There was no furniture inside—only dusty crates and some rusting cans. Where the wooden floor used to be, grass now grew through the rotten boards.

Frustrated with the world, he turned and looked back the way he had come. His car seemed disconcertingly small and distant. As he looked back at the shack, he wondered about the madness that had made the structure seem like something out of Paradise. In fact, he was about to sigh and return to the car when he glanced through one of the shattered windows and noticed something odd.

There was a crate in the middle of the shack; and lying on top of it, there was a bright—almost shining—envelope. In fact, everything had dust on it except for the envelope. It looked as if someone had placed it there only moments ago. He stared into the window; and in the same way the shack had called to him from the road, the envelope called to him now. He walked over to the door; in attempting to open it, it came off its hinges with a loud bang that startled some birds in a nearby bush. He swung around at the sound of flapping wings. He was panting again, but when he saw there was no immediate danger, he took a deep breath and placed the door on the ground. Still uneasy, he stared into the darkening shack. The envelope was lying right there—but it suddenly seemed like a trap. He remembered the feeling he had had when he woke up in the car: the sense that someone or something had done this to him.

He stood there tentatively, trying to think through his options. His mind was so dazed that he would probably have stayed there forever. However, his strange fear of the night pushed him forward. Now, he was in the shack, walking on the rotten boards. There were crunching sounds with every step he took—as if he were walking on a gigantic egg, and would crack through the shell at any moment. He tried not to think about it….

When he was about to grab the letter, something caught his attention to the left; and when he looked, he saw a man’s form! He cried out and jumped back, ready to run—or to fight for his life if it came to that. …But when he looked again, he saw he was only seeing his reflection. There was a full-length mirror against the wall. When his heart rate began to slow, he walked up to it, staring at himself.

Incredibly, even then, he did not recognize the man in the mirror. He seemed to be in his mid-fifties. Except for a paunch, he was not exactly fat…but his body was soft—undefined beneath his wrinkled clothes. There was some kind of emblem on his chest, over his heart. He tried to read it via the mirror, but it was backwards—and too small. Forgoing the mirror, he grabbed his shirt, twisted the emblem and looked down at it. It read, “Security.” He was a security guard! He had not realized it before, but he was wearing a uniform: white shirt, grey pants and a red tie. The pants had stripes down the side, but they were so short that his white socks showed at the bottom. He looked like a bad stereotype of a security guard: middle aged, gut hanging out of his shirt, high water pants…and he was not even the type of security guard who had a real badge: his was painted on.

He raised his arm and sniffed the pit, grimacing at the stench. Besides being wrinkled, his clothes were filthy. He looked at his face, bewildered. His eyes were red—as if he had not slept in days; his hair was disheveled—a graying thatch of receding hair. His lips were quivering. He stared, disappointed with himself and his life—even though the only thing he had to judge was a stranger’s darkening image.

He would probably have stayed there forever, lost in his thoughts, but the impending darkness again pushed him to act. He turned from the mirror and went to the crate. As he had thought before, the letter had been placed there recently. The envelope was so white that it seemed to glow. He picked it up and saw it was heavy. When he twirled it in his hand, he realized there was no writing on the envelope whatsoever…but on the back, there was a wax seal. The wax had a peculiar odor that he could not place—but which made him slightly sick to his stomach. He was about to frown—

But outside the shack, there was an indistinguishable rustling sound. In the man’s mind, it sounded like a beast’s footsteps. Before he knew it, he was running. He jammed the letter into his pants pocket and ran. He saw no monster outside the shack, but he still sensed something menacing, so he ran for his life. Soon, he was ascending the path and navigating the ledge; once again, he slipped on the damp sod—but all he could think was that he had to get back to the car and lock himself in before darkness came….

At last, he clambered over the top of the precipice and returned to the dirt road. The sun had set. He was panting and exhausted, but the urge to flee this place was stronger than ever. He looked at the car: it was a grayish sedan—one of those huge, ugly American cars that only police departments, cab companies and old men used. It was missing its hubcaps—and there were signs of rust beneath all the dirt and grime.

It was the type of car the loser he saw in the mirror would drive. At the same time, if it had brought him here, then it was his only hope—the only thing that could save him. All he had to do was make his way back to the main road…wherever that was.

He rose to his feet and took a step toward the car, but his legs faltered as the same creepy sense—of a residual presence—came over him. He stood there for about five seconds, rocked by the same urge to open all the doors and check every crevice of the vehicle for evidence of a hidden monster. …Mercifully, the spreading darkness again overrode his other fears. He was moving quickly now. Within seconds, he was inside the vehicle. He hesitated before putting on his seatbelt, still wary of being trapped, but he snapped it in place. The car key was in the ignition: he turned it with a desperate motion…but the engine only whined!

He stared ahead in a daze, his mind going over his options frantically. He could either spend the night in the car or try to walk back to civilization in the darkness. He shook his head, overcome by the sense that he was either going to drive out of here now or he was never going to make it. He grasped the key again, offered up a silent prayer to the universe, and turned it.

He was so numb inside that it took him a few seconds to realize the engine had started. When he did, he grinned like a simpleton. Desperate to leave, he gripped the steering wheel and put the car in gear. He was about to stamp on the accelerator…but which way should he go? He looked down the road: should he keep going straight or turn around? Staring ahead, the only thing he could see was darkening woods. He turned in his seat and looked back, through the rear window. There was no sign of civilization there either, but the woods did not seem as dark in that direction, so he decided to go that way.

The road was not really wide enough to turn a car safely; it was a miracle he did not roll the car off the precipice, but his fears—of the darkness and hidden monsters—filled him with urgency.

Once the vehicle was turned around, he stamped on the accelerator. The darkness had fallen quickly, so he turned on the headlights. As he glanced at the fuel gauge, he saw he had about half a tank of gas left…but he had no idea how deep he had come into the woods. He stamped on the accelerator again, and braced himself for a long, terrifying haul through the darkness—

But after about two or three minutes, he turned a bend in the road and slammed on the brakes. There was a woman standing in the middle of the road! The braking vehicle slid and went askew—and almost flipped into a ditch; but thankfully, it came to a screeching halt before it reached the woman.

The man sat there panting; the woman did not even flinch. In fact, he stared at her in disbelief. She had long, raven hair and bright red lipstick—against which her creamy skin seemed deathly white. She had on a skintight outfit, which in time he saw was composed entirely of leather. She posed unnaturally—the way a model posed, with her left arm resting on her hip and her head raised high. There was a cigar in her right hand. She put it to her lips and took a long drag before she removed it and sashayed over to the driver side window. As she walked, she blew smoke from her mouth, like a machine releasing exhaust. The man could only stare.

When she reached the car, she bent over dramatically and leaned into the window. Then, as the man looked on incredulously, she sighed and asked, “Have you been a good boy, or have you been naughty?” The residual cigar smoke stung his eyes and burned the back of his throat. He realized her accent was British. She had a stern expression on her face; and as her chin was still lifted, there was something haughty and off-putting about her—

“What?” he said as she stood there waiting for his response. When he eventually came to his senses, he blurted out, “Where is this place? How do I get back to the highwa—”

She put her index finger over his lips, so that the acrid odor of the cigar flared in his nostrils. “Something tells me you’ve been naughty,” she mused.

When she removed her finger, he opened his mouth to say something, but no words came. Considering how she was dressed, and her stilted behavior, her words sounded like something out of a bad porno. At the same time, even bad pornos had their uses. The woman was still bent over. His eyes moved from her stern eyes and gravitated lower—to where her ample cleavage spilled over her leather bodice. She wore a crystal pendant, which was nestled smugly between her breasts. His eyes lingered on the creamy flesh—past the point where it was merely rude—

“Move over,” she commanded, opening the door so abruptly that the man almost fell out. Her quickness startled him. He tried to protest, but her voice was louder—more authoritative. “Move over,” she said again. “…I know where you need to be,” she added, disarming him. “I know everything about you,” she purred, so that the man’s eyes grew wide and the last voices of resistance were stifled within him. He found himself complying: unsnapping the seatbelt and maneuvering over the gear shift, into the passenger seat.

She climbed into the vehicle. He stared at her long, slender legs, noticing, for the first time, that she was wearing stiletto heels. Her movements were decisive. Within a matter of seconds, she put the car in gear and began speeding down the dirt road. She took the corners like a rally car driver. The man only stared, his eyes gravitating back to her pendant—and, of course, the breasts that surrounded it. He stared longingly—until she took a corner so sharply that his head banged into the window. He cursed, grabbing his head.

“I suggest you put on your safety belt,” she advised him in an offhand way—even though she, herself was not wearing one. The cigar dangled from the corner of her lips; but as the smoke wafted up into her eyes, she did not even blink. The man stared, frowning—

The car went into a pothole and jolted to the left.

He winced. “Maybe you should slow down?” he suggested.

Her voice remained steady: “If I slow down, you aren’t going to get where you need to be.”

His frown deepened as he wondered if this conversation—if any of this—could really be happening. Did women like her really exist—or was she only a figment of his imagination? Now that he thought about it objectively, this had all the hallmarks of a sex dream. Soon, she would contrive to be naked, and he would possess her…and then wake up in the real world, wishing he were still dreaming.
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