
		
			“Zeischegg pulls you into a bleeding-edge now shot through with a perverse, polymorphous, and evolving fear. The victims trust nothing, pity nothing, see their own lives through sliding glass—and resolutely refuse to stay innocent.” 

			—Zak Smith, author of Pictures Showing What Happens on Each Page of Thomas Pynchon’s Novel Gravity’s Rainbow

			“Raw, startling, and haunting, this book is truly unforgettable. Chris Zeischegg is a gifted storyteller, unafraid to explore the darkest recesses of identity, desire, power, and pleasure.”  

			—Tristan Taormino, author of The Ultimate Guide to Kink

			“Christopher Zeischegg has a knack for obscuring his autobiography with genre, blurring the lines between fiction and reality like he blurs the lines between Chris and Danny Wylde. Intercut between the suspense and the horror are genuine reflections on the experiences of a queer man in a straight industry and the struggle of sexual beings in a conservative world.”  

			—Johnny Murdoc, publisher, Queer Young Cowboys

			“This is a journey of self-exploration and self-exploitation I don’t remember reading before. This is a new author figuring out what makes him tick. The further he explores, the better it gets, and the traces of young Gregg Araki and Dennis Cooper I sense within the writing could well bloom into something extraordinary.” 

			—Ales Kot
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			To the adult industry. 
You’ve been my lover and enemy, and will be neither again.

		

	
		
			Also by Christopher Zeischegg

			Come to my Brother
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			1.

			He often waits up to three minutes once I log in. But tonight’s call comes quick. Within seconds. He’s set a new record. 

			There’s breathing, panting even. It means he’s leaned up close to his mic. Or scared. “Are you there?”

			“Yeah,” I say. “What’s up, Damien?”

			“Do you think you can come on cam?” he asks. “I really need to talk to you.”

			“Hold on.” I position my webcam to show my face and upper body. Then I take off my shirt. “Okay. Can you see me?”

			“Yeah.” His image pops up on my screen. Like usual, he swivels back and forth in a black office chair. “First, I want to let you know that I didn’t mean for this to happen. It just did. I’m so sorry.”

			“Is something wrong?”

			“No,” says Damien. Then, “Maybe. It’s just that…”

			I smile and tell him, “It’s okay.”

			“How do I say this?” 

			“I don’t know,” I answer. “You should probably just tell me.”

			“It’s just that…” 

			“That bad, huh?”

			“No,” he says. “Okay. I didn’t mean for it to happen. But I think I’m in love with you.” The swiveling stops. There’s silence. The breathing is gone, and I mean mine too. “You look upset. Tell me exactly what you’re thinking. I don’t want you to be upset.”

			“I’m not upset, Damien. I think…” I’m trying to decide if I still want his money. “Maybe you’re being unrealistic.” 

			“I know we’re just friends, and I don’t expect it to turn into anything else.”

			“Can I ask you a serious question?”

			“You’re not even looking at me,” says Damien. “Can we forget that I said anything?”

			“Do you pay any of your other friends to talk to you?” 

			“No,” he answers. “But I don’t think of it like I’m paying you. I’m helping you out. Because I want to.”

			“But you’re, like, my age,” I tell him. “You should spend your money on something useful, or fun.”

			“I think that maybe I didn’t use the right word. Maybe it’s not really love. It’s just that you haven’t been online much, and I’ve had some bad days at work. I was thinking about how much better it would be if I was in LA with you, and not here.” He stops for a moment. “Do you know what I mean?”

			“Listen, I have to go.” 

			“Can we talk about this? Please?” 

			“Maybe later. I’m kind of tired,” I lie.

			“But you just got online.”

			“I know.”

			“What if I pay you more?” he asks. 

			I pause too long, which means I’m considering it. 

			“How long would you be able to stay?” He’s made an assumption, and he’s right. I’m unbuttoning my pants.

			 “About an hour.” 

			“You can’t stay any longer?”

			“An hour,” I say, like I’m standing my ground. Then I grasp my cock and work it up to a semi-erect state.

			“You don’t have to do that,” he says. “If you don’t want to.”

			“You don’t like it?”

			“No, I like it,” he tells me. “But it’s not a show, right? You’d be doing it anyway?”

			My eyes are closed. I say, “Mhmm,” and think about a dream I had a long time ago.

			Damien talks about his day at work and deposits money into my PayPal account.

		

	
		
			2.

			I’ve divided my income into three separate categories. Or it’s divided itself. I just designate where it goes. Doing scenes pays for rent, utilities, clothing, and necessities. Except for food. I pay for groceries with the money I make from camming. 

			Damien is a separate category altogether. He’s my most regular client, and different in the fact that he never jerks off to me. He just talks about his day, or week, or whatever. I spend his money on toys.

			Porno lights the stove top. Camming provides the stuff to throw in the pot. Damien lets me browse the eBay listings while I eat my meal. He affords me two fifteen-inch DJ speakers and a 1000-watt amplifier. 

			The speakers aren’t all superfluous. I’ve been trying to start a band for about a year. It’s been a slow process because drummers are hard to come by in LA. At least good ones. They exist, but mostly as studio musicians and hire-ons for touring bands. I’ve bypassed the issue and started programming electronic beats on my laptop. I just need them to be louder. 

			My friend, Thad, already plays bass and has been messing around with a microKORG synthesizer. There’s a guy I met through work who wants to do vocals. I play guitar. With my laptop and speakers, we’re a full band. 

		

	
		
			3.

			“It’s danceable. Really dark and gothy,” says Thad. “I’m into it.” 

			We’ve borrowed our friends’ practice space to see if we’re capable of writing music together. From the sound of it, we are. Thad throws down distorted synth tracks and I riff on some guitar parts I’ve already come up with. The vocalist, Mario, sits on the floor with his notepad open. He nods back and forth to the beat. His lips move but nothing comes out. I think he’s working it out in his head. 

			“Do you think it would be cool if I did some backup vocals here?” I ask. “Like black metal-style screaming?” 

			“Yeah, I like that idea,” says Mario. 

			“I just don’t know what to say,” I tell him. “If you give me something to say…” 

			He tries to explain the song. It’s about religion, or the government. “That’s what’s cool about it,” he says. “You can interpret it a bunch of different ways.” 

			I’ve forgotten the line by the time we’re back into the song. I just scream what sounds good in my head. It’s more of a syllabic noise than an actual word. No one can tell the difference. 

			Our attempts to move on fail because my guitar amp suddenly cuts out. The light on the power switch is still on. It’s buzzing. None of us know much about amplifiers, so we can’t figure out what’s wrong. 

			“Let us know when you get it fixed,” says Thad. “’cause that was fun.”

		

	
		
			4.

			My friend, Sara, invites me to dinner at her place. I arrive late. No one’s eating or even seated at the table. 

			“You met Victor and Allejandra at my Halloween party,” says Sara, introducing me to her other guests. 

			“I was the killer clown,” says Victor as we shake hands. 

			“I think I was a piece of fruit, or a vegetable,” I say. “It’s nice to meet you again.” 

			Allejandra is Victor’s wife. She’s dressed in a slutty-looking schoolgirl outfit. Sara wears an exact replica. In a way, it still feels like Halloween. 

			“She got these in the mail today,” says Allejandra. I think she’s referring to Sara because there’s no one else here. 

			“From a fan,” adds Sara. “We’re going to use them in my next video.” 

			“Cute,” I say, and I’m serious. 

			Something in the kitchen beeps. Minutes later, we’re eating Shepherd’s Pie. 

			“Every time I see her mother,” says Victor, “she tells me, ‘You should be a better example for my daughter. Why don’t you set her on a righteous path?’ I keep trying to tell her, ‘I met your daughter because she was on the wrong path. That’s where I want her to stay. It’s why I love her.’” Allejandra laughs along with him.

			“She knows what you do?” I ask Allejandra.

			“Yes,” she answers. “And she keeps dreaming. As if, at this point in my life, I’ll start over as a nurse.”

			“You guys are basically the happiest couple ever,” says Sara. “If I was your mother, I’d be proud.”

			“You’re right.” Allejandra squeezes Victor’s hand. “When we first got together, I kept waiting for him to get mad at me. I was like, ‘Come on. When are we gonna fight?’” Victor looks into her eyes and smiles. If they were strangers, it would be disgusting. 

			Sara glances at me, which could mean a number of things. I shift my eyes, smile, and brush her leg. Almost on accident. It’s my interpretation of giving mixed signals. 

			After dinner, we sit in the living room and drink wine. Sara smokes some pot. 

			“So the schoolgirl thing is girl/girl only, right?” I ask.

			“It’s all I do,” says Allejandra. “Sorry.”

			“I might use the costumes again for my site,” adds Sara. This is relevant because she still fucks boys on camera.

			“That’s, um…” For lack of a better word, I say, “Cool.”

			“You two have worked together?” asks Victor. He motions to Sara and I.

			“Once,” I say. 

			“And?” Allejandra’s mouth forms the shape of a laugh, but it doesn’t follow through.

			“I was worried,” says Sara. “Because everyone told me he was going to be so submissive. I don’t know why. That’s obviously not the case.”

			“It was fun,” I add.

			“If I can get it together,” says Sara, “the video should go up next week.”

			Victor pulls his phone out of his pocket and nearly spills his glass. “The time, it’s uh…We should be going.” 

			“You’re driving?”

			“No, no,” says Victor. “I still need my license, babe.”

			“I don’t?” Allejandra mocks resentment.

			“See, we never fight.” Victor leans down to give Sara a hug. Then he shakes my hand. Allejandra kisses me on the cheek. “Adios!” 

			I start looking for my shoes, and gather myself together. 

			“You’re leaving, too?” Sara isn’t giving me puppy dog eyes, but they’re close.

			“Oh. Yeah,” I say. “I’ve got to work in the morning.”

			“Oh.”

			“Thanks, though. I had fun.”

			“Yeah, me too.”

		

	
		
			5.

			Back at home, I can’t fall asleep. Something pulls at my brain like a tide stuck between it’s ebb and flow. I’m reminded of the moon; its gravitational hold a likely culprit. When I step outside, all I see is city lights and blackened sky. 

			I turn my bedroom light on, and wish my apartment to appear like a star to some hovering astronaut. The same layer of smog that shields me from the moon probably blankets my home like tar. To the rest of the universe, I’m as bright as dark matter.

			With thoughts like these, my only assurance of sleep is masturbation. I open my laptop and look for pictures of Sara on free porn sites. Then I log into my cam site and wait for lurking customers. A screen name pops up that I don’t recognize: TheWolf.

			“Hey babe,” I say into the webcam. “Where you from?” 

			TheWolf: LA.

			“Me too. What’re you doing up so late?” I bite my lip, which I hope looks slutty enough to bypass the initial bullshit. I want to come and go to bed. 

			TheWolf: What do you think?

			“You want to play? Click ‘private’ and I’m all yours.”

			TheWolf: Can you stand up first? 

			“Anything you want.” I stand and jut my ass out towards the webcam.  

			A tinny bell rings from my laptop speakers. The screen reads, “TheWolf has requested a private chat.” Digital cash flows at several dollars per minute. 

			“You like to suck cock? Or you’d rather fuck me?” I ask. There’s no response, so I improvise. “I want you to get down on your knees, you fuckin’ come slut. Open your mouth, babe. Yeah, just like that.” I show a close-up of my cock while stroking it. Then I tell the stranger to shove it down his throat. 

			There’s no response. So I keep blabbering, “Fuck,” and, “I love your fucking mouth,” while I browse pictures of Sara in a separate window. She keeps my dick hard. My imagination helps. 

			Fifteen minutes in, I ask, “Are you gonna come with me?”

			TheWolf: Would you be interested in meeting up? 

			TheWolf: In real life?

			I stop jerking off. “Um, I don’t really do that. Sorry.”

			TheWolf: I’d make it worth your while. 

			“Yeah?” I sort of laugh. “What’s worth my while?”

			TheWolf: Maybe $2000. 

			My eyes grow wide. “Just to meet up?”

			TheWolf: No.

			“Listen, that’s really generous of you,” I say. “But I’m not, you know, a hustler or anything. It’s a different kind of gig.”

			TheWolf: Think about it.

			“Okay. I will,” I tell him. “Do you still want me to come?”

			TheWolf: Yes.

		

	
		
			6.

			Oatmeal. Protein Shake. Shower. A bus ride to the downtown warehouse district. 

			The location is in the second story of an old brick building. Once inside, it looks like a middle-class apartment. 

			“Danny, what’s up?” asks the cameraman. He grabs my palm and leans in. 

			“You know, whatever. I’m good.”

			“Good.”

			“You?” I ask.

			“Should I tell him about our day?” he shouts back to the director. There’s a mumbled response. It’s more of a shrug.

			“Why, what happened?”

			I’m told the first performer couldn’t get his dick hard and the second girl canceled. It’s been six hours on set with nothing accomplished. “So don’t fuck this up,” says the cameraman. “Without a scene, we’re just doing this for free.”

			I peek around him. There’s a girl applying makeup on the other side of the room. 

			“Look at that ass,” says the cameraman. “If that’s a problem for you, you’re fuckin’…I don’t know, man.”

			“Have I ever been a problem?”

			“I know you got this. Just been one of those days.” He slams a pen down on a thin stack of paper. “Do your thing.”

			I skim the paperwork and sign my name a half dozen times. 

			The girl walks over.

			“Hey, I’m Danny,” I tell her.

			She smiles. “Rose.”

			“You’ve been doing this for long?” I ask.

			“About a year, on and off. You?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know?” She looks confused.

			“A couple years,” I say, to which Rose nods her head. 

			Thirty minutes later, I’m buried in her ass. My fist is wrapped around a tuft of her hair. Our communication still rests on a few choice words. “Fuck. Oh my god. Oh my god.” The rest passes through our skin.

		

	
		
			7.

			I take a bus to Hollywood before I head home. There’s a Guitar Center and I want to see about getting my amp fixed. Inside, I’m hit with déjà vu. The orchestration is always the same. Every scale is played at once. A boy tries out his first guitar. There’s a keyboard DJ, an electric shredder, some acoustic god, and a kid in the back with an erratic kick drum. The noise should be dense and moving. An amalgamation of warring notes sound ripe for emerging patterns. But none of us can quite put it together. So it’s just a bunch of shit that makes me feel old and want to say, “Keep it down,” or buy something louder to drown it all out. When I think about it, that’s really the point of this place. I tell the first customer service representative I see, “Good job.”

			He misunderstands me and asks if he can help. I talk about my amplifier as if it’s broken. Then the guy says, “Great,” and points me in the direction of new ones. I don’t explain or argue with him. My face probably does something like cringe, because everything he shows me costs a lot of money.

			I get a text message and pretend it’s a phone call. So I talk to myself for a few minutes and the customer service guy goes away.

			When I actually look at my phone, I see the text is from Sara: I keep having dreams about u. That’s when I decide to leave.
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			At home, I log on to Skype. Damien tries to message me. I see that Sara is online, so I block Damien and type to her instead. 

			Danny: Any of them nightmares?

			She responds with a request for video chat. I accept and Sara’s image comes to life in amazing low-resolution. 

			I say, “Hey,” and so does she.

			“How was, um, work?”

			“It was typical.”

			“If things weren’t so typical…” She pauses. “I don’t know. Do you think you’d have spent the night?”

			“That’s a pretty loaded question,” I tell her. 

			“Okay,” she says. “I get it. You don’t want to fuck me. I guess I’ll get over it. Still feels kind of shitty, you know? The rejection, or whatever you want to call it.”

			“I don’t think it has much to do with wanting to fuck you or not,” I say.

			“I know. It’s work, and being jaded and stuff, right?” 

			“What do you mean?”

			“Jared got drunk the other night and told me how he doesn’t even like having sex with his girlfriend anymore. He works all the time. Sometimes two scenes a day. The last thing he wants to do at home is fuck.”

			“It’s not that I hate sex. It’s still fun. But yeah…”

			“So you’re like Jared?” she asks, or just concludes.

			“There’s only so many times I can come in a day, and with the camming thing, too…It’s just, like, I need the money.” I look directly into the webcam. “You’re totally cute, Sara. You know that.”

			“I don’t think ‘cute’ is what I’m going for. But thanks.”

			“I think it’s cool I’m in your dreams,” I tell her.

			“You’re so fucking…I don’t know,” she says. 

			“Can I ask what happened in them? In your dreams?”

			“No,” she says. “At this point, it would be way too masochistic. Even for me.”

			“I still jerk off to your pictures. Does that make you feel better?”

			She laughs in a way that seems authentic. “Always, Danny. I guess that’s the best compliment I’m gonna get.”

			“You’re beautiful and I think we should go see a movie or something,” I say.

			“Give me a few days to wallow.”

			“Of course.”

			“You realize,” she says, “there’s actually nothing special about you.”

			“I’m aware of that,” I mutter, like it’s an ingrained response. Suddenly, it becomes a big deal that I’ve said this. I kiss Sara goodbye, digitally, and think about why. 
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			When I’m thinking, which means listening to repetitive music and drinking canned coconut water and staring at the wall, I get a message from TheWolf. It’s strange because I don’t remember logging in to the cam site. 

			TheWolf: Have you given it some thought?

			Danny: Yes.

			TheWolf: Your cam is on.

			“Oh,” I say. “I didn’t know. But yes, I’ve thought about it.”

			TheWolf: I suggest that we meet tomorrow. In public. Just to talk. You will see that I’m okay.

			He sends me the address for a coffee shop less than a mile from my apartment. It freaks me out that he’s so close by. I lie and tell him, “That’s on the other side of town.”

			TheWolf: If you’d rather meet somewhere else, say so.

			“No,” I tell him. “There’s nowhere else. But you only asked if I thought about it. I haven’t come to a conclusion.”

			TheWolf: I will be there tomorrow. 2:00 p.m. I think you should come. 

			“Okay. Well, I have to go.”

			TheWolf: I will give you something just for meeting me. 

			“Yeah, that’s cool,” I say. “I guess we’ll see, right?” I try to laugh. “Sweet dreams.” My hand does one of those Jackie Onassis waves. 

			TheWolf: I look forward to meeting you.
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			The mailman comes in the morning and knocks on my door. “I need you to sign for this,” he says.

			The package is from Damien. It’s weird because I don’t remember giving him my address. But there’s an iPod inside, so I’m not that pissed about it.

			I unblock Damien on Skype, and say, “Thank you.”

			“You got my package?” 

			“Yeah. That was really cool of you.”

			“I know you like music,” he stammers. “And I thought that would be the best gift for someone who likes music.”

			“Believe it or not,” I say, “I’ve gone all this time without an iPod. It’s perfect. Thank you.”

			“I’m so happy,” he replies. “I was scared that you might have had the same one.”

			“Listen, I love the iPod, and I’m not really upset, but how did you get my address?”

			“Oh.” He looks away. “You’re not mad, right?”

			“Like I said.” 

			“You post your real name on Facebook. Or your friends do.”

			“They don’t post my address.”

			“I know, but it’s not that hard to find with the Internet and everything,” says Damien. “Please don’t be mad at me. I wanted it to be a surprise.”

			“It was a very nice surprise.” 

			“How long can you talk?” he asks.

			“I actually have a meeting in a little bit,” I tell him.

			“So how long?”

			“I have to go to the meeting right now,” I insist.

			“Not even a couple minutes? I need to talk about the other night.”

			I block him once more and rub my eyes like I have a headache, which I anticipate but don’t actually feel. Then I hear a noise from my laptop and realize that Thad’s trying to video chat with me.

			“You there, dude?”

			I turn my webcam back on and say, “Yes. Look at me. I’m here.”

			“What’s up with your amp?” asks Thad. 

			“I went to Guitar Center. It seems like it would cost a lot of money.”

			“Bummer. You’re not gonna fix it?”

			“I will,” I tell him. “Soon. I just have to come up with the money.”

			“Okay. Check this out though.” He shifts his webcam to a view of his microKORG synthesizer. One of the drum tracks I programmed starts playing in the background. Thad hits some keys and gets really into it. I watch him play along to the whole song. 

			My lack of participation is awful. I imagine it’s what parents feel like when they give their kid up for adoption. The adopted parents send video tapes of the kid, like, “Here’s your fucking brat. I’m raising him to hate you.” Except much less devastating. Because I like Thad, and the song’s not all that personal.

			But I hate that I don’t have a choice in the matter. I can’t add to my own creation without some sort of noise machine. 

			It feels like Thad’s said something I didn’t pay attention to. “Could you use that amp you bought for the DJ speakers?” he asks later. “In the meantime?”

			“I guess, but then we couldn’t hear the drums,” I tell him.

			“Right.”

			“I could probably get the money if I did something weird.”

			“Like what?” he asks.

			“I don’t know yet. I could probably find out later today.” 

			“That sounds cryptic, dude,” says Thad. “And I’m all about that. I say, ‘Do it.’”
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			I’m at the coffee shop waiting for TheWolf and listening to Crystal Castles on my new iPod. It’s ten past two, and the guy’s not here yet. It occurs to me that the whole thing’s a joke. Five minutes go by and I’m convinced TheWolf doesn’t even live in LA.

			The coffee here is good and I always have a lot of time to waste. So it’s not like I feel stupid for sitting in a coffee shop by myself. I feel stupid for thinking about the money and for pretending it was real. Most of my hooker friends don’t make two grand a john. 

			I walk home listening to Alice Glass singing, “We were lovers / Now we can’t be friends,” and think about how her terminology’s all fucked up. A lover is just someone who feels something profound after getting fucked, and doesn’t know what to call it. For a while, he thinks it has something to do with another person. Then he gets bored with everything that person does outside of sex. Then he gets bored with the sex. That’s not really love. Otherwise, he’d stay with that person forever, which doesn’t happen anymore.

			An old man with an oxygen-tank-on-wheels looks at me before I cross the street to my apartment. I give him the finger because that’s how I feel. 
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			A nap is in order, but I get distracted by a knock at the door. I open it and find myself standing alone. Except for a package. It joins me at my feet.

			The mailman’s already come today and there’s no address on the package. I start having one of those 9-11 moments because it could be a bomb, or anthrax, or something. Then I feel like I’m not important enough to kill in that prolific kind of way. So I just open the package.

			With the bubble wrap gone, I’m left holding a piece of thick, red fabric. It unfolds into something larger: an article of clothing maybe. Laid out on my bed, it looks like a dress or robe. But it has a hood, so it’s kind of like a sweatshirt, too. 

			I take another shower, because I feel like starting the day over. Then I sit at my computer because I don’t know what else to do. 

			The red thing is still on my bed. It makes me uncomfortable. I had hoped it was part of my imagination. Now I have to confront it and figure out what it means. 

			My laptop is open and I’m logged into the cam site. I’m almost sure that I didn’t do this, because I haven’t touched my computer since this morning. What’s worse: TheWolf is the only screen name lurking in my free chat room. He hasn’t typed a thing. 

			I’m waiting for TheWolf and TheWolf is waiting for me. That’s what I believe: that we’re having this standoff. 

			Finally, I give in. “Hey…”

			TheWolf: Did you get my package?

			“Oh, I get it. You’re fucking with me,” I say. “How about I call the police?” 

			TheWolf: Gifting is not a crime. 

			“Where were you today?” I ask.

			TheWolf: At the coffee shop.

			“I was at the coffee shop.”

			TheWolf: I know.

			“Fuck you,” I tell him. “You followed me home?”

			TheWolf: I looked at you while walking.

			“This is a fucking invasion of privacy,” I shout at my laptop. “You’re a piece of shit, you know that?”

			TheWolf: You have something important to do.

			TheWolf: I’m willing to pay you for it. 

			“Oh my god, I’m blocking you.”

			TheWolf: Don’t you want to know about the red riding hood?

			“That thing?” I look to the fabric on my bed. “I’m not a fucking girl, dude. I don’t wear dresses.”

			TheWolf: Come over.

			He types out an address that is probably not far from here.

			TheWolf: And wear your red riding hood.

			“You’re blocked.” I click a button and prevent him from contacting me again.

		

	
		
			13.

			I’ve locked my door, crawled under my covers, and laid there for some time. It’s only a quarter-to-four, but the day’s been way too much to deal with.

			I remember that I haven’t eaten, and it might be why I’m so tired. The fridge is empty except for condiments and canned coconut water. I might have to go outside. Hunt and scavenge. Maybe pay for food.

			I peek through the blinds to see if anyone’s outside. People are milling about. I’m just worried about one of them. But I have no idea what TheWolf looks like. No one’s wearing matted fur or other canine paraphernalia. At least that I can see.

			The door opens, closes, and then locks shut. I’m outside on a set of stairs. It feels like a big step, metaphorically speaking. A flood of courage rushes through my veins. After that, a drought.

			There’s a sound like the crack of a whip. The air parts before me. A piece of window shatters near the front door. Seconds later, someone on the sidewalk falls to the ground. A red mist hovers over her body. 

			I can hear a distant scream when I fumble for the lock. My key presses against it like a virgin boy. Eventually something clicks and I fling myself forward.

			When I stop shaking, I’m on the apartment floor. My palms are plastered to my ears and my fingers to my scalp. Everything is quiet. 

			I feel like I should do something, but I can’t keep from staring at the hole in my refrigerator door. The opening looks wide enough to stick my finger through. 

			Inside the refrigerator, things are a mess. A ketchup bottle has exploded. There is glass and tomato paste everywhere. I finger a bullet from what could have been my lunch. It’s still warm. 

			The most appropriate thing I can think of is to call the police. That’s what I try to do. I’m dialing 911 when my phone is shot from my grasp. Whoever’s out there is really fucking good with a gun.

		

	
		
			14.

			I’m on Skype and telling Sara, “You have to call the police. Someone’s outside, like, fucking shooting at my apartment.”

			“You mean filming you?” she asks.

			“No,” I whisper harshly. “Shooting with a gun.” I hold the bullet up to the webcam. “See?”

			She looks skeptical. “Why don’t you call the police?”

			“Because my phone has a fucking hole in it. Anyway, I think I know who it is. It’s this creep from the Internet.”

			“You’re serious? Someone’s shooting at you?”

			“Yes. Right now. Please call the police.”

			“I don’t hear any shooting,” she says.

			“Fuck. How do you want me to convince you? Should I go stand by the window and get shot? You want to see blood or something?”

			“Okay,” says Sara. “I guess I believe you. It’s just that you don’t seem all that scared. I’m trying to read you, and it doesn’t seem like you’re in immediate danger. You know, ’cause you’re on Skype.”  

			I smile, briefly, because the situation is absurd. “I’m on Skype because I want you to call the police.”

			“See, you’re laughing.” 

			“No, I’m not,” I insist. Then I realize she’s right. “Well, yeah, because this is fucking, like, whatever…It’s insane that I’m having this conversation with you.”

			“How about I just come over?” She suggests.

			“No. Listen, I don’t want you to get shot either.”

			“You realize I could get in a lot of trouble for calling the cops,” she says.

			“Why would you get in trouble?”

			“I mean, if you’re lying, or joking, or whatever.” 

			The conversation turns to something futile. 

			“Okay,” she continues. “I’m trying to logically figure this out. If someone fired a gun, the cops would probably be there by now. Or they’d be really close. Or someone in your neighborhood would have at least called them. Right?”

			“I don’t know. It wasn’t that loud.” I’m staring at the screen. It’s becoming one big blur.

			“So it was a quiet gunshot…”

			“They could have used a silencer,” I suggest. “Sara, you’re not being helpful. And I wish… I mean, if you’re not gonna call the cops, I have to go.”

			“Now I can’t tell if you’re being serious.” 

			I end the video chat and sit for several minutes. It’s become altogether obvious that I can’t be taken seriously. And that’s profound in its own special—or unspecial—way.
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