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Have you ever noticed that sometimes the conclusion of a story comes at the beginning? Not just in pretentious movies from the seventies, either. In literature (that's “books,” if you're under thirty), it's a manipulative ploy designed to pique the reader's interest in what is basically a shopworn detective story, dreary science fiction saga, or clichéd Western.

Or, in this case, a hackneyed morality tale. But, hey, one man's “hackneyed” is another's “profound.” Who even knows what the word hackneyed means? Some movie critic probably dreamed it up, and now every amateur Roger Ebert drags it out just because he got sick of reading subtitles and fell asleep.

But I digress.
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Edgy's final few hours on Earth took place at Angeli Pier, a midway that should have been condemned sometime during the Harding administration. The pier was located near Mykell Bay, a tourist trap that was expensive, shallow, and culturally insignificant.

Like most such eyesores, the pier was a magnet for social misfits. You know, the types you find pouring sugar directly into their mouths at Starbucks. Delusional transient philosophers who claim the end is near, and have the body odor to prove it.

It didn't take a DNA test to figure out that in addition to steroids and growth hormones, the carnival life was in Edgy's blood. He loved it all. The rickety rides. The unfair games and their deceitful operators. Children with the innocence of an Anne Geddes calendar shooting twelve-inch basketballs at eleven-inch hoops. Ah, yes. 'Twas ever thus. Not a thing had changed at Angeli Pier in decades, from the carnies' filthy clothes to the rancid oil the french fries were cooked in.

It was all wonderful to Edgy. After a shift at the pier, nothing thrilled him more than taking off his shoes at night, feeling something sticky on the bottom, and not knowing its origin. He experienced moments like this with the fervor of Bill O'Reilly in a private office with a free calling card.

The new attraction at the pier was a ride called Do Not Enter—Under Construction. It looked exactly like a ride that had occupied the same spot for years, the Krazy Kozmic Koaster. Edgy wondered why the powers-that-be at Angeli thought a name change would boost attendance. But his was not to reason why. He had lobbied for a position in management years ago, but one slip—filling out the application in pastel sidewalk chalk—had cost him the job. Listing Mickey Rourke as a personal reference probably didn't help, either.

Edgy refused to be bitter, however. What did he know about decision making? Do Not Enter had proven to be wildly successful with the young and illiterate.

Edgy was a sprightly ninety-one. Though his skin had long ago taken on the texture of a petrified Domino's pizza, his eyes still burned with a crimson that even hourly applications of Visine couldn't fade.

His neck was sturdy and his arms were strong. He wore a stylish brown shirt and shorts. The resulting look was every bit his own—think UPS meets Abercrombie & Fitch. Perfect for back to school. Sorry, no X-Large. Free shipping on all orders over $100. Visa and MasterCard accepted. (No sales tax in Florida.)

“Stay away from that guy,” a wary father hissed through his smile, warning his little girl as Edgy waved at them. Everyone at the pier knew him. They could smell him from twenty paces. Several patrons had applied for restraining orders.

Edgy just had one of those faces you thought you might recognize from the convenience store, or behind the counter at the D.M.V., or the post office bulletin board. These were unpleasant associations for most people, but the man himself was unaware of inspiring such negative feelings. To Edgy, people were just people, and if most of them felt like hurling hard plastic souvenirs his way or running in the opposite direction when they saw him, then so be it.

The last few letters had worn off his PARK UPKEEP shirt, right below his embroidered name, making it difficult to read. Consequently, many of his regular acquaintances had their own moniker for their least favorite pier employee. “Edgy Kreep,” they would mutter after he'd belch with his mouth open, or stick out his foot in an effort to trip one of their kids. “That guy is one Edgy Kreep.”






not dead yet
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About an hour before he bought the farm, Edgy rode Do Not Enter. A sign at the front of the attraction said, YOU MUST BE THIS STUPID TO GO ON THIS RIDE. Fortunately, he couldn't read very well, and bounded into the front car with the unbridled enthusiasm of Winona Ryder at a Saks Fifth Avenue Labor Day sale.

Click-clack-click-clack. The car climbed up the track. Click-clack-click-clack. “Excuse me, Edgy Kreep,” an eleven-year-old boy asked him. “Could you please adjust your dentures so they stop making that annoying sound?”

“Hey, kid,” Edgy said, scowling. “How'd you like me to make like Max Schmeling and pummel ya senseless?”

“First of all, dude, your archaic references are, like, totally lost on me. Second of all, my dad's a lawyer, so if I were you I'd seriously bag the physical threats.”

“What kind of law?” Edgy asked. “Criminal? Litigation?”

“Worse,” said the kid. “Entertainment.”

Suddenly, the ride didn't seem scary at all.
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Edgy knew how mean kids could get. As a boy, he'd had a sibling who called him names and beat him mercilessly. The fact that it was his younger sister made the years of suffering that much more humiliating. “You'll never amount to anything,” Joanne would say.

But Edgy proved her wrong, becoming a parttime custodian at the decrepit seaside tourist trap. Joanne, meanwhile, had to settle for becoming a top-rated cardiac surgeon whose congressman husband remained faithful over forty-five years of marriage. She also had one of those black American Express cards, which she used with Impunity. Impunity was Joanne's prized toy poodle, who traveled everywhere with her.

After the coaster ride, Edgy went down to the janitors' break room, where his coworker, Flamingo, had an open can of grease, a magazine called Farm Fun, and a guilty look on his face.

“Nothing,” Flamingo said.

“What?” asked Edgy.

“I'm not doing anything,” said the trembling young man. “I swear.”

“Relax, Flamingo,” Edgy said. “I'm just getting a cup of coffee. Then you can go back to whatever you were doing—”

“Which was nothing.”

Edgy shook his head as he limped over to the coffee machine. “You ought to consider getting your medication adjusted, amigo.”

Flamingo sat down and joined Edgy. “By the way, Happy Arbor Day,” he said. “What are you doing to celebrate?”

Edgy's family had always made a big deal about Arbor Day, and his memories were not especially pleasant. “I'm gonna see how much Wild Turkey I can throw back without passing out.”

“Sounds like a plan.”
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Edgy headed out again to wander aimlessly around the pier. Once upon a time, Angeli Pier had been a real hot spot, teeming with libidinous energy and beautiful women. But the business had changed. Now the only big busts he saw involved drugs, and the only erection he was familiar with was that of the strip mall going up across the street.

In the old days, a canvas tent at the pier had featured world-renowned Siamese twins; now there were two Jewish cousins who operated the gift shop. Across the strand, the World's Smallest Midget (who died of shortness of breath) had been replaced by a four-year-old boy with a bad cough. Where the bearded lady once sat, sadly, now dozed a man with a mangy goatee. The last newsworthy event took place when some guy ate a cheesesteak sandwich that had been out in the sun too long.

This was all about to change. As unsuspecting patrons were shuttled through the Do Not Enter entrance, Edgy sat in his usual shaded corner of the midway. It was behind the Tommy Lee, a long train of hardened steel, which was called the Roddy McDowall in the 1980s, the Forrest Tucker in the 1970s, and the Uncle Miltie in the 1960s. In the 1950s, it was where musicians went to shoot smack, avoid their wives, and occasionally smack or shoot their wives.

Ironically, it's where Edgy had first met Marginelle.






love's in fashion
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The year was 1952. For Edgy, much of it was still a blur. A gingham dress. Braided hair. Spike heels. It was a look Edgy was still experimenting with, but Marginelle—fortunately for him—had about as much talent judging men as Ben Affleck had picking film projects. (Granted, Ben wasn't around in those days, but come on—you can imagine the crap he would have done.)
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