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PROLOGUE


The crack pipe whispers in Alice’s hands.


She watches the tendrils reach for the den’s ceiling, order and chaos on her mind.


She could hit it. She could not.


Decisions, decisions…


Two doors, two diverging paths in a space which stores all possible events and all potential outcomes. It surprises her that she’s objective enough to see this yet can still consider the pipe in front of her. But she does.


Ruby holds the lighter steady, its flame licking the bowl. She watches the thin smoke dissipate with sad eyes, mourning the loss of each wisp. ‘Quick. Hit it.’


Alice doesn’t.


Not yet.


She’s thinking.


Decisions…


She could choose order, and make every subsequent choice correct. Less sugar, more vegetables. Fibre in your diet. Yoga. Therapy. Mindfulness. Call Dad on Sundays. Choose your Instagram aesthetic: keep it cohesive from post to post, keep the palette consistent. Get to work early, impress the boss. Focus on nutrient density. Take a walk through nature with your baby strapped to your chest. Get your ducks in a row. Die.


Or…


Chaos. Have a little fun. A drink or ten. Order pizza, or just don’t eat at all. Roll a blunt. Do what you shouldn’t. Watch the sun rise with a pounding skull. Skip a meeting. Hypnotise your kid with a smartphone. Die.


We balance these scales, Alice realises, as best we can. And that’s life. The collective human experience, neatly packaged.


She’s never tried cocaine in crystal form. She tells herself that’s all it is, a variation of the same old vice, and she’s technically right. You can justify anything. Crack rides a highway to the brain, and it’s over in twenty minutes, better than the tedious drip-feed of euphoria when you snort the powder. Sure, tradition favours a line up the nose; ask the toilet of your local dive bar what it’s seen over the years.


Fuck tradition, Alice thinks.


Tradition is order and order is control. But she looks down, and knows the pipe is control, too.


She’s smart like that.


Acing college algebra and calculus in her senior year gave her four years of mathematical economics at MIT and three hundred grand of student debt. In turn, the job market gave her nothing, and her hometown friend Ruby gave her booze and weed for the first time in her life after a rigid Catholic upbringing. That night, they realised they loved each other. Alice heard all that stuff about gateway drugs but it’s a little different when, months later, there’s a white line in front of you and your girlfriend’s saying it’s no big deal so long as you resist the urge for more, and you shrug and bend over the table.


You don’t notice the gates until you’ve passed through them.


So she’s tried order. She’s tried chaos. She isn’t sure which she prefers.


And now she’s here. Ruby inches the pipe toward her lips.


There’s a way out, she sees. Maybe it’s not one extreme or the other, but a little of both. Balance. Equal parts colliding in a messy yet satisfying life, a testament to the human condition, our bias toward evolution. Mistakes and lessons and, inevitably, growth. Alice knows how hard it is to say you’re going to do something, and then fail to. How that kills a little piece of you. But this rock in front of her will kill a larger piece.


So, no. She knows it will disappoint Ruby, but she’ll decline. She sees a better life than this: imperfect, crooked, but better. A routine, and leeway for the occasional slip-up—a few too many wines, a toke on the back porch, an angry outburst at a spouse, a disobedient child. That’s not failure. It’s walking the tightrope of our brief existence.


That’s what she’ll do: refuse.


Then she sees it.


She’s got crack hands. The heat of the pipe has scorched thick black lesions on her palms over time. Some split like boils. Some harden. They’re supposed to favour the dominant hand, the palm that holds the pipe, but Alice remembers she doesn’t discriminate. Her first time is a distant dream. She remembers the hundreds of times since.


She remembers six months ago, when Ruby took a hit and didn’t wake up.


She remembers sirens.


She’s alone now. She’s been alone for half a year. She’s only got her dealer, and the lost souls she occasionally shares a pipe with.


She holds the lighter. She looks down at skin that seems painted right onto her skeleton, stretched ruthlessly tight over tired bones. She runs a cracked tongue over abscesses in freshly bleeding gums, across stumps of yellowed teeth which cling for dear life to decaying roots. A bird calls outside, and she snaps to the noise, jolting like volts in her bloodstream, her heart crushed in an iron fist.


Everything is pain, all is desire.


There’s only an absence of the black rock, a gaping, all-encompassing void that must be fed but is never full.


She has it figured out now. She’s sealed to a timeline, but there are no doors, no decisions to make. It’s all order and it’s all chaos. She’s regimented and disciplined in bringing about the end of the world.


Beside her, a rail-thin guy whose name she can’t remember twitches as he says, ‘Wanna hear some crazy shit?’


She doesn’t answer.


Across from them, another addict—Isaiah, she’s pretty sure—says, ‘Aight.’


The man beside Alice sniffs. ‘Me and Cole gettin’ paid to kill someone tonight.’


Isaiah scratches the dark skin of his forearm, ruddy and pockmarked. ‘How paid?’


No one cares what you’ve got to do to earn, only how much lifeblood it provides.


The guy glances sideways. He lifts a skeleton finger and skewers it into the side of Alice’s head, twisting clumps of her thin hair. She offers no resistance.


‘Does the little lady wanna know the details?’ he croons.


She shrugs. ‘Sure.’


But she doesn’t. She craves numbness.


The man sneers. ‘So, what’s gonna happen is…’


Alice sees wonderland for what it is, but that doesn’t stop her.


She brings the pipe to her mouth and takes the hit.


Down the rabbit hole.
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