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Fun City Punch (Joe Dylan Crime Noir, #5)

JOE DYLAN

Knaves, hustlers, brokers, dealers, buyers, hawkers, gawkers, barkers, thieves, floozies, scoundrels, scallywags, fortune-tellers, city-dwellers, street urchins, leeches, freaks, geeks, moochers, swindlers; welcome all you fiends,

––––––––

Welcome to the Fun City Punch.  

––––––––

“PAIN IS CERTAIN, suffering is optional.” 
― Gautama Buddha

JOE DYLAN 

CRIME NOIR BOOK #5

The series:

Bangkok Express #1

Red Night Zone #2

The White Flamingo #3

The Black Rose #4

Fun City Punch #5
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To grab a free book and learn more about the author and the series click the graphic below.
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"JAMES NEWMAN writes with a flamethrower. He's terrifically gifted, enormously energetic, and in THE WHITE FLAMINGO he builds up, layer by layer, like lacquer, the everyday reality of FUN CITY with such intensity that he creates a nightmare town so terrible that even the advent of a modern-day Jack the Ripper can only make it a tiny bit worse. Newman has serious talent, devoted (in this case, anyway) almost entirely to the noir side of life in a city that has more than its share of noir."

- Edgar Nominee and Lefty award winner Timothy Hallinan    

“TAKE THE Matrix red pill and then follow his detective into a world of conman, cheaters, schemers, wanderers, and the lost who scramble over women, money, and status. Newman translates their voices, failures, nightmares, and movements. He covers their community and transcript their stories into prose that matches the tempo of their hatred and madness.”


-  Christopher G. Moore, Shamus Prize Winner and author of the Vincent Calvino series.   



"HARD-BOILED pulp fiction pumped up to the max. A lethal cocktail of graphic violence, booze, drugs and sex. It’s bright lights and dark shadows and it’s certainly not for the fainthearted."

- Paul Brazill - crime noir author.

“NEWMAN JOINS more established writers such as Christopher G. Moore and John Burdett in an exploration of the garish netherworld of private eyes, prostitutes, pimps, gangsters, cops and dirty tricks.” 

-Tom Vater, crime writer and publisher with Crime Wave Press.

“IN THE 1950's Raymond Chandler gave pulp readers Philip Marlowe. JAMES NEWMAN gives us a private investigator for our generation, Joe Dylan.”


-  Ish Galvan author of Splatter Island.



INTRODUCTION

FUN CITY is made up of six major areas - The Beach, the Red Zone, the Central Business District, Metroland, Main Street, and the Dark Side. Alleyways and tunnels, a cryptic network of mazes not unlike the back lanes and alleyways that connected 18th century London connect all these zones. Perilous passages are rebuilt as soon as they are demolished. Bars, riotous patrons, and the homeless exist both in spite of and because of this labyrinth of decadence. There was the widespread use of illicit substances, distribution of sexual diseases, an escalating murder rate, the general acceptance of corrupt officials, and the popularity of Fringe Theater. London had the Penny gaffs, but Fun City had the bars, the cabaret shows, the boxing rings, the discos and the Theater Bizarre. One was never further than the toss of a dwarf away from a place where it was possible to enter a state of intoxication before discussing the impending apocalypse with a like-minded other.

This was before the clampdown. 

By 2020, Fun City became an international hub for illegal activity and its global reputation as a serious business and commercial player was at risk.

Tourism was encouraged. Immigrations discouraged.

Fun City needed a way to control her population.

The answer came with technology. First, the surveillance system locally known as the Fun Eye was installed. All main roads were now under surveillance. People came out at night to lessen the chances of being recognized by the Eye’s facial recognition software and quite soon, the City became practically nocturnal. 

Then in 2023, the credit system was put in place. 

Cash was removed and outlawed, and instead, the Fun City credit scheme, which deducted as well as credited the account holder, was introduced. Credits were awarded to the sufferers of conditions requiring medical attention, legislation that led to self-mutilations. Credits were also awarded for artists. So predictably, every Fun City resident was writing a book or working on a play. Credits were deducted for promiscuous behavior, drink, drugs and violence. Those who reached zero credits were subject to the Punch – an intense four week attitude adjustment program.  

Crime escalated as cash vanished. 

Art and suffering thrived hand in hand.

Fun City had entered her third and final act.  

––––––––

FUN CITY - YEAR 2025

ONE

THE NIGHT wrapped itself around Fun City like a spider. Saxophone notes coughed and moaned across the street. A woman screamed. Her screams turned to laughter, her laughter turned to tears, the sound of glass breaking, a television talent show blaring from an open window. A tomcat leaped onto a corrugated roof wanting to tell some queen cat that he cared about her, or cared about the world, or cared about something, anything, but the queen cat didn’t care, and eventually, the tomcat would be silenced by the impossibility of it all. 

The office was a hole-in-the-wall unit punching out onto an over-ground tunnel connecting the commercial district to the Red Zone. Fun City, like any city, had her main streets and throughways where all kinds of illicit acts took place under the watchful gaze of the Eye, and then it had the lanes and back alleys where the real fabric of the city was weaved and spun.

The locals called it 'working the tunnel.'
​I called it cooling off.
​Until the credits ran down.            
Back streets had their own problems. Rats had infested the office and I couldn’t figure out a way to stop the rodent tide. I tried poison pellets, glue traps, bait and death falls, spring-loaded recoil traps, and vacuum containment, but nothing worked. 

Weaned the rodents onto bacon before they lost interest in bacon, and when you lose interest in bacon, what’s the point? So I spent the best part of the night awake with a pellet gun and a bottle of Tiger Sweat waiting for the vermin to show their awful twitching faces. 

Nibble, nibble, nothing, not even a freaking nibble. 

Fun City rats were contrarian to the bone. 

The rats not only dwelled in the office and in the streets, they also stood upright, wore clothes, brokered deals and counted the credits and the debits with merciless rodent care in the CBD.

The rats were everywhere. 

Walking up and down and to and fro in it.  

I was considering the purchase of a ferret when the doorbell rang. 

The client poked his head inside and sized me up. It said private detective on the door and the single-breasted grey number and fedora on the desk should have been the final word on the matter. But, you know, life in a city patrolled by fake policemen and bogus holy men, and I can almost see them now, outside collecting fines and denotations. Well, I waved the client to sit down and hoped for a moment that the case would be big, although the client’s raw silk shirt and local haircut suggested small. Aged some years north of my forty-eight and with hair greying at the temples, the client shuffled in his seat like a banker considering a mortician’s loan. 

“She’s changed.” His face was lined and haggard like an abandoned road map. Either he had sped through his thirties fast and hard, and crashed into his forties too soon, or he had slammed into his fifties following a decade of heavy traffic, hitting the brakes at a sudden red.

“Well, women do,” I said. “Please take a seat.”

“How did you know? I mean, I didn’t say it was...”

“Call it a lucky guess.”

“They said that you were good. ‘If anyone can help you, Joe Dylan can’. That’s what they said.”

“I credit them well to say that.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing... How can we help?”

“I found this while doing the laundry.” He waved the offending item above the desk. 

Black background, brass jazz instruments in gold and red text:

Neptune in Leather

Nightmares and Dreams

“A modern man?” 

“What?” 

“Doing the laundry. That’s modern.”

“Well, if I don’t...Who will?”

“U-huh. Name?”

His eyes glanced up at the ceiling, while his hands gripped the arms of the chair as he sunk into it. “My wife, Trixie. She’s been...”

“Your name?”

“Sloane.”

“Okay, tell me from the start, Mr. Sloane. Keep it clear and relevant. Time’s not an issue.” I lit a Death Cloud Blue to illustrate the point. The Fun City council would deduct me one Fun City credit for the smoke, but I figured Sloane would pay his bill and not squeal. 

“I lost her at The Punch.”

“BB Punch?” Basic Behavior, a Fun City attitude adjustment program, which for the most part is voluntary, had recently extended its admissions programs to those who scored low on the morality front or reached zero credits. I’d recently recovered from a four week stint in the BB Punch having had my account move to zero. The thing with the Punch was they didn’t admit you twice, unless under special circumstances. After the Punch, they sent you back out onto the street with nothing but sobriety, bitterness, and a refined sense of injustice.  

“Yes,” the client said. 

“How did that make you feel?” I asked. I knew his type. They were all self-satisfied and confident, these Punchers. They knew that as long as they didn’t drink, drug, or play around with the vegetable rack, they were as pure and as serene as a newborn baby. 

“The Punch kept me together.” 

“I see.” I did see it, remembered it, tasted it, visualized it sharp, vicious, clear, like a panic attack in an elevator. A heart beating to the tune of doom: homicide detectives shitting themselves on the couch, disbarred lawyers confessing to bankruptcy, doctors losing their medical licenses,  morbidly obese television freaks pissing themselves openly while quoting Yeats or some such drivel. The sexually depraved, financially deprived, clowns, liars, cheaters, mime street artists and children’s entertainers who just weren’t that funny anymore. Jesus sycophants, game show hosts, talent show losers, and the occasional guitarist who knew the three basic chords required to keep in union with troubled college visionaries who painted vulgar abstractions in twilight hours and withdrew from public exhibition through fear of selling out. I once saw the rooms with all their rainbows of color and I did honestly chew on words spun by world-weary consolers of the mind, the soul, the condition. That wholesome soup, that tepid stew, I kid you not, while being tasty that stew was full of indigestible gristly lumps that have remained stuck in the throat and the gullet forever. Since that initial serving of salvation, and yeah, sure, I saw it, ate it, threw it back up and ate it again like the dog returns to the vomit of his folly. It is what men like me do. Lap it up. Not wanting to get biblical and being as I am basically a man of the night and mostly inspired by the rooms that held sanctuary to that night, said, “She slipped?”

“Yes, she talks about seeing insects. Someone needs to save her before...”

“Sir, when a man or woman decides to walk on the Dark Side, there’s nothing you or I can do to stop them.” 

“There must be a way?”

“Perhaps, I can help find out what’s happening. I can gather evidence, but I doubt I can make her turn her life around. She’s aware of the Punch situation?”

“She says the treatment has made her more introspective, more aware of the city. She’s paranoid from the drink, the drugs. It’s a vicious circle. She started painting.”

I nodded at Sloane. “I just need a photograph and a lowdown of her general behavior patterns. Her name I have, some general information.” I handed him a ballpoint pen and a standard questionnaire to fill out. “Why did she fall from the program?” I asked.

“Say she wants to discover herself.”

I said, “It happens, and when it happens here, it can be, erm, complicated.” I told him I knew the club operated on the other side of the tunnel. The S&M crowd relieved their sins in the Neptune in Leather. A good place to slip, I figured. A 24-hour jazz jam was held at the club above the Neptune. Musicians arrived and played until the crowd decided their time was up and sent the musicians downstairs to the whips and the chains and the talent show hosts.  Many of the patrons were known to be past participants of the Punch.  

“I knew something was wrong when she started taking an interest in the arts.” The client shuffled in his chair, brushed a hand through his thinning hair, and massaged his temples. “The Punch discouraged art.” 

“Yes,” I sardonically replied. The words of the Punch came back to me, as they did at times like this. “‘Sobriety is the best drug for positive creation.’ A sudden interest in the arts, particularly in middle age, is often indicative of an impending nervous breakdown.”

“Huh?”

“I mean, I once had a client go catatonic following a weakness for conceptual abstract installations.”

“So what do you think about her descent into the world of music and art?” He asked me, eyes burning into mine searching for perhaps an educated answer. 

I gave him an uneducated one. “Really, Mr. Sloane, I have no idea. My idea of art is a street lamp up close. This woman, Penny, wife of an old client years ago, got into the art scene here. She ended up holed up in the Darkside after the Fun Police came and wheeled her away to a hotel room, where as far as I know, her ghost still rests to this day staring at the cracks in the ceiling and blowing raspberries at the guests, rocking up and down, as they are wont to do. Penny, that is, not the guests. It was, as I say, dark. They renamed the hotel the Penny Black Hotel in her memory.”

“You think this could happen to Trixie?”

“Who knows?”

“I need her straightened out.”

“Mr. Sloane, the facts, please... How do we get to where we are?”

“It started with Sunday afternoons. Soon after, it progressed to Friday nights. Before long, I was sitting at home watching the clock. I began playing games.”

“Video games?”

“Yes.”

“Video games in Fun City? Gamers?” I had to ask. 

“The Gamers?”

“Well, you are aware that there’s this whole community who fake relationships online and use their messages to claim morality points and to discredit others? There has been a huge scandal, if you read the news. She does have a life-enhancer account?”

“Yes, everyone does.” 

“Okay, write down the ID number on the questionnaire.” In Fun City, traveling the city without a handheld device known as a life-enhancer was an offence punishable by a deduction of credits. Fun city residents were just a long list of network connections zapping away messages to each other night and day. Yeah, surveillance was rife in the city. Conversations were recorded, bought and sold. Nobody was permitted to be anywhere without somebody knowing about it. Our currency, the intangible credits, was based on not only the work that we did, but also on how we conducted ourselves under the Fun Eye that monitored the City and our life-enhancer accounts. This is how the Gamers came to profit. By setting up and selling the messages and pictures of committed men and women. The government owned and controlled the Fun Eye surveillance systems, which meant freelancers like me caught a piece of the action recording whatever happened when the Eye blinked.  

“So, let me get this clear. You want independent audio or visual evidence of her behavior and then what do we do?”

“We host an intervention...”

“Really?”

“Yes, this is the only way. I fear that she may be mad, or possessed?”

“Quite possibly,” I said. “I have yet to meet a man or woman who isn’t at least mad or possessed some of the time in Fun City. Would you have a recent picture?”

“It is not recent. About ten years back. She deleted all her personal pictures after the Punch. Said she had reinvented herself. Your line ID?” 

I gave it to him. 

He continued, “She watches my every move. Then she leaves. The crazy thing is she makes me feel like it’s my fault. Like every bad thing that happens is my fault, you know?”

“Women are good at that. The ones that are really good at it often become world leaders. The flip side is they’re psychopaths.”

“Psychopaths?”

“Yeah, somewhere between five to ten percent of Fun City inhabitants are incapable of empathy, a need to control people. Psychopathy levels like this are only matched in prisons. Does any of this sound familiar? Does your love have a way of figuring out those little self-doubts you have about yourself and blowing them to the size of a Goodyear blimp? Normally, those who exhibit these controlling, manipulating behavior patterns have suffered some kind of abuse or tragic event themselves.” I stopped myself for a moment, realizing I was thinking about the past. “But there’s a strong argument to say that they were born that way.” 

“It’s like I don’t know her anymore. She disappears every night.”

“Where?”

“Not sure,” he shrugged, “just into the night.”

“You didn’t consider joining her?”

“I hate this city.”

“Oh,” I looked at the client directly. “Any idea where she is now?”

“Trixie’s at the bar with a trombone player named Blue.”

“How do you know this?”

“I checked her life-enhancer account.”

“Sure you need a detective?”

“I told you already, Mr. Dylan, the Punch won’t take her back. Some new policy...” 

“You sent the picture?”

“Sure.” 

I checked the life-enhancer, model e56, and lo and behold, there inside was a photo of Sloane and Trixie. She was beautiful in an obvious way. She would have gained a few pounds and lost a couple of yards of pace since the shot, but basically, people never changed. Back in ’07, I solved a missing person case using a twenty-year-old photograph that had been spun through the washing machine. I figured Trixie Sloane would now have the kind of hair that had been dyed so many times the original color was as undeterminable and as distant as a forgotten dream. Perhaps she did not know the color herself. Facial features were unremarkable, like an incomplete sketch by a minor artist on a bad afternoon. I tagged her as having spent her life in the bowels of some administrative hellhole, a reinsurance technician perhaps, or a legal secretary specializing in maritime law somewhere in the Central Business District. Her eyelids were perhaps painted the dull depressing purple of Van Gogh’s Starry Night. Her lashes were synthetic, the rest of her somehow incomplete, distant, lonely, wanting, needing something more than the obvious hand that had played her the husband at home, and the trombonist in the jazz bar. 

“Are you both the same age?”

“She’s ten years younger.”  

“Oh, so what you want me to do, Mr. Sloane?”

“Just get the evidence so we can intervene or at least threaten to.” I figured that, with the right fee, I could spring myself from the City. Anywhere but Fun City sounded great. I named a figure below what I needed to leave, and Sloane agreed to it. 

“Yup.”

“And, Mr. Dylan, is it true that you have been known to use, um, narcotic substances?”

“Well...”

“This is difficult for me.”

“What is?”

“Well, with my Punch program.”

“Sure, but look at it. Fun City is a hot place for dark people. I’m trying to help you, Mr. Sloane. It seems to me I might be able to win her confidence if I play around with the giggle juice just a little and maybe blaze the devil’s cabbage to stir the memory. You credit me up front and I can afford the moral deficit. Who knows, I might even turn her around.”... and myself, I thought.

“Perhaps, get close to her, see what she is using. Scopolamine is what I suspect.”

“It is still legal here, Mr. Sloane. One of the last highs left in the city. Scopolamine is the latest craze. I use the word craze with the true meaning of the word.”

“I need evidence that she is leading a devious life, Mr. Dylan. It seems to me that you are perfect for this assignment. Record her and send me the recordings.”

“Sure, I’ll see which way the rabbit runs. I’ll record some audio and film some still shots. Cost will depend on the time it takes me to get them. I’ll need a payment down now. Anything over that amount, I will bill to your account. I’ll need some details. Fill out this form.” I passed over the form, a simple declaration to pay the set fees, along with a ballpoint.

“How long will this take?”

“If, as you say, Trixie is out nightly, it shouldn’t take long. You have any children?”

“No, we tried but...”  

“I see.” And I did. Sloane didn’t have kids in him, but then again, thus far, neither did I. A child gave you a credit score of 1000. The poor were breeding, but the poor always did. I took the completed questionnaire and payment forms from Sloane and slid them under the scanner, and then checked my Fun City credit score and confirmed that I was at 107 points. Enough for a good time and enough for the case. 

“Well, let’s get started, shall we?”

I stood. 

Checked my two clips. 

One was a 2i2 Red-eye that recorded film, and the other a Whisper2000 that recorded sound. Both clipped to the underneath of the belt along with my life-enhancer e56. 

The client stood and tried not to notice the rat scurrying beneath the bar globe. I opened the door and ushered him back out into the tunnel where he disappeared, walking sheepishly into the darkness. It wasn’t pity I felt for him. It was more a kind of awkward trepidation. He was going to get screwed whichever way the fortune cookie crumbled, and I would be at best, a spectator in the whole, sorry mess.

I moved on into the night towards the bar. A pair of women in high heels and leopard skin clothes went by. 

The youngest of the pair said to the other, “Look at his shirt. The kind of shirt only a drunk would wear.”

Well, a private detective had to look the part, slipping through the oily tunnels and alleyways like a common Fun City drunk breaking into the next disaster.

Grace Jones walked in the rain through a smoke-stained open window as my feet moved towards the Neptune in Leather, Trixie Sloane, and the darkest flower in town. 

The flower they called the Devil’s Breath.

––––––––

TWO

SEEK AND you shall find.  

Found the Neptune in Leather like a tequila hangover. Crimson wallpaper bled into a lounge with stairs to the left, and straight ahead, a jazz band played. The trombone player blew his instrument beneath a shock of tightly curled hair. Signet paperback edition of On the Road poked unobtrusively out of his denim jacket pocket. Gibbon hung from a ceiling rafter languidly masturbating above a terminally bored scarlet macaw. The bird was hopping from one foot to the other as if the perch was aflame. A holy man sat at the bar wearing a white hemp safari suit, drinking mojitos with a docile puffin perched on his shoulder. Outside, the sound of tires screeched as a drum solo collided with a sudden blast of brass. A cheetah-skinned barmaid approached. “Soda water, no ice,” I told her.  

A suit sat in the far corner looking at a copy of the government pamphlet they called the Fun City Express. Somewhere, a cockroach died. Slowly, painfully, the man with the newspaper sat staring at the print, not reading it, just staring at it. Nervous and slim, he couldn’t sit quite still and he had nobody to talk to, so he talked to himself, moving his hands to illustrate his outrage at whatever article had strangled his attention. 

The bar was a nest of pariahs, most of them incurably damaged by the life that brought them here. They existed for the night, the first rays of sunlight signaling the end of the boulevard. Day was simply an interruption of night for those, who like vampires, returned to their twenty square foot urban coffins and shook away the day until the evening came around, arousing them to set foot on the concrete once more. These solitary night crawlers were running low on credits and knew that the Eye just might not catch them wallowing in the rubble. They were motivated by wants disguised as needs: the drink, the woman, the cash, the stash, all simply props in that bizarre performance, sadly with no dress rehearsal, and probably their final act. Few of them could survive the Punch. A vague military uniform dragged his body away from the bar and towards the exit. Swaying drunkenly from left foot to right before deciding which course the night should take him, and then, like an ice pick, plunged right into it. The Eye would catch his movements as he stumbled to the next den of gin, the hourglass of credit running slowly but ever so surely down like the drinks that followed.  

Then I saw her.

Like the image through the lens of a camera, she slipped in and out of focus before I finally closed in and realized what a mistake my client had made, or not made, depending on which way you held the camera and how you weighed what you saw through the viewfinder.

Trixie’s hair was held up in a bun with an artist’s pencil. Her eyes were large and brown framed with long lashes. She wore patent leather strap-up boots and a once white blouse stained with time and gossip. Dress blacker than a raven’s heart. Glasses perched on her sculptured nose like an artistic afterthought. Her lips were full and welcoming, and her marriage had been a mistake. Sloane didn’t have what it took to keep a woman like this and I figured she was about to find out the trombonist didn’t have it in his repertoire either. To be honest, and with hindsight, neither did I. 

“What’s your name?”

“I’ll tell you,” she said in a vaguely French accent, “if you promise me you aren’t heat.” 

“Not as hot as you,” I said. “Do you have a name? Or do I just invent one for you?”

“You are free to invent whatever you like, but I’m not being party to any of your dirty little freelance recording. Are you heat?” 

I opened my suit jacket to show her the pockets were empty. “I’m cool,” told her.

“My name is Trixie Sloane,” she smiled and for a moment, her face lit up her eyes like a little girl lost at the fair, “and yours?”

“Dylan. Joe Dylan.”

“You know, Dylan, I think I have a trust deficit.”

“A trust what?”

“Never mind, strangers make me nervous. Do I know you from somewhere? I recognize that face.” 

“No,” I said. She was a little drunk, excusably so, given the time and the place. 

“Good. Strangers are strangest when they know you from somewhere. You know, like when you meet some strange guy on the train and he says that he knew you as a child?” Her eyes widened with what might have been fear or adventure, or a shotgun wedding of both. 

“I’ve come to believe it’s the ones you know really close who are the most dangerous... Statistically, people are killed by those that they know, and love.”

“Maybe, but I just don’t like people. The man who sells fruit at the market, the bartender. You know, there comes a point where you realize you hate everyone you’ve ever known?”

I nodded. I knew the point that she meant, been to it, been through it, tried to pretend it didn’t exist. “The human is an ugly animal.” I’d read that somewhere. It sounded kinda smart. “But you’re pretty.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“I don’t do compliments. I do truth, and while we are on the subject of truth, can I tell you are smart too?”

“No, you guys just say things like that. I don’t have room for this kind of talk. I used to be an equestrienne, an expert in dressage.”

“Is that so?”

She smiled as if she had just solved a riddle that had been puzzling her for years. 

“What do you do here?” 

“A property speculator,” I lied. “Thinking about turning this joint into a shopping mall; one of those large soulless air-conditioned ones.”

“You’re not...”

“No, I’m, not. I lied, sorry. I’m a writer. Working on something that will buy me the hell out of here. And you? Looking for another lonely heart breaker?”

“I’m with the band,” she said. I followed the line of her gaze to the trombone player.

“Looks like a keeper. I’d like to pay my respects.” 

“But he isn’t...”

“Not yet.”

“You like jazz?”

“No, I’m here mostly for the pseudo-bohemia and chicken wings.” 

“The cynical type?”

“Only when you get to know me.” I held out a finger to catch the barmaid’s attention. “Care for a gin fizz, Trixie?”

“Daddy told me not to accept gifts from strangers.”

“Didn’t we meet already?”

She came closer and spoke into my ear, “How do I know you’re not a thief or a rapist, or one of those Gamers?”

“You don’t know that, but why would a thief or a rapist be offering you a drink? They would just take what they wanted in a back alley and to hell with it. Do I look like a Gamer?”

“How would I know what those vermin look like?”

“I’ve lived in the city a while.”

“Yeah, so what are you doing in here?”

I let silence answer that one and watched the band play. She seemed cool with that. The notes drifted through the lounge like leaves through a windy forest.   

“So, let’s say you’re not a rapist. Maybe that makes you a thief.” Trixie stared into my eyes deeply before throwing back her head and laughing, her full lips widening. “Maybe you’re a thief with style. Perhaps, you are a Gamer... ” 

I touched the back of her head to keep her eyes close to mine and said, “I guess this is as close to romantic as two people can get in Fun City? Figuring out who is trying to take advantage of whom, exploring and finding each other’s weaknesses. I guess that is all that any relationship is: a series of minor victories and bitter stalemates. Sometimes, I wonder if the whole dance is worthy of the prize, or if the holy man sitting at the bar with the seabird on his shoulder has the whole game figured out. Maybe he loves that bird. Maybe the bird loves him. Maybe two creatures are never designed to love each other, just tolerate each other in the misguided notion that the other isn’t just tolerating them?” Trixie let the thought dance, shook herself from my loose grip and took a tiny sip of her drink. She answered with a quick tight smile. “Perhaps not playing the game is the best game in town,”

It was good enough a start.

She smiled as she watched the band play.

I figured her and Sloane had definitely cancelled the happily ever after gig. The city tested relationships, opened them up and turned them inside out. Threw them on the grill and watched them sizzle. I turned to Trixie and touched her lightly on the hand. “Trixie, let me tell a story.”

“Wow, a story teller? You tell stories?”

“It’s what I do, some of the time. No need to get too excited.”

“So tell it...tell it, please, please,” she squealed.

“Trixie, baby, if we are to be friends, you have to understand I love sarcasm. Do you want me to tell this story or not?”

She took control of herself, stopped squealing, looked into my eyes and nodded sagely. “Okay, stranger, what’s the story?” 

“Well, there’s this girl Susan, she’s into exotic pets. Stop me if you’ve heard this one before... You know in Fun City, credits are awarded for the ownership of pets?”

“Really?” she replied sarcastically, “I often wondered what those strange fluffy wuffy creatures were doing in the durty wurty street.”

“Well, the more exotic the pet, the more elaborate the points. An endangered animal scores high on the credit scale and not too many questions are asked where it came from. There are talks of government breeding centers, wild cats and reptiles bred and sold into the community. Export overseas for exotic pet markets and fancy medicines. There are loopholes, but basically, the more exotic the pets, the more credits are gained by the handler.”

“You don’t say?”

“Susan wasn’t into it for the points. Wild animals made her feel exotic and extraordinary. She took pictures of her reptiles and posted them on her life-enhancer page. She had a blog named Susan’s Lizard Love and it gained a solid life-enhancer following. She starts out with lizards, iguanas, newts and tree frogs. Soon, she progresses to larger reptiles until one day she sees the creature slithering and sliding in a pet shop window.”

“Was it big?”

“Yes.”

“And long?”

“Yes.”

“Was it, was it, DANGEROUS,” her eyes widened like a distant fading star from the auteur movement, said, “Grande?”

“Yes, Trixie. It was a Burmese python. This creature, you know, albino with big beautiful yellow eyes, they use one of these in an erotic dance show on Happy Street. They look great under the right nightclub lighting. You’ve seen the yellow and white albinos?”

“Maybe,” Trixie’s mouth opened and then snapped shut. “It is very big, no?”

“Yes, Madame, five foot long.”

“Too big to handle?”

“Depends on the handler.”

“Oh.”

“She would sleep with her on the bed each night looking lovingly into her eyes.” Her gaze was direct now. “She thought this was cute at first and started having the most wild and lucid dream about the snake as the snake was sleeping there right next to her in the bed. Who says reptiles have a cold heart? But the snake troubled her. It would not eat a thing she gave it. She tried mice, both frozen and live. She tried other small mammals, rodents, birds, but the snake refused to eat a thing. ‘Won’t you just eat, you lazy creature’?”

“It is just a simple fussy serpent, is it not?”

“Well, that’s what she thought at first. She studied reptile handler’s guides, joined internet forums, nothing helped. Then she visited the vet and told him about her poor snake on hunger strike. The vet leaned back on his chair, massaged his temples with bony fingers and gave it to her. ‘Buy a cage for that snake and without delay. Failing to buy a cage may be the last thing you do. Each night that the snake lies next to you, it is sizing you up for the kill. Those loving eyes he shows you are predatory eyes of greed. And as for the not eating, well that snake is making sure that when he reaches a certain size that there is room enough inside to fit all of your beautiful body inside his. Buy a cage, Trixie, buy a cage.’”

“You think I’m the girl, right?” Trixie smiled.

“Maybe it’s just a story?”

“Well, if I’m the girl, just who is the snake?” She smiled.

“The City,” I told her. “The City has eyes. The city is the snake. Watch out for the snake eyes.”

“And ears,” she said. “Have you been on the Punch?”

“Huh?”

“Don’t like to talk about it?”

“I don’t mind talking about it. I just don’t want to revisit it right now, okay?”

“Okay, no need to be so serious,” Trixie said. “Let me tell you one thing about snakes. I really like them. I love snakes with their long smooth bodies and their sharp little teeth.”

“Huh?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?” 

“They eat rats, and if there’s one animal I can’t stand, it is the rat. I hate their ratty tails and their ratty little teeth. I hate their rattiness, their rattitude, their ratmosphere repels me!”

“Yes, but we’re all rats, Trixie. The city is a snake and to the snake, all citizens are rats.”

“I hate rats,” she replied. “Let’s not talk about it anymore. Right now, they are all down there in the sewers twitching their little tails, rubbing their little paws together, hatching their little ratty plans.”

“Sure, I promise, I won’t mention it again.” I held my life-enhancer device in front of her. She took hers from inside a handbag, rubbed hers against mine, and with an audible bleep, our lives were forever entwined.   

The jazz band played oblivious, as all of us were inside the bar, to the shards of dawn climbing up the skyscrapers outside like a spider strangling a dead flower in a disused lot. The sun would win the battle as it always did, the people would scatter away from her rays and shelter in the shade. Office workers would wake up, shit, shave, or not shave, as is now the fashion, attach their false eyelashes, pop on plastic fingernails, as is the fashion, pull up their pin stripes, kiss the mirror, do a little dance and dive into the corporate pond. They would do all this, as they should, but down in the zone things were happening, the lost were finding the way, breathing their second wind, a wind that would blow them along to at least late morning and maybe blow them beyond closing time. 

The trombone player walked over to the chocolate Chesterfield. I toyed with the gin fizz, turning over the credits Sloane was no doubt losing by having me follow this wayward woman. The notes swelled and swayed inside the cavernous bar, the cackle of crude laughter, booze-soaked voices swore excitedly as points were made and points were proven, everybody talking and nobody listening. Maybe that was what was mostly wrong with the world. The trombonist combed a sweaty hand through his hair, lowering his body down from the stage. He walked over offering his hand. I shook it and said. “Groovy.”

Trombone player smiled; took it as a compliment. Yeah. He was that sort of trombone player. He took out the copy of On the Road and leafed through it, read a passage, you know, the one about the bathroom window, slipping outside just in time. He put the paperback back into his pocket smiling like the Siamese who caught the sparrow, and then he smiled again. 

“This is Joe,” Trixie said. “He’s a stylish thief.”

“Hope you aren’t trying to steal my woman,” he said.

“No man owns a woman, my friend,” I said. He liked that and smiled a wide toothy smile to prove it.  

“Why don’t we go downstairs, away from the heat,” he said quickly surveying the bar. “Some of these dudes are giving me the creeps.”

“What do you think, Joe?” Trixie said. “You want to go down?”

“I’d be delighted,” I told her.

THREE

DOWNSTAIRS, THE dungeon was as cold and as empty as a cave. Various torture contraptions filled the room. Center stage was a rack. Trixie strapped herself into the gallows and smiled. “Can you believe people actually get off on this?”

“That and much worse,” I said.

“Come on, how screwed up must your tiny little mind be? Strapping up like a piece of meat at the market?”

“It’s all about give and take,” the trombone player, Blue, smiled. “The Ying and the Yang. Some folks like to give and some of ’em like to take. This kind of set-up just makes it more formal, you dig? Folks know their place in a set up like this.”

“Yeah,” I said, “I dig,” thinking he was onto something. “I read something about it in Metropolis. It’s basically a guy thing. Authority figures, politicians, army types like to get back the pain they inflict inside these kinds of places. Makes you wonder why they have to be so cruel in the first place?” 

Trixie stood like a criminal on the gallows. “These places are becoming more popular since the Punch. Seems there’s something rather rewarding about punishment, no?” she struggled mockingly in the rack. “Hit me, hit me, burn me with candle wax, god darn it man, HURT me!”   

“I think you’re supposed to get undressed first,” I ventured. I could see it happening, the black skirt hitting the cold floor tiles, that metallic cling of stiletto on marble as she kicked off the boots. 

Blue gave me a cautionary glance and I responded by raising my hands up theatrically. 

Trixie raised an eyebrow. “Not so fast, sailor, we are down here for a reason.”  

“Damn right,” Blue said to Trixie. “I think it’s about time for my medicine man routine.”

“Loosen my moorings!” she squealed.

“Sure,” Blue pantomimed the unstrapping of Trixie from the rack, “it’s in my hard case. One of the last legal highs in Fun City, brother, you try the S before?”

“The S?”

“Scopolamine, derived from the nightshade plant. They call it the Devil’s Breath and before ingesting it, a brother needs to ask himself some serious and searching questions. Are you ready to give up free will? Are you ready to pass your freedom over to the Dark Side? Are you prepared to have your memory altered, perhaps forever? These are the questions a brother must ask himself before he picks up on the S. So tell me, Joe, are you ready to get high?”

“I’ve been on the Punch.”

“Well, that’s just dandy, because you see, the S messes with The Punch. All that bullshit they programmed into your noodle will be erased temporarily by the Devil’s Breath. That’s why we here take it. That and the fact that this here S is the last legal high in Fun City, for now at least. Now some of the things that happen tonight might seem strange but when you live in Fun City that’s all part of the trip, right? I mean you have taken psychoactive substances before, right?”

“Sure.”

“Just as well, Joey boy, because this here is the granddaddy of trips. This will BLOW your MIND. You will start by feeling dryness in the mouth. This will be followed by a general displacement of the senses and you will experience a free-floating anxiety. Then with luck, the visions start and you will be seeing and hearing things like you never ever heard or saw before. Trixie, you need to go back upstairs. Backstage in my trombone case, there’s a pocket inside the case. It’s right in there.”  

Trixie trotted off upstairs, Blue turned to me. “She’s discovering herself again in Fun City. She made a bad decision when she was younger. She had a rough childhood, follow that up with a rough controlling marriage. You know what I mean, man?”

“Sure.”

“She had to grow up with a terrible secret.”

“Most kids do,” I ventured. “What was hers?”

Before the trombone player had time to blow, Trixie returned. He took out a knife and began sharpening it on a flint. “Good to keep a clean weapon at all times. Say, what did you say your name was?”

“Joe, I told you that before...” I hit voice record on the Whisper2000 clip under my belt. 

“Okay, Joe, what you do is you take it, like this, and you cut it down like that. Then we cut into small chunks, and yes, put it next to the fan, we have to dry these out and then it’s in the coffee grinder, and Trixie, you have the caplets?”

“Yes, honey.”

“Okay, we put the powder into the caps and then swallow.”

Trixie sat crossed legged on the floor. “First, I have a story. If we are to all enjoy this scopolamine together we need to be in the same frame of mind, yes?”

“Sounds legit to me,” Blue said.


“Shoot,” I said.


“There are four boys, school boys, dirty, horrible little school boys who are out mucking around one day when they find this beautiful butterfly in the woods next to their school. They tie a piece of string to the butterfly and make it perform tricks, circles in the air. They like the butterfly, but then they get bored. One boy tears off one wing and another boy rips off the other. They hold it down under a magnifying glass and burn parts on the creature in the mid-afternoon sun. Then their stomachs rumble and they run to get lunch. One of the boys runs back to the butterfly and hides it under some leaves. That summer and the rest of that year the butterfly grew back its wings and the year after, it flew high above the school. It saw the little dots that were the bad boys who had made the butterfly stronger. But it didn’t care, for it was a bigger and much more beautiful butterfly now and it could go wherever it wanted and they couldn’t because they were stuck on the ground. Now, let’s swallow.”

FOUR

SWALLOW WE did.

“I feel like a cat with a hair ball in my throat” 

“Shouldn’t the caplets have taken care of that?”

“No, no, my mouth feels dry, like I can’t swallow.” 

“Wait,” The trombonist said, raising his left hand in a Native American peace gesture. “It’s working.”

And it was. 

The room danced as we waited for the next wave. The rack and an isolation box and a range of whips, paddles and gags hanging from hooks, inanimate objects buzzed with innate static. The room breathed. Trixie picked up a metallic object that reminded me vaguely of a cheese grater. She brandished it above the trombone player, smiling at her work. Her smile seemed to fill every nook and cranny of the room.  

The houseplant swayed side to side talking about conceptual art as the room turned undersea green and the trombonist was down on his hands and knees impersonating a Pekinese. The temperature rose. Trixie  broke out a box of crayons and began  drawing spiraling spiders on a piece of ratty A3. I looked closer at her lost world to see a long-legged beast with fangs dripping with blood, behind the spider spirals, Aztec designs swirled with menacing intent. The picture breathed, you dig, breathed, up and down, in and out, the images growing in size before reducing back down as that benevolently smiling spider smiled. Then I realized the spider was Blue, then Sloane, then Jimmy.

The set began to change as follows:

Trixie whipped by Blue in a black devils mask.

Trixie locked in a box. 

Trixie on the gallows. 

Trixie’s leather boot painting imaginary lines on Blue’s tense captivated face. 

Trixie.

Trixie. 

The Fear hit. 

You ever have The Fear? Ever come down from a three-day session and suddenly, reality wraps her warped fingers around you with the cold disappointment of earthly responsibility? I’d been in that dungeon maybe an hour or maybe a week. I couldn’t honesty tell you how long I was down there, dark when I arrived and dark when I left. What was once real is no longer considerable. Dreams are the true reality and our dream mind sends out our awkward bodies each day to gather information for the next dream, and that’s what makes The Fear so real.  

Nevertheless, I had a job to do, Fear or no. Managed to shoot a few shots with the Red-eye clip, so evidence I had. The two of them tripping in a sex dungeon should wrap the case. Stood on shaky legs and got out of the room, brushed into the Red Zone, the walls alive with Van Gogh intensity. Didn’t say goodbye, speech attribute lost somewhere back in the dungeon. Took the stairs, the sound of the jazz band, muted conversations, and the flicker of a cigarette lighter. A primitive fear of fire somehow comforted me; I am what I am what I am. The Punch stripped away your preconceptions, yanked you out from the safety of the known world, and dragged your soul kicking and screaming into another world where you were subjected to sensory, emotional, and cognitive deprivation. Punch survivors took hallucinogens in an effort to claim back some of their past. Some took hallucinogens in torture chambers. 

Buildings transfigured into flowers, white, curved buildings. Strangers harbored evil thoughts and worse intentions and to be alone was to be safe. The Eyes looked down onto the streets. Hallucinogens feed from a sense of community not isolation, loyalty not deceit, paranoia bred paranoia as I swam down that tired old suspicious river with not a paddle nor clue into the abyss.

I am what I am what I am.

Before I knew which way was west, the flower really took hold.

The Punch. 

How they had found me once, took me apart, put me back together and let me go.

My thoughts turned to Jimmy.

I was in trouble. 

FIVE

JIMMY TESTED the Glock by firing it into the night. A cheer broke out as the mob surged forward towards the perimeter fence. They were three hundred in number and pressing towards a line of armed police. Some of The Resistance aimed at the Eyes, firing their weapons at the cameras. Others shot straight ahead at the line of armed officers standing behind armored shields awaiting the order to open fire.

Order given, shots rained horizontally. Jimmy felt a slug graze his shoulder, fell into a roll and sought cover in one of the tunnels. His heart hammered as he stood and took flight further, deeper into the City. An unmanned food cart provided shelter. Jimmy twisted around and gazed back to The Resistance pressing against the perimeter fence.

Icy panic rushed through his veins as he surveyed the scene. A battalion of Fun Police had emerged from either side holding The Resistance in a classic pincher maneuver, closing in quickly from each side. The Resistance had nowhere to go but into the jaws of the armed police. Some made for the perimeter fence and tried to scale it before succumbing to the firepower. Earlier in the day, one of the tech kids had deactivated the electric pulse running through the gates and the fence, but Jimmy figured it’d only be a matter of time before it was functioning again and they’d all be fried.

Shots filled the air, blood-curdling screams and yelps of joy from the FP. He watched one FP grab a young man who had been floored in the crush. He held the youth by the hair, lifted his head up, and emptied his police issue into his mouth, spraying brain matter into the purple night sky.

Two officers brutally tore the clothes from one young woman and took her right there in the street. The grey uniforms closed in and swallowed the mob with brutal, tactical precision.   

He felt foolish heading back into the heart of the city, but not to do so was surly to die.

Jimmy had nowhere else to go but deeper into Fun City.

Towards Dylan’s office.  

SIX 

RAIN FELL heavily before settling in iridescent oily puddles, as I walked on past a ragged man rolling along the tunnel smiling, his teeth catching a sudden shard of neon, his trousers completely tailored from the plastic bags tendered by convenience stores and left to rot on the streets. Never look down on the street man, for all of us are closer to him than we like to think. Especially, if we’re under the influence of a mind control drug, and our feet, not having any other choice, are taking us to the liquor store.  

The liquor store man looked up at me like an old poacher examining his quarry. “Sounds like your boy Jimmy is making the scene?”

“What?”

“Listen,” he turned up his life-enhancer device, model 96F, designed to look like an old transistor radio, the unit sitting on the shelf behind the bar blasting out simulated static and white noise, he tuned it to the broadcast: guns firing, small explosions, screams of joy and panic. “Quite the little firework party they have going down. The Resistance is trying to break down the perimeter fence again.”  

I made certain not to make eye contact as he drained five credits from my card. “Jimmy is dead,” I told him, remembering the certificate and the visit from immigration.

“Well, you should know,” the storekeeper smiled, “you being the detective and all.”  

Made it to the office, unscrewed the lid off the bottle of poison, poured seven fingers in a pint glass, and added the ice. The letter sent from immigration, Jimmy’s death certificate, I turned over the sequence of events that led to his disappearance. The blackout of communication was followed by the rumors of resistance involvement. A search of the city brought up no sign. The visit from immigration, and the signed death certificate sealed the deal. 

Watched the credits drain into the glass.

The rats hadn’t taken the bait.

But I had.

Jimmy had run with the wrong firm all his life. I’d thought he was settled here, but he had slipped into bad habits again, and I wasn’t as close as I could have been. Jimmy had hovered close to zero credits, associated with the Punch Resistance. The night of the first Push I lay here listening to the sounds of fighting in the streets, not knowing where Jimmy was, whether the tunnels below the city were as expansive as the stories had told us, if they even existed, how The Resistance came about, and if it had the ability to break Fun City.  

I switched on the ceiling fan and listened to it grind. Rattle and hum, rattle and hum, cough and splutter, and after the Tiger Sweat went down, it sounded like Beethoven’s fifth. I tapped my life-enhancer onto the reader and sadly chuckled, realizing for perhaps the first time that value is subjective, arbitrary, nonsense; I’d dropped below a hundred. I switched on the wireless. The Resistance had been contained and reduced in numbers, some had been eliminated on the streets, and the others had been driven back underground. 

The credits were worth both nothing and everything, not solid objects that weighed the carrier down like coins these were just digits on a screen. When will the city realize that by placing a value on human behavior we are engineering a city of actors and pretenders? No good deed goes unnoticed and no bad one goes unpunished. Is this what people lived, died, killed, and fought for? 

Validation? 

Time was equally unquantifiable as minutes stretched to hours counting down towards what? Time rewarded credits for pretending to be someone who you are not. Isn’t the time you spend pretending to be someone else not your own time?

Who owned that time?

Before long, the night had twisted into morning, and the bottle was almost gone. 

Should I have stretched the case out a little longer? No, that wouldn’t have been the way to play it. Clients instructed me because I was cheaper than a lawyer was and got the job done faster with no fancy stories. Lawyers simply complicated issues to make themselves seem important. See it this way. A poor, uneducated man gets the toilet unblocked with minimum fuss and greatest effort. He, the humble man, will roll up his sleeves and remove the shit with his bare hands. A privileged educated man will get the toilet fixed in a completely different way. He will have that toilet unblocked with maximum of fuss and the least amount of effort. Oh, yes, he will talk about the toilet. Blame will be distributed liberally as to whose ass had shat in the offending latrine. He will employ others to hold presentations about the best way to remove the shit. Men will sit around a table and discuss waste disposal. Oh, yes, ceramic surveys will be undertaken. A graphic designer will be employed to design pie graphs. Focus groups, committees, it will go on and on and blocked with shite the toilet shall stay. The privileged man will do everything in his power to unblock the toilet apart from the simple act of unblocking the toilet. That simple task, beneath him, will be undertaken by another man and while the humble man unblocks that toilet, a casual observer cannot but question the existence of the rich and privileged man who is already in his mean-spirited way scheming how to cheat and steal from the man who has unblocked his shit time and time again. 

Never play the client against the subject of investigation, never pad the bill, and do not take an assignment that looks like a lost cause. Roll up your sleeves, remove the blockage, and move on. This is what we are here for and there is no use trying to complicate or romanticize it. 

The picture of the pair of them in the dungeon, along with the audio, would be enough. Trixie ran off into the Red Zone with a new lover, got hooked on the S, and that was all there was to it. 

Or so I thought.

The office telephone rang.  

“Good afternoon.”

“You the PI punk, right?”

“Huh?”

“Dylan, are you Dylan?”

Cute voice, I wondered if he sang on Broadway.

“Whaa...”

“Dylan?”

“Yes.”

“It’s my son.”

“Yes.”

“He’s been asking for money, son of a bitch. My kid’s been in that hell hole for nigh on two years.”

“Bad choice on the mother?”

“What?”

“I said, ‘Sad to see another.’”

“Another what?”

“Casualty. Maybe. Just thinking out loud, Mr.?”

“Simmons.”

“So, let me get this straight, Mr. Simmons. Your son is asking for money and rather than give him that money, you want to find out what he’s doing with or without money?”

“Are you a private detective or not? Sweet holy mother, am I gonna have to fly somebody over there to straighten this out? Are you an investigator? Can you find out what the bastard’s up to this time?”

“Yes, that’s what it says on the door. Find the Bastard. But I also have an idea that the kid needs the money. I’d charge you a thousand bucks for a report on him. Alternatively, send him the thousand bucks and tell him it’ll be the last time you send any money. If he isn’t the type to believe you, let me tell him on your behalf free of charge.” 

“Listen, find him and watch him for a week.”

I took a pencil and wrote:

Missing Person - Hugh Simmons. Father. Bully. Psychopathic Aggressive personality type. Likes money, cigars, possibly gambling. Son seeking shelter at....

“I’ll find him. Do you know where he was last staying?”

“Windmill Hotel, which was a dump full of drugs and whores, no doubt.”

...Windmill Hotel. Drugs and prostitutes?

“Oh, can you give me your best contact number?”

He did that and I finished the note, gave him my credit transfer details and politely hung up the telephone. Things were looking better. I lit a Death Cloud Blue, rocked back in the chair and thought about it...

It happened to the best of them. Holding onto the dream with the skin of their molars, they fly every day, leaving their lives in pursuit of a pair of brown thighs and a paperback novel. Some lasted in the alleyways and avenues for a couple of years before returning back to their home country to work as librarians in cute elementary schools, they bought candy floss on the pier, fed pigeons in the park. Some admitted themselves to rehabilitation clinics and took up yoga, some opened health food shops, some, not creditworthy and homeless, committed air rage on the embassy sponsored flight home and entered the legal system at the port of entry as convicts – three squares a day, a games console and a gym program. Some dug their heels in and adopted Fun City for years upon years of years of brown thighs and paperbacks, overstaying visas and inventing elaborate investment schemes to keep them afloat for weeks at a time. Some never escaped Fun City winding up sitting on the pavement stirring the dirt with a stick and hurling insults at the passing traffic. Some found hope in the darkest of places. They’d curl into a ball and roll around in the corner of some god forsaken bordello with mold on the walls, plastic trees, little multi-colored fairy lights that blinked on and off both night and day after day. Some clung onto the comfort of despair in a ten dollar hotel room with nothing but the bottle of Tiger Sweat cradled in their grip, holding it tight like the baby they once were, clutching a bottle of warm milk. The hustlers had left them when the money dried up and they really did ask themselves why this all happened. Some turned goose in Fun City. They switched from apples to oranges or maybe dug the lychees they had never had the chance to try before flying like the crane does to the dry lands of the east. Low hanging forbidden fruit forested the alleyways and the tunnels of Fun City, word has it a Dutch missionary, taken by the night two years ago, opened a dancing joint that by all accounts had the best rides in town. Called the Joint Church. “Where you going, Honey?” 

“I’m just going to church.” Yeah, it was one big joke in Fun City and the ones who laughed last, laughed loudest. 

And who was I? 

I was the lamp boy who shone a light across the dark streets of Fun City. The shepherd, the fixer, the hero, the fool (there’s a fine line separating the hero from the fool, trust me). The one who brushed away those freaks who preyed upon the naïve angels hell-bent in heading straight for the slaughterhouse, or the whorehouse, or the dirty brown stucco bungalow down by the beach where the transsexuals theatrically plied their trade wearing seven-inch heels and postbox smiles. Now and again, the Fun Police would round up the third-sex vice workers and deduct credits for soliciting knowing that they’d head straight back to beach to make back the credits they’d tendered. 

Dead men are safer than live ones. 

Moved over to the far wall of the office and turned on a consul switch that played a recording of a talk given by The Morphologist.

Who’s the Morphologist? 

Well, when the man speaks we all listen. All we know about the Morphologist is cobbled together by those who claim to have known him during his final boat-bound days moored up in the harbor with an S habit. The Morphologist was a traveling holy man, a modern day Buddha, spreading words of wisdom in return for food and shelter across all corners of the world. His interests lay in psycholinguistics, the formations of words and phrases, the semantics and philosophy of language. He had visited all the major cities in the world. Fun City was his final stop. His voice faint and dry like autumn wind through shedding trees, the Morphologist, crippled by an unknown disease, spoke his final words in a two-week series of recorded lectures. This was twenty-five years ago. An old cassette surfaced from a ripped out beer bar after one of The City’s more dangerous tunnels was pulled down by the Fun City planning department. The lectures were immediately pirated, copied and circulated stirring up a fever in the city. The Fun City Express ran a series of articles. Conceptual artists rented bar spaces and held two-day Morphology events. Events, happenings, sit-ins and sleepovers. Bearded hipsters sat lotus and listened to the Morphologist’s voice crackling through the speakers...  

...Be careful while treading in familiar places...You, who have lost the ability to learn and grow through pain, you will probably die in pain...Watch whose money you spend and buy only what you need and not what you want. A state of abandon will find you....What happens when you have to run away from running away? How long must the circus be in town before you join it?

(Swish, swoosh, grrreeeeeahhh - boats motoring away from the harbor.)  

––––––––

SEVEN

MOST OF the bars and after hour clubs were closed, and the shutters pulled down. Jimmy ran further. The mob growled and yelped from the perimeter. He stumbled as he ran, cats and rats ran in the same direction, the rats were escaping the sewers, the cats chasing the rats; The Resistance’s headquarters had been compromised. 

They had nowhere to run and nowhere to retreat to.

His lungs were heavy in his chest as he kept running until he came to small bar with the shutters up and the smell of cigarette smoke wafted out from inside.

THE VERY SPECIAL BAR

Jimmy made it inside. There were two men and a woman sitting at a table sharing a bottle in a booth close by. They looked up at him suspiciously before sliding a chair out from under the table and one, the elder, a man with broken black teeth told him to sit down. “Well, well. Look what the centipedes dragged in,” he said with a smile. “The son of Mr. Dylan, no less, Jimmy, isn’t it?”

“Huh?” 

“It’s a long story, but I guess you won’t be going back outside for some time. My name’s Jack. This here is Kelly and the young lad to my side prefers to remain nameless. Seems the experiment has come across its first blip, ah?”

Jimmy poured himself some of the liquid from the bottle into a dirty glass and took a long hard hit. The youth was about his age with blond hair, attractive but insolent looking. The female was obviously some kind of Gamer. The older man he couldn’t place. He radiated a warm friendliness, but experience and Dylan’s tutorage had taught him that friendship from a stranger is something to approach with care. A set of conjoined twins sat in the booth. The bar was peopled with Fun City freaks, amputees; white rats ran freely across the floor, a three-toed sloth hung from the ceiling. 

“Welcome to the show, Jimmy. This is what we call The Very Special bar. There’s the bartender over there. We call him Barnum. That man twists the best gin fizz in Fun City. And this here is HT and Cakehole, these two are the cabaret. Twins joined since birth and two better guys you might not meet. Over there is the kitchen, serves the best Chicken 65 this side of Happy Street. And right next to us here is the jukebox. I can program it right here with my life-enhancer and have it play sad songs all night long. This is where the disenfranchised hang out, we don’t do pop or bump or grind or any of that here. Blues, soul, and jazz is what we need. But you know all this already, ratboy? You know why there’s so many cripples in Fun City.”

“Article 36?”

“Correct. Article 36 to wit: ‘Citizens with physical or mental disabilities shall under the terms of the articles be credited to make up for the credits lost through lack of gainful employment,’”

“Liberal policy,” Jimmy said.    

“An interesting experiment. No one predicted that the credit scheme would cause the collapse of financial institutions.” Jimmy looked at the man. A rotary fan spun above them. “But let me introduce myself. I am the man they call Jack.”

“The City got along just fine with money.” 

“This, Jimmy, couldn’t be further from the truth. You see, hard currency has become so worthless that there really is no point using it anymore. Cash is the currency of criminals, Jimmy, or at least blue-collar criminals. To be rid of it is better for all of us as a society. That’s the idea, that’s what they say. There are factories in the Dark Side printing counterfeit banknotes for use as collector’s items. The criminally rich miss the feel and the smell of money. Could you imagine? Everything you have ever worked for is taken away in an instant and it is replaced with digital numbers on a little screen. The City wants to know where we spend our credits so the city can maneuver itself into the position of beneficiary. There is nothing so evil as the shopping card or the credit card. Insurance companies saw a rise in premiums, but also saw a rise in claims. But with the surveillance systems we have, it doesn’t take a genius to work out what happens in this town, now does it.”

“Who are you?” Jimmy asked. 

“It doesn’t matter. I’ve been around such a long time that even I forget who I am at times. Pick any name you would like to call me and that is the one I shall be called. Jack suits me.”

“And Dylan?”

“Dylan did a lot of surveillance work for the City. He was the best man for the job, most of the time, insurance type work, accidents, and injuries. He didn’t make too many friends in places like this, but that was a while back. Seems he lost his nerve for the game. Ethical reasons perhaps?”

“Carry on.”

“Well, there was a case. The city hired Dylan to snoop on an unlicensed psychiatrist. Dylan refused to take the case on the basis of a conflict of interest.”

“And?”

“The city has shit-listed him ever since, pulled him in for the Punch. But you would know all this, yes?”

“They Punched Dylan?”

“Oh yes, he found it most unrewarding.”

“I have to get to him.”

The smaller of the conjoined twins spoke. “We work with The Resistance. Hide out here until the Fun Police sweep the town. Once swept it may be safe to go back under. To go out on the street again now would be suicide. You were lucky you found us, we were out looking for stranded rats in the rain when you swept by.” 

“Really?” 

“Sure, so how does it feel being the son of a Private Eye?”

“Dylan brought me here to meet my real father, who is now no longer with us. He taught me about the city.”

“Obviously didn’t teach you too well now, sonny Jim, did he? Looks like you’re on tonight’s losing side?”

“We are all on the losing side in this city.”

“I see, but it puts us in a situation, now doesn’t it,” the man who called himself Jack said. “A very tricky situation. One that must be handled, uhm, delicately. The same delicate care we need to take with catching one of these.” He approached a metal cage on the floor, opened the door. Jimmy could see a brown shape moving inside. Jack placed a hand inside and grabbed the creature by the tail he held it up, the large brown rat hung upside down trying to understand the new dimensions. “The brown rat, Jimmy.  The best-known rat species are the black rat, Rattus rattus, but the brown rat Rattus norvegicus is the little fellow I have here by the tail. The term ‘rat’ is also used in the names of other small mammals, which are not true rats. Rats such as the bandicoot rat are murine rodents related to true rats, but they are not members of the genus Rattus nonetheless. Male rats are called bucks, unmated females are called does, pregnant or parent females are called dams, and infants are called kittens or pups. A group of rats is referred to as a mischief. Did you know that, Jimmy? A mischief of rats?”

“No.”

“No, I thought you probably didn’t.  There is nothing more uncommon than knowledge, is there, Jimmy? I’m sure Joe would agree if he were here, but where was I? Oh, yes, rats. The common species are opportunistic survivors and live more often than not near humans; therefore, they are known as commensals. They may cause substantial food losses, especially in developing countries. Although in certain countries, they are a food source. Kurt, fetch me my machete. Where? From the kitchen, second cupboard, that’s it, yes. Thanks. And the glue, the super glue is in the drawer. That’s it, thank you very much.” Jack took the tube of glue, ran a line across the rat’s hind fur, and pressed it down onto the table. It stuck there wriggling its tiny sharp claws. “However, the widely distributed and problematic commensal species of rats are a minority in this diverse genus. The average lifespan of any given rat depends on which species is being discussed, but many only live about a year due to predation. The lifespan for this one has been suddenly and inexplicably shortened. You see, Jimmy, the rat’s host is also his enemy. The enemy in the blanket, if you will,” Jack made four short chops, removing a limb from the rat with each. “A rat is a rat is a rat.”  

Jack brought his face closer to Jimmy’s. “Let me tell you about Dylan, sonny. You see, once, he had it. He was younger, fitter, and he was able to make decisions. He could be beaten and it just made him stronger. But you know what? The fire is gone from his belly. He is now nothing other than the kind of Fun City bum he used to get paid to rescue from this god forsaken disease ridden city. He has become one of the downtrodden, one of the rats. He’s been here too long and those who have been here too long make sloppy decisions. You understand what I mean? Of course, you do, Jimmy. You’ve put up with his bullshit for years and that’s why you joined The Resistance. Most young men and women join political activist movements due to something lacking in the family department. Is this not so? Daddy drinks too much. Sister’s slowly working her way through a list of boy Gamers on her life-enhancer account. Mummy lost her mind to some god-awful jungle plant years ago and she can’t get over the trip. She holds up a hand like this.” Jack demonstrates by holding his palm flat and vertical in front of her face. “Like a child, she thinks by doing this,” he waves his hand in front of his face like a child playing hide and seek, “the world will not see her. She retreats from the world like this. These are our role models, the ones we should follow, and they are dead and shallow. So what do we do? We join a movement with leaders and spokesmen. We hold meetings; we talk about peace and human equality. Where’s your peace and equality now, Jimmy?” The man pulled out a hunting knife from inside his climbing boot and traced a faint line down and across Jimmy’s cheek. “Where did that peace and equality just disappear to?”        

EIGHT

I HAD Sloane’s credits.  

Frankie the Rat was as low as they came, but I’d reached the same depths as he, and figured he could help me snare Trixie by supplying me with some of the S.

Out along the tunnel and into a dive bar. 

I found a regular informant in the shape of a dwarf transsexual cocktail singer named Rachael, who stood on the bar of the five credit dive in the tunnel hustling tourists. Rachael sang Lou Reed’s Sad Song. Spasmodically jerking the microphone to and fro like a little leaguer ready to bat, the words were like jolts of electricity that rattled the dwarf on each and every syllable. The lines lightened the weight, yet there was still a great burden above those diminutive shoulders. The bitter stench of her rotting soul, the impossibility of another world, dark dimensions, and mountains of despair haunted her dreams like the silent unjust and untimely death of a sibling child. 

Freaks had multiplied in the city. 

Gone were the days of a handful of mutilated souls begging on the streets. Now there were established bars and zones where these human oddities exhibited their wares for serious credit. They exhibited their deformed, crippled and mutilated bodies to kinky sex tourists who traveled to Fun City explicitly to engage with the City’s circus freaks. Medical tourism became mutilation tourism the way the polo neck replaces the crew neck, the Lego brick replaces the space hopper. The sideshow made a living hosting fringe sporting events, beauty pageants. They filmed, starred in, and produced television shows and ran a monthly bazaar. They formed rock groups and launched world tours returning with wonderfully exaggerated tales of excess and sodomy on the road. They spoke out on their life-enhancer accounts. They found a collective voice and a platform to scream and whispered forth their equal rights. Collectively, the pariahs screamed coherently. Together they were whole for they had finally found a home and that home was Fun City.  

The dwarf wore a T-shirt that bore the inscription: 

KING SIZE

She lowered herself without really needing to. 

“Where do I find the rat?”

“Rats? Everywhere. Hell, there’s probably one sitting in your crib right now, brother.”

“One large rat goes by the name of Frankie. He peddles scopolamine.” 

“Try the Cactus bar,” she said. “And be careful of that creep, he doesn’t like to pay before he plays.”

I tipped the miniature chanteuse a credit and stood up from the bar, past the beer bars and pool bars that lined either side of the tunnel before walking into the neon rainbow splash that lit the Red Zone like a perfect disaster. 

The Cactus bar’s clientele was as prickly and dry as the plant that gave it the moniker. 

I knew the best way through the network of Fun City tunnels, walked collar up with paranoid eyes wandering beneath the Eyes of the city. Grace Jones pulled up to Lionel Richie’s bumper from a passing pink Lamborghini and dug into the scene while Lou walked on the wild side.  Madonna wrapped in a neon pink plastic raincoat walked a savannah cat on a leash down Happy Street. It began to rain, slowly at first, and then it gathered momentum. Thunder cracked overhead, past a woman who tugged on my collar saying words incomprehensibly 

Russian maybe. 

Recognized her from a long time ago. 

What was her name?

It wasn’t?

No, couldn’t be.

Took a right leading to Happy Street. 

Five Fun Police officers stood around a desk pulling in citizens for routine inspections. 

A hand touched my shoulder.

“Account check.”

“Sure, baby,” I held out my life-enhancer device and the officer scanned it across his life-reader. 

“You are close to zero, Mr. Dylan, but not for the first time, I see. Last night, you were in a bar known for promiscuous, immoral behavior?”

“I was listening to jazz.”

His smile was like that of an alligator as he sent me on my way with a push and a grunt. “Jazz,” he muttered. “Your credit score is in order. Move on now and remember we are watching you.”

As if, I didn’t know.  

Outside the Cactus Bar stood Frankie the Rat. 

Mooching around, looking for a connection, Frankie’s rodent face twitched beneath a pork-pie hat. Frankie-the-Rat crinkled up the rodent mask that gave him his moniker. At a glance, you wondered if he had another six months left in him. The end of the week would be pushing it for the Rat. The Rat however had a trick up his sleeve. He was expert in the preparation of the Columbian Hallucinogen mind control drug. It worked as a recreational but it also worked, in the right hands, as a controlling agent. Once blown into the face of a passerby, it rendered the victim completely at the Rat’s control. Theft, rape, murder, nothing was beneath the Rat and with scopolamine at his disposal, he could have, with the puff of powder, whatever his rodent-like mind desired. Scopolamine was a kick that could get me closer to Trixie, but it was also a risk in the Rat’s hands. I figured to relieve him of as much of it as I could. Trying to light a cigarette with a cheap disposable lighter, I approached the Rat and lit his Death Cloud Red with a windproof flame. “Frankie, you holding the S?” Best to get straight to the point with the Rat, I figured. 

Before the Rat, a bare-chested tattooed male go-go tout opened the red velvet curtain allowing sight of six or seven dancers shifting their weight from one foot to the other obliviously in time to the Germanic house band playing Television’s Glory. Hand the dancers a blouse and serve them a portion of gruel and they’d look like a criminal line up. Without that, they were pure crime. Realizing I was not buying the ticket, the tout closed the curtain, snarling like a mangy dog. 

Frankie sucked on the cigarette, his eyes lighting up like an idiot masturbating. “Oh, yeah. I’m holding. But what you wanting with the Borrachero?”

“Borrachero?”

“Yeah, The Borrachero, the Devil’s Breath. The Drunken Binge. The Last Ticket...The natives who make this shit call it many names.”

“Need a G.”

“A gram? A gram can kill ten men. You know how to prepare it, how to take it? What happens if you or somebody you wigs it and it comes back to me? Joe, listen, I’m not in the right shape for The Punch. You get caught with this shit and my life is dusted. You want to kill me? Here take this knife,” The Rat took a switchblade from his pocket. “Kill me now.”

“I’ll take a gram on credit and nobody finds out about this, Frankie.”

“What if I just blew a little at you like this,” Frankie blew some powder from his palm as the other hand rose to my face and his fingers twisted in an elaborate fashion. “With the right dose and the power to hypnotize, I can make you bark like a dog. BARK!”

I did so like a Labrador and the Rat smiled.

“And with the right twist of the fingers I can turn you back to how you were before. SNAP!” 

“Where did you learn that?”

“A Columbian witchdoctor showed me the ropes.” 

“Hit me with the S.” 

We both knew that loans and bartering were illegal in the City, but hell, most things fun were. But sometimes the S bought more than money could, and I needed more evidence on the Sloane chick. Mostly I needed to see her again. Hope simmered then evaporated from Frankie’s rat-like face. “You recall the last time I bailed you out?”

“Yeah, I paid you back.”

“Six months later.” 

“Look,” I took off my watch and passed it to the Rat. “Take this as insurance.” 

I remembered as a child my father wore a gold wristwatch that he was especially proud of until one day, as the bills mounted up, he wasn’t wearing that watch anymore. That shit stays with you, but the S had to go with me if Trixie were to follow.  

“What you figure me for? You bought that piece of junk from some punk right out here on the street,” Frankie’s head twitched from side to side as he spoke. Like a creature popping up from a burrow, looking left, looking right over the savannah.

“This, Frankie, is a priceless family heirloom. My father gave it to me. His father gave it to him. I’m crazy trusting you with it.”

Frankie took the timepiece and weighed it in his hand. He took a small bite of the gold casing, testing the strength of the metal between his teeth. “Seems legit,” he said putting the watch in his pocket. He raised his hat with one hand and took out a wrap nestled in his nest of hair and passed it over. “I’ll give you forty-eight hours or I pawn the son of a bitch.” 

“Sounds more than fair,” I said. “Be seeing you, Frankie.” 

At Happy Hour, the streets kicked to the beat of a carnival freak-show. Cameras flashed at bikini-clad women who held signs encouraging entrance into their employer’s bars.

FIVE BEAUTIFUL WOMEN

TWO TRANSSEXUALS

TWO FAT GIRLS AND

A DWARF

Thunder cracked the night sky open like a jackhammer smashing a goldfish bowl. Lightning struck a skyscraper in the CBD. The rainfall was caught for the most part by shop awnings and rooftop guttering gathering in oily puddles atop the bloated drains. Fun City was battered by a monsoon season and each year the canals overflowed and the city promised to do something about it the following year. Nevertheless, this never happened and the residents had gotten used to the City barking on about a national water shortage while they, the residents, were paddling their asses in a canoe to work each day. Fun City, a city mainly populated by tourists and the owners of businesses that profited from the show put on by the actors, performers, the shoe shine man, and the sad-eyed lady from the east who’ll read your palm for a credit and probably fulfill your fate. Yes, I’m one of the few foreign residents below fifty and employed in the city. However, I too, rely on the problems of tourists and foreign residents, to keep my head above the water. 

Walked past a group of men in motorcycle leathers chatting to a dominatrix passively smoking a Death Cloud Red; smoke drifts up, having no other choice, but to give itself to the night sky. A youth walks past with an ocelot on a leash. Here’s a man on stilts. There, a bearded woman. Grace nightclubbing, drifting, swelling, curling through the streets. A nun with a Polaroid camera takes a snapshot of the zone before crossing herself and clutching her rosary beads examines the print in lurid up close detail. 

Into a corridor bar with a sign above it. Checked the GPS on Trixie’s life-enhancer account. It placed her in or near the joint and I figured she’d be in it. 

THE VERY SPECIAL BAR

Inside, cool, as if entering a cave, more than a cave, a corridor-type saloon houses a quick-smile barmaid and a rack of booze above her. Large bearded man drunk with a tiny conjoined twin attached to his chest. The twin is shouting about not trusting the machine, and I was about to ask him what he meant until a dwarf doorman kicked him, or them, back out onto the street. I glanced at the row of drinks above the bar. B52’s were either an American air bomber or a lit shot of the dark stuff. I ordered two of the latter, drank one, and picked up a menu and leafed through it as inconspicuously as a dick in a freak bar could. 

A wheelchair bound waitress wheeled herself over to my booth and asked. “What you having?”

“Chicken 65,” I answered. She swiped my card of the 0.65 credits and rolled it back towards the kitchen.  

Sitting next to the bar, a woman procrastinated effortlessly. Took a closer look. Trixie. She smiled and approached. She pointed at the drink, said, “One for me?”

“Why the hell not?”

“Sure?”

“Yeah, get two more.” Raised the second B52 and knocked it back in one fluid movement. 

She smiled and I wondered where they came from and why they did it. The truth was there wasn’t an answer. Beautiful women were like raindrops. Only a few ever landed on you, most dripped away into that puddle of other former love disasters drying out; dying in the tropical Fun City sun. But some fell, and when they fell, it felt like rain. “What’s a place like this doing with a babe like you?”

“I’ll tell you,” she said. Her eyes were large and brown with long lashes. She wore those army issue boots and a khaki tank top. Her lips were still welcoming. She had good shape, Trixie, but I couldn’t help wonder which way she had put the Sloane guy through the liquidizer. “But I still think you’re heat. Some sort of Gamer or under-cover dick.”

I lifted my hat and slid out the bag of S. The freak bars had a strict no camera or audio policy. She took the packet from me and held it in the palm of her hand. “Mind if I powder my nose?”  

“Please do.” 

She walked to a door marker LADIES. I waited around for her to return, checked the audio clip and switched it to record. Trixie walked to the table slowly, looking left to right, as glamorous as a woman entering a freak bar from the LADIES could ever be. 

She sat down and lit a Death Cloud Blue. “When I was younger I knew I was different from other little girls and boys.”

“I can see that.” 

“I first knew it while changing for swimming.”

“You were different. That’s okay, everybody’s different.”

“I was more different.”

“Ahuh.”

“Well,” she smiled mischievously, “I had a beanie, but I also had a pepa. You ever see the movie Carrie?”

“Read the book.”

“That scene when she’s in the shower?”

“Sure.”

“Well, that was me...”

“Right.”

“I wasn’t part of either the boy’s or the girl’s gang. At least not at the time, later, my parents took me to a specialist. They took me out of school. I could never have looked at the boy’s faces again. When we are young, we are so sensitive. So I went to this specialist who referred me to another specialist. What makes specialists so special? They um and er, and prod and probed as if I was a piece of meat for sale in the supermarket, you know? There were three choices: either be a boy, be a girl, or stay the way I was. I took injections, twice a day, and moved to a girl’s Convent school. Around this time, I began to play around a little.”

“Girls do that?”

“Girls and boys. Don’t think I’m a man hater, I like boys.”

“Really?”

“Yes, do you want to hear my story or not?”

“Continue, please.”

The Chicken 65 arrived. I pushed the plate of barbecued meat into the middle of the table and we both picked at it. 

“I found that, if I angled it just right, the naughty girl and the naughty boy could meet.”

“Meet?”

“Only if I could time it right. Sometimes, you missed the groove, you know? Anyway, it doesn’t matter... one side of me or the other would squeal, but sometimes we squeal together. Then it had to happen.”

“What?”

“Well, I never thought to use anything, being as I was, just by myself.” 

“No.”

“I did it to myself.”

“You did it?”

“It felt good.”

“Good?”

“But then, you know, I just grew and grew.”

“Grew and grew?”

“Yup.”

“Pregnant?”

“Right, and I decided to keep the baby.”

“Uhuh.”

“Yeah, I named him Ben.”

“You’re joking?” 

“Not much of a detective, are you?”

“You’re not much of a hermaphrodite, Trixie.” 

“Only one way to find out for sure.” Trixie lit a match from her army boot and put the flame to her cigarette. “You know you want to see me, and I know my husband had you follow me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Why be sorry? You were just doing your job, right?”

“Well...”

“Well, nothing, I’ve left him. I have an apartment next to the beach. I’m not going back to the Punch.”

“They won’t take you, Trixie. They will deport you out of Fun City.”

“Never happen, they like having me here.”  

“Sure they do. And the trombone player?”

“I blew him out,” she said. 

“Shame. It looked like you had something solid.”

“You know, sometimes all of it, it scares me.”

“You seem like a capable woman.”

“Capable of making the wrong decisions?”

“Sure. And the right ones. What scares you?”

“Rats. I hate their tails and I hate their twitchy little noses. I told you this.”

“Right. What else?”

“Technology scares me. There’s a new bug that can eat through metal. The city is developing this. Drone bomb them on enemy lines, they say. Technology gives me the creeps. Who knows what they did to my mind in that place.”

“There’s still a lot of things they can’t do, Trixie.”

“Yeah, but it’s close. It’s closer than you think. Much closer,” she grabbed her glass from the bar and drank the contents in one hit. “And you, Dylan, what is it you want?”

“Most the time I want out.”

“Out of what?” 

“The life, the city.”

“But this is the most exciting city on earth.”

“That and dangerous. You said yourself the technology?”

“Yes, the technology, the machines, thought control but that could be found anywhere, no? The world is getting smaller and smaller as the tech is getter wider and wider...”

“I guess that’s true. What is it you want, Trixie?”

“To be free. To experience life! Art!”

“Art?”

“The artist is a whore,” she said. “She tells you stories and she gives you pleasure. She lets you cum inside her. She lies, but you love those lies and hope deep down that they are true lies. Like the whore or the Gamer, the artist shows us the life we wished we had, but hadn’t had because we were too concerned with being just normal. The artist is the most important person in the world, she shows us who we could and should be.”

“She does?”

“If she is a good artist, she will.”

“And you?”

“Questions, questions, Dylan, I feel you may be trying to take advantage of a drunken woman.”

“It happens,” I tell her.

Trixie held the bar with both hands and rocked her stool backwards and forward, smiling like a child on a swing. “Do you think I’m pretty?” she said as the barstool leant backwards. “Do you, do you think I’m good looking? And I can tap dance, WATCH.” 

“Be careful there, now, look.”

It was too late. The stool rocked back too far. The legs slipped on the tiles and crashed back onto the floor. The floor caught her. Her dress spilled over her knees, patrons got up to gawk at the flash of black panties. Her glasses had fallen off. I picked them up and put them back on her. 

“WHAT are you freaks LOOKING at?” she screamed at the freaks.

A few freaks frowned, one, a hunchback said, “Time to take that dumb drunk bitch home.”

Best advice I’d had all night.

NINE

“5000 CREDITS for a live one,” The Gamer said.

“Yes,” Jack laughed cold and dry like a cobra shedding its skin.

“Maybe, we‘ll get more for the Dylan association.”

“What will they do to him?” The blond kid asked.

“They have this program in beta mode right now. A few teething problems, I understand. They call it the Punch. You may have heard of it, Jimmy. Uncle just got back from processing. A behavioral reconstruction program, hundreds of minds and thousands of hours have been put together to develop this, the most groundbreaking psychological program ever to be tested. We take the most difficult, disturbed, beings and we shock them into becoming upstanding citizens. The Punch is revolutionary. It tackles drug addictions, antiestablishment ideologies, and it reconditions those who are non-responsive to tribalism. Want to become part of the team? Join the Punch. We take a square peg and make it round, you understand? Society requires those that fit not those who are unfit and the Punch facilitates the changes required.”

“Yep,” Jimmy said. “Keep buying the soap and drinking the beer. Keep working the nine to five and worshipping parking meters. Screw you and your Punch, old man.”

“Cynical,” Jack replied. “Just like your surrogate father. How would society work without those that toe the line?”

“Freely and creatively,” Jimmy looked up at the elder man. “To your mind that would be an injustice, right? To have free thinkers hinders the greater goal?”

“Jimmy, Jimmy, you can think as free as you like. Doesn’t mean you have to say or act freely. The city cannot tell you how to think.”

“Not yet, maybe.”

“Degenerates are ill on three levels. Genetically, they are predisposed to anti-social behavior. Secondly, they have brain functions that hinge on the treat and award systems. They do bad things because it makes them feel good, no? Then thirdly, we have nurture, Jimmy, nurture. Wolves raise you, you will bark like a wolf. Does any of this sound familiar? Did Dylan teach you to bark?”

“Only at assholes.”

“Am I really that bad?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe your father is the reason this city is heading down the sewers. The City needs authority, the City needs citizens who are good people. You aren’t a good person, Jimmy. You are troubled. I want to help you, Jimmy, I really do.”

“Listen to the man,” the blond haired kid said. “He’s a genius.”

“There will be nobody calling anybody else genius between these four walls. Nobody is a genius. You see, the ancient Greeks understood that each and every one of us has a daemon inside of us, or above us, who is there to look after our development. These entities were later developed into guardian angels for the purposes of Christianity. If you create a work of art or science that is spectacular in its beauty and scope the Greeks would say, ‘Your daemon did a good job there.’” 

“You have a demon inside of you?” Jimmy asked.

“A daemon is a natural spirit, a benevolent spirit, you understand? He guides us sometimes, and sometimes he simply doesn’t guide us at all. Most are unguided. The gods decide who gets to achieve brilliance. There was a time and a place when Dylan was guided, he got results and he didn’t know where he got them. This was the daemon shaking the tree for him, but he got sloppy, he lost it. I, however, kept it. So no, I am not a genius, but visitations by the daemon are frequent and comprehensive. It keeps me strong. Does any of this make any sense to you, Jimmy?”

Jimmy looked down at the floor.

The floor didn’t look good.  

TEN

SEVENTEENTH FLOOR.

Floor to ceiling windows. 

Boats bobbing in the harbor, the pier stretched out, lights shining inland, reds, blues, greens, floating gin palaces, after-hours drinking joints, gambling ships, bright neon lights, tropical night... insects...buzzing, humming... Canvases stood, abstract incompletion: seascapes, sunsets, sunrises, pastel balconies, cool blues and yellows, oils reds and green, markets, squares, boulevards, erratic self-studies, musings on the mundane and the ordinary. Paint covered the floor, the walls, and the ceiling. Artist’s studio had grown like the butterfly in her story, yet it had yet to metamorphose wings and fly above the City, or maybe her wings, her ideas were to be clipped by somebody like me. She would fall and shatter on the streets below. Crash like a penniless tourists from a fifth floor balcony. 

“The Punch stole something from you,” I said.

“On the contrary, The Punch gave me something. The Punch gave me art. A great artist must suffer, no?”

“Perhaps, but for what? How much of treatment can you remember?”

“Nightmares weaken some,” Trixie said, “but for me the nightmare made me stronger.”

“Take a child,” I said “as young as possible. Remove him from the family and bring him up in something like the Punch. He knows not love. He only knows authority. You keep him isolated from other children. No name, no family. For his diet, give him only what he needs to survive, water, breadcrumbs. You need him to grow up cold, hungry, and unloved. Now, you need to make sure that he witnesses crimes of hatred and pure evil. He should be encouraged to join in with these crimes to become part of the evil. Feed his mind with propaganda, images of hate and seperation, award the understanding of an evil manifesto and punish questioning of the manifesto. Do all these things for the child’s first fifteen years and I guarantee you will have yourself a monster, a killing machine, a psychopath.”

“Have you heard of those awful human experiments where it was proved that humans born who don’t get physical touch will die. They have food and water but starved of human contact, without that contact they perish, they die from loneliness, abandonment.”

“Yes, I read something about it in Metropolitan.”

“So sad, those children left to die. But, the thing is, after the Punch, I feel freer.”

“Free enough for what?”

“Enough to know that this is where I want to be. I didn’t know about the present moment until sitting there when the walls came down and the lights went out. I thought it would be my last moment. Do you see?”

“It gave you what you needed to leave your husband? Do you think non-artists do not suffer too?”

“Well, I suffered like hell.” Trixie picked up a pastel study and rubbed her forefinger on it. “This is real life, right now. We are two people. There is no past and no future, all that we have is the NOW. The Eyes cannot see us inside here. We’re free to relax. I take it you liked the scopolamine? This frees us. I was never fit to be a banker’s wife the same way you were never fit to be a detective. Do you see it? Do you see life is there for the taking for both of us? Right now, it’s here, so close, we can touch it.”

I remained quiet and studied the edgy impressionist acrylics hung from the wall. Rich in texture so that one could swim among and between them: Fun City streets vibrate in toxic reds and blues; a Moroccan market flashes eloquent tangerine. Trixie blew some of the powder at me, and I lost myself in her art.

I find myself in a jungle at dawn, the chattering of monkeys in the trees, smell of jungle after rain. A lazy native girl once rode a bicycle but now that bike is gradually rusting into the jungle. Dissolving into the temple grounds, above a gecko lizard barks. Louis Armstrong plays from somewhere, an invisible sound source, concealed speakers, the sound escapes like the glimmer in a tree frog’s eye. Perhaps she was in the jungle too. Perhaps she is the jungle? Or is the song simply in my mind? Be careful of any being that mimics music, anger, or love, especially music. Eyes closed, the scene drifts towards a scopolamine house on the hill, games of tennis, and a baby grand piano. A child plays the white baby grand, notes drift out of a window and down, down, down like music down a windy street into the Red Zone where a hideous lesbian snarls to the sound of the 9th.  A benevolent smile as she proffers a red and white striped lollipop, snaps it away and it be gone with the click of her manly reliable fingers. The music is gone too now, broken down, snubbed out, and extinguished as we travel down through the tunnel to a dark teenage room. A buck-toothed girl plays Russian roulette with her family. She is alone, for now, perhaps forever, alone. Tunnel opens, a  dusty courtyard where two aquatic centipedes wrestle with  grey huntsman, twisting, turning, and wrapping our bodies around one another in the dust and the blood and the venom we awake almost. 

Spider smiles, fangs dripping, down, into the Night Market, cut to a close-up of the spider’s eye, thousands of lenses all flashing, reflecting beams of hope; spider motionless smiling arachnid benevolence.  

Out of the dream, sweating, delirious and back to four walls, a sofa, tangerine Moroccan markets, and Fun City streets; electricity hummed and rattled. Box of Death Cloud Blue elaborately open, lid flipped, cigarette tap dances across the table, lighting, inhaling, toxic, toxic. Trixie’s face tilted back, toxic eyes open. Like the river, she decides to flow. Awake now, her hand holding back my head as she explores my mouth with hers, tongue flicking, teeth biting gently like an excited animal takes off her blouse, and then a bra to reveal her shame, a small tattoo on her shoulder. It is an image of a predatory moth against her white skin. She wrestles me free of my shirt, lifts the hat, flinging it across the room. She continues to explore, stands, drops her shorts, her panties clutched briefly by gravity, and thus I realized she had fooled me, but I had passed the test. Perhaps a lesser man would have chosen not to commit to the challenge. Perhaps she wasn’t interested in lesser men, perhaps all is meant to be. The client’s wife, the floor, the rug, switch around, an active role, gently mounting and finding a rhythm as strange animal tongue spoke not words yet somehow words, what were words anyhow? This primal universal language understood by all and it rose up, the sound of her voice that is, it rose, and it fell in rhythm with our movements on that Oriental rug in the apartment. Overlooking the sea, time ran away, escaped us, a knock at the door we both ignored, shooting for the moon as the night chased morning into dawn and we were both exactly where we needed to be for that one unique moment.

The knocking continued. “Who the hell is that?”

“My landlord, he kinda has a thing for me.”

“Well, is there a way out of here? Let’s move to my hotel for the night, get dressed.”

She did that as did I. Splashed cold water on my face. Opened the door. The landlord was forty, Asian, possibly Philippines, with a crescent wrench in his mitt and a breezeblock for a face. He had the jaws of the wrench-clasped shut as tight as his own jaw. He was shouting in a language I couldn’t understand. I simply put my hands up and smiled. When the wrench loosened in his grip, I went for it, twisting the metal out of his hand and onto the floor. He caught me with a right with his free hand, I rode it and got him a good kidney punch and then another, he went down probably too fast and I guessed this was a matter of lustful pride. Perhaps Trixie was behind on the rent and she was playing with him for time and shelter.

The mind works cynical even in a fistfight.

The Asian man lay there yelping on the floor.

Whatever the score was we had to get out of there and fast. “Take what you need, lock up, and let’s go.” 

We took a taxi to the Penny Black Hotel. 

As soon as my head hit the pillow, the show was over on the count of

One.

Two.

Three.  

ELEVEN

THE CEILING fan rattled and hummed overhead. Jimmy felt the brush of cold metal on his cheek. Outside the citizens screamed and shouted as night drew into the second act. He could smell the woman’s cheap junkshop perfume to his left and the pressure on his right side by the French youth with blond hair, it wasn’t the greatest pressure he’d felt.

He remembered Dylan’s advice - surprise is everything. There are three ways to deal with an enemy. One - meet their expectations. Two - exceed expectations or three - confound expectations. 

Jimmy ran with the third option. 

“How old are you, Jack?” 

“Huh?”

“Most people are dead by the age of twenty-five. How many years you been dead and how much longer does it take for you to rot yourself in the ground, old man?”

“Spirit! He has spirit!” Jack danced a little and walked back towards the door before closing it. “I do love it when they have spirit. Five thousand credits for a resistance member. That is a lot of free time, right there, Jimmy. Use that spirit boy, for you won’t have it for much longer.”  

Jimmy sprang up, blondie and Gamer taken by surprise. Jack’s face tightened. Jimmy went for the bottle on the table and decided to administer a Fun City Kiss. Cracked it open over the edge of the table and decorated it around Jacks head. Glass and blood sprayed across the table. Machete loosened from Jack’s grip. Jimmy liberated it from his grip and Jack fell towards the table supporting his weight with both hands palms flat against it. Jimmy swung at the Gamer and the blond kid, they backed out of the door, hands held up. Jimmy approached Jack and looked at both his hands right there on the table like joints of meet on a butcher’s chopping board. He brought the blade down with the crash of metal on bone at the man’s wrists. Severed both from the hands with one slice, Jimmy had to wrench the blade up, bringing with it tendons and bone matter. 

Jack stumbled backwards, blood pumping from the arteries. He turned and stumbled through the door and out into the night.

“Good show,” the conjoined twins said in unison.

––––––––

TWELVE

THE TELEPHONE rang, sounding like a cat screaming in a bucket of blood.. 

Sat up and held it, pushed the green button.  

“There’s been a jumper.”

James Hale. Hale, from London, was the closest thing to a friend that I had in the city. A wise man once said that a friend was just an enemy waiting for the right moment to reveal his or her true colors. Some may call him cynical, some may call him paranoid, but I have minutes and hours for those who say things like that. Listen. If someone is going to shoot or stab you in the back, your chances are it won’t be the bushy-haired man in the night. Hale, picked up cases from time to time and some of those cases were worth picking up. 

“The city has a jumper every seventeen minutes. What’s new about this one?” I said. This was true. A number of foreigners flung their awkward burden from balconies, away from their shoe-box-in-the-sky apartments, down to the unforgiving concrete and they did so for many reasons.

Many of those reasons were solid.

Most were close to the Fun City Punch and approaching zero credits, the balcony looked good. 

Hale spoke. “Of course we have accidents. Low railings, high intoxication,  sure. Fun City, anything is possible. Wife or husband explains he or she just fell; these things happen, now where are that pesky will and that insurance policy?”

“This one’s different?”

“Joe, we all know the drill. Dude invests all his credits into a dream, dream turns into a nightmare, lover never really loved them, just rolled with the credits. Chump spends the rest of the credits in one big bender and engages in an amateur base jump from the balcony in a final act of bloody defiance, the end of the dream, the nightmare, where does it stop? Some dudes just can’t see that they are in a theme park. There is nothing more decadent than a theme park. The clunk and the clink, the up and the down, the toing and froing, the end of the capalist dream, When does the disbelief end?”

“After the jump?” 

“Reality is hard  for some.”

“Reality. What is it?”

“Reality,” Hale said , “she’s a bitch. A temptress. Reality is a cat screaming at you as the dishes mount up. She stands up semi-naked sporting a ratty bra and knickers with an empty bottle of beer in her mitt. She smashes the bottle and brings it up close to you. Real close, you understand. She doesn’t gently introduce herself at the water cooler. No, she crashes, bish, bash, bosh. She presents herself with a ten-year-plan and all kinds of conditionals. Reality is a mortgage and a car on hired purchase with three kids screaming down the bleedin’ place night and day. Reality is fucking it all off and booking a flight to Fun City, marrying a Gamer and losing the lot again. Reality is that one last chance that just might save your soul. ‘Wanna buy?’ ‘No.’ So he jumps. Or was he pushed? Maybe the lift was broken and he was too lazy to take the bleedin’ stairs. So it happened. All the king’s soldiers and all the king’s men can’t put Lumpy back together again. Maybe the body lands next to a noodle cart and the head detaches, rolls across the street, tongue hanging out. There’s websites where you can see this stuff.  Maybe some sicko immortalizes the moment with a new selfie stick and a pie-eating grin. Posts it on life-enhancer, revels in the likes. The problem with most losers is that they don’t get that they are one until they decorate the concrete. You see, Joe? Be successful and if you can’t be a success take it to the street. I’ve never lived above the second floor, geezer. Take my word for it, it’s safer.”

“The unethical live short brutish lives.”

“Kant,” said Hale.

“Hobbes,” I said. “The usual jumper?”  

“Not quite, sunshine, not quite. Not for us. The suicide’s uncle is rolling in it. Smells like real lolly, mate. Lyons Maid.”

“Address?”  

“An apartment block by the beach named The Sea View. Guest-friendly, good monthly rates, and guess what, you can actually see the...”

“Name?”

“His name is Kurt, rich family... that is all I know.”

“Okay, I’ll be there. And the Fun Police?” The Fun Police were the regimented criminal organization that arbitrarily administered matters of a legal and criminal nature in return for credit incentives. Under credited for the most part, the Fun Police accepted donations of all sizes, provided support to victims, and acted out a sloppy pantomime of controlling law and order sometimes leading to the apprehension of a carefully targeted suspect. This ethical unit wore a tight-fitting uniform armed with Glocks. Mostly, they loved their mothers. The Fun Police rarely smiled. An officer sleeping in his car, once got himself killed by a rich high society lavender-loving soap-star driving a Mercedes Benz E series. She never saw time and neither did he. The FP served the rich and both the police and the rich found it awkwardly embarrassing when they accidently killed one another.  

“They’re hovering. They haven’t cleaned it yet.”

“Give me five minutes. I have somebody...”

I thought I had somebody with me.

Vanished.

Rung the phone off. 

Well, I admired Trixie’s stamina to get up, shower, dress, and return back to the room with the crazy landlord. 

Or perhaps she’d gone back to the husband? 

I couldn’t decide which was better or worse.

Then for a crazy scopolamine moment, I wondered if she was hiding under the bed. You know what I did then? I checked. I thought about putting the hard stuff to one side, and maybe spending a few days at a Morphology retreat up in the mountains. Or maybe it was the city. Living here nothing came as a surprise and you began to act in a bizarre fashion in order to counterattack paranoid fantasies that were always on the brink of attack.  

Made it to the shower and let out a roar as the icy water hit. Brushed wisdom teeth wishing I could clean or at least clear the head. Shaved quickly and without much in the way of love, splashed on some cologne enjoying the burn, walked out into the main room remembering Trixie and the apartment by the Beach. Last night, she twisted and turned like a crazed witch in a demented tragedy, yes, oh yes, bright red fingernails, cat claws gripping onto mine as she twisted through the early hours as dawn delivered her ugly promise.

That was not love. That, if anything, was the release of pain.

Takes a man to tell the difference.
Was that sexist?
Pulled the door shut as sunlight shone through the corridor , street sellers called out to one another. Somewhere in the distance, the Call to Prayer, an airplane flew overhead. A dog barked and kept on barking as I stepped down the four flights of stairs down to the hotel lobby where two men played chess on a table next to the bar. One was shabby with a cigar between his teeth; the other was young fresh faced, wet behind the ears and just out of college. The family, as they liked to call themselves. A woman, perhaps working, examined her reflection in a compact make-up mirror. I’d seen her somewhere before but the details were hazy. It’s a misty world peopled with characters who are usually nothing but disguised versions of themselves, the lost and lonely looked in the mirror, the chess players played the game, we might have seen some of these people in places we might have never been but we can never be sure of it. Perhaps each person had a double, a doppelganger thrown down onto the game board with no other purpose than to make us realize whom it is we really are.  Still we pitied the poor deflowering soul at the bar. Like the psychiatrist, the pariah  would not exist outside of a dysfunctional society and societies are naturally dysfunctional by definition. Think about it. The lonely nervous unattractive man or woman required the services of the damaged as much as the abused and anxious woman or man required the services of a therapist. Broke people need fixing. Anybody who tells you they are sane isn’t sane, and anybody who tells you that they are crazy probably knows more than he or she’s letting on to. Stay close to the crazy ones, listen to them, dance with them, drink with them, do it, they have more than the world to give you and without them you are hollow and cold and remember; normality is to be avoided for the mask and the mistake it so evidently is. The normal don’t dance, they don’t wake up in dive bars with nothing but their name.  

The crazy ones, you should hate them at your peril and do not belittle them, do not abuse them, as they are the best part of you undiscovered. Down the Penny Black steps we tread. Tip tap tip. The crazy woman who paints her face blue in room 205 and begs for change outside the convenience store knows more about life than you will ever know. The old woman in 106 who hoards trash and collects empty dreams is worth more than the one hundred and three cats that she habitually feeds.  

Outside, the sun beats down. 

In Fun City day was an interruption of night. Food stands of barbequed meat, a hearty carnivorous odor mixing with bitter exhaust fumes coughed up from passing motorbikes and taxicabs. A motorbike taxi ferried me to Beach Road. Past sickly palm trees and over-turned garbage cans, past the debris of a thousand nights before. Past a group of bums begging for change on the concrete, past cigar butts and used tampons, past the woman who wore men’s shoes and who may or may not have some kind of secret knowledge, and who may or may not be a woman coughing under the polluted City sky. 

Past it all, past it all, and into the hot day on the back seat of a motorcycle streaming through the sunlit darkness; that tepid Fun City stew.

One needs to be persecuted by the one he or she cares about most early in life and then that prepares them for the real gig. I figured most suicides hadn’t been dirty babies, they hadn’t crawled around in the soiled Pampers and the used syringes looking for something to eat and that was what had killed them. 

A lack of survival instinct.  

The motorbike pulled up at The Sea View. 

I dismounted and paid, walked over to the courtyard, and took it all in, yes, the dream ended right there on the concrete. The pile of human meat at the base of the hotel was motionless, static, and somehow ordinary. A crowd had gathered. I took out my notebook and pencil and sketched the scene. The drawing of the event helped me enter into it. Discover it. The left arm was angled away from the body and the right tucked inside it. A dress shirt and jeans and a pair of loafers. The head had taken most of the blow. Most jumpers fell feet first. Many were accidents, a slip, and a drunken stumble, but as the Punch had reached out her tentacles wide and far many were  going it head first. I’d seen dead women and dead men before. Mostly they had died from violent deaths. High jumps, gunshot wounds, stabbings, hangings, drowning and battering. The more you see the more you realize that the human body is just meat. The hopes and dreams that kept them walking the earth terminating in a dead pile of meat like that in a butcher’s shop. All of us are just flesh, guts, and blood when the lights go out and this is either the most liberating or the most fearful thought that you can have. The Punch played with a person’s mental stability – told them they were more than meat. You were simply not the same person after the program. My gut told me the jumper had been punched, but the Trixie case may have made sure that I was thinking that way.  

The body was covered crudely with a blanket that a local had gotten from somewhere and thrown over him. He had fallen from a fifth floor balcony. Perhaps luckily the jump had been fatal on impact. Angle of the landing suggested his crown met the tarmac first. It could be easily explained as a suicide, but if it were, why was I being instructed to investigate?   

I decided to keep these observations to myself. With a case like this, you needed to explore the most likely event and eliminate it. He was most likely to have been chewed up, spat out by the City, and decided to end it all. Second most likely event was that he had returned to the apartment drunk and simply sat down, lit a cigarette and slam...

Hale stood talking to a man that I guessed was pushing seventy and a relative of the jumper. He was an impossibly thin client with hair the color of straw. His skin was almost transparent and his clear blue eyes bulged out slightly. A network of delicately colored veins snaked towards his nose. He had the mark of death about him all right, as if he was in the waiting room, but he hadn’t been called into the office for the diagnosis yet. I gave him six months before cutting it down to four, allowing for the climate. His large blue eyes glared out at the world as if it were somehow new to him. There was something almost child-like about the old man. Like the years had worn the man physically, but they had yet to take his spirit.  

I offered some clichéd line about being sorry for his loss without knowing the connection between the suicide and the old man. He may have hated the jumper, you never know, perhaps they were lovers, father and son, rent boy and pimp, tragic enemies. A detective should have facts, but sometimes, you just had to dance to the song playing on the jukebox, work the instinct routine, wherever it takes you. The man nodded and spoke in a voice that rose and fell nervously, like Warhol in the sixties, in New York. “I’m glad you came. I know of your work and hope you can be of help. Shall we go somewhere more private?” He spoke English with an accent perhaps Russian or Eastern European. “I am originally from the Ukraine,” he said, reading my thoughts. “My family immigrated to France, but I stayed. I have lived here,” he said here as if it were a dirty word, “for two years.” I didn’t take him as the barbaric type and figured he’d switched locales to cool off from the violence and the vodka. “My name is Lucas. Not that names matter much, you know, at least not here...” 

“Joe Dylan. Pleased to meet you,” Offered the man a hand. Lucas put a talon-like left inside it and shook it gently. Felt as if I’d been handed a ball of parchment, something that was once living but had now died and had been dried by the sun. 

“Follow me inside. I think you will find it more comfortable out of this sun,” the old man lifted a hand to both protect his face against it. Or maybe it was the hangover that was doing most of the work. Most days, it felt like my head was locked inside a vice. I could have used a month or two on the detox somewhere. The murmurings of the scopolamine, like the aftershock from an earthquake, were still erupting. Maybe I should have taken the smoothie cure on Turtle Island or the vomit cure in the Ancient City. Maybe I should have rented a bungalow on a beach far away and taken nothing bar the collected works of Proust, a yoga mat, and a liquidizer for fruits and vegetables. Maybe I should have started jogging, tennis, formed a relationship with the kind of woman who had a fitness routine and knew the cure for intestinal worms. Maybe extreme sport was the way forward, hang-gliding, mountain biking, inner city base-jumping... 

Looked at Kurt’s busted shape on the ground. 

Maybe not.  

Up three flights of stairs and into an apartment with bright white walls and a small sofa, two hard chairs, a coffee table. “I like to keep things simple,” Lucas said. “Our people are used to having little in the way of possessions. My generation at least... Please sit,” he motioned a claw towards the hard chair. Sat on the chair and wondered what he meant by my generation. Hale took the sofa. “Look at this,” Lucas handed me a photograph. The kid was fair-haired and handsome in a metrosexual way, early twenties with the kind of pout teenage girls wrote about in blogs. I’d seen the kid somewhere but couldn’t pin it to a time and a place. The thought nagged before I let it go, knowing that bolts of memory didn’t fire when pushed. Instead, they came at the least likely moment. Sipping a coffee at a truck station, playing badminton, losing a round of connect four with a drifter from outta town.  

Taking out a notepad and pen, said. “Tell me about the recent, erm, turn of events.”

“First, let’s talk business,” Lucas smiled thinly. “I want you to keep your ear to the ground and find out why my nephew took his own life. If indeed that is what happened here.”

“Bad girlfriend, lack of money. Lucked out on the lottery,” I said looking at the old man directly with a seriousness that belied the comment. Sure. He had heard the story a thousand times and with each telling, it became worn down and hardened into shape the same way a fairy tale or a good joke becomes perfect through the retelling over hundreds of years of repetition. A rough stone is shaped into a smooth pebble by the tides of the sea while the truth is discredited as too obvious.  

“If only it were that simple,” the old man sang in a whispery voice.

“Maybe it is. Drug habit, perhaps?”

“Now you are moving closer. You see, Kurt was fond of partying, but the last few days he stayed alone in his room, rarely went out.”

“Perhaps he had reached the final dance?”

“Explain.”

“Well, Lucas, if I can be so direct?”

“Please.”

“Think of using as a career or a profession. The user at first participates in a group before he or she excels him or herself in that group and decides to go it alone as he or she no longer fits the group mold. Usually he or she is helped. One in the group forms a vicious subgroup and pushes the strongest member out. The Buddha went through this bullshit for years. The psychiatrists call this stage, if voluntary, isolation. Or perhaps such people are expelled from their groups and decide that their time is better spent practicing the art of intoxication themselves. He builds a little sanctuary, fixes it up with the things that he likes. Soon he begins to get cabin fever and perhaps looks back at his final few months with a newfound sense of objective understanding. This can go two ways. He can clean up and find a new way, this is rare, but it happens. He can try to re-enter the group. He can find a new group. Or he can jump. The final dance. Jumping is very common in Fun City, Lucas, another day another resident does the dance. I’ve seen jumpers. I’ve seen cutters. I’ve seen women that have hung themselves, their tongues stretching out and down below the neck, flapping in the morning wind. Some drink poisons. Others use guns. One television personality sat in a cupboard and masturbated with a plastic bag over his noodle until the gas ran out. Some run out onto the train tracks screaming blue murder, and some, when their options run out, simply jump, arms open embracing the end of the only world they will ever know. Your nephew is one such case. I’m almost certain.”

“I would like you to explore, other, erm, options.”

“Okay. I can explore anything if the credit is right. But I don’t follow lost causes and I don’t pad bills. This is why I get instructions. I have a reputation.”

“Payment on delivery of information I’m afraid. I’ve been burned too many times in this city. But if you give me the right information, I’ll reward you handsomely.”

“How handsome?”

“Ten thousand credits.”

“That’s cute.”

“I was hoping you would agree. Do we have a deal?”

“Let me chew it over. I will, however, require a retainer.”

“Look, Mr. Dylan, you have been chosen especially for this assignment. All we need to know is why he jumped. Give us the evidence and we give you the money. I’ve done some research on you. I understand you are an honest noble man. A man that is trapped in Fun City yet wants more than anything to escape from this hole. Am I right?”

“The climate kinda grows on you after a while.”

“But when it gets too hot, you have to leave,” Lucas smiled. 

“Is that a threat?”

“It is a business opportunity, Mr. Dylan, pure and simple. We will arrange your retainer. A structured payment.”

“Did Kurt ‘ave any enemies?” Hale asked.

Lucas turned to face Hale and considered the question. “Kurt lived a quiet life here. He was sent over by the family to be in my trusted care. I have failed them,” the old man’s face saddened, “I thought the sunshine and the beach would be enough...”

“What was ‘e escaping from?”

“Sorry?”

“Everyone one ‘ere is escaping from something. What was it, work, a woman, family stuff?” Hale squeezed the arms on his chair and exhaled noisily.

“He was taking a break from life, like many here do. He wasn’t escaping from anything.”

“Well,” I said, “he has escaped now. Did Kurt have friends, a girlfriend? Do you have access to his email, social network accounts?”

“I let him live his own life,” Lucas paused at the word life, “He was only twenty-three. He spoke about Gamers, often. I wasn’t sure what he meant by these Gamers.”  

“We need that photograph.”

Old man Lucas handed it over. “Find out who did this and why. Here, let me show you outside, now follow me, please Mr. Dylan. Oh, before we leave. When he jumped, he had something in his hand. Maybe it means something?”

“A note?” Hale asked.

“Not quite.” Lucas walked over to a small bureau and opened a drawer. “We found this,” he took out a small metallic object and walking back, held it out in his hand. 

The object was about two inches in diameter with eight legs, a circular body, and two glass red eyes embedded into the end of the circular section. I took it from the old man and weighed it in my hand. Felt a bolt of static electricity. “Titanium, maybe. A titanium spider. It means nothing to me, Lucas. Can I take it?”

“It will have to be returned.”

“Of course, I’ll guard it with Hale’s life.”

“You’ll guard it with your bloody own,” Hale said.

Lucas raised a hand to silence us. “Thank you, the family, you see...now if you will please follow me outside.” 

Out the room through the corridor and down in the lift and back through the lobby, into the unrelenting sun, the Fun Police had arrived and were busy taking photographs and asking questions. They removed the blanket and replaced it with a plastic sheet. A white line had been sprayed around the body. Television news van had arrived and the team was busy setting up their equipment. A news reporter stood smoking a cigarette and scrolling through some sort of tablet device.  

“It doesn’t take long,” Hale said.

“I’d rather not deal with them now,” Lucas said. “Please find who did this.”

“And if he did it to himself?” 

Lucas laughed sadly and dismissed the question with a backhand gesture as if he was swatting away a soft tennis serve. “I wish it were that simple. You will call me, I trust.” He handed over a card. It was a simple card, with the name Lucas and a local cell number.

“We will call you,” said Hale

The old man went back into the apartment block.

The Fun Police did their thing.

Above, an airplane flew above the hill where letters ten foot tall spelled:

FUN CITY

Hale’s eyebrows twitched. “Where do you want me to start, Joe?” 

“Ask around here. Speak to the locals. Get the key from the old man and check his room. Find a pattern to his daily routine. See, if as the old man said, that his pattern had been broken the last few days. Speak to the desk staff. I want information on any guests he had brought over. Female friends, male friends, and even those who are still confused about which side of the fence they are straddling friends. Check if he had any mail. Bribe the PO if need be. I want to know everything about Kurt. A copy of his passport, immigration records, STD clinical background. Was he on over-stay? Suffer from chlamydia? What was his employment status? Credit level? I want the records from his tailor. On which side did he dress? The whole picture, wide and clear, got it?”

“Got it, and you?”

“I’m thinking I’ll make a visit to the Gamers.”

“Waiting for a vision, Nostradamus?”

“The city is a dangerous animal, to live inside it we have to condition our sensibilities to our host. Things get curious. I met someone last night.” 

“A girl?”

“Her pitch was to tell me that she was a hermaphrodite.” 

“That’s one hell of a pitch, Joe. Was she?”

“Nah.”

Right on cue, a tall figure with long legs wrapped in black leather riding boots and a bra top that wasn’t fit to handle the weight. She smilesd as she caught my eye and I felt that tug you sometime get when you’re hit with a smile rather than a frown, but then she walked closer. The hands were big, fingers long, fingernails painted black. It was a good facsimile of a female, too good maybe, but she had once been a man, of that I was certain. I wondered if that was actually a problem and if so why had I gone with Trixie last night? I wondered if the older you got the less you looked at the physical shape of a companion and the more you looked for, ever yearned for, some kind of soul mate, some connection, some cure for the pain of loneliness. In the end, it didn’t matter if it were a man a woman or a cocker spaniel who you shared the good times and the bad with, as long as it were with someone or something.  

“One thing you can’t deny about these ladyboys,” Hale said snapping me out of the thought and then right back into it. “They got balls.”

“Well, Trixie didn’t in the end. I wondered why I felt a connection with her. It felt as if we had known each other from before. Stronger impulses vibrated, the way hearts do when far away from home. I once saw a brother and sister, separated at birth, meeting for the first time. The chemistry between them was electric.” 

“The Ying and Yang, mate. Any modern man would need to find out, but I’m guessing you already knew the answer before you decided to discover the truth with your own peepers. A man just knows.”

“You’ve never been caught out, Hale? Surely there’s been the one moment or two you’ve been caught with your guard down?”

“First day, I arrived in a city not far from here. Checked into the hotel, dumped me luggage and ended up wandering the city, from street to street, road across road. You know how it is. You have to walk around a town to really find out about it, get your bearings, like. Well, I found a few bars on me travels, sunk a few beers, the sun came down.”

“Know that feeling. Other people are different from me, and generally, I don’t like them. Until, that is, you discover that they feel different to. You get lost in the cities and find yourself in a lock-down bar at three in the morning.”

“Sure, but then I realize the hotel key that’s in my back sky rocket, it just has a blank tag on it. No hotel name, nothing. I can’t for the life of me remember the bleedin’ name of the hotel. So I just start walking, panicking a little bit, but walking. Hoping I could just walk past it and remember it, but I don’t remember anything about the place except that they had two large parrots in the lobby.”

“Parrots?”

“Yeah. Big blue and yellow things.”

“Macaws?”


“Whatever. So I’m walking around and every time I see a hotel, I walk in and look for the bleedin’ birds.”


“That’s tough.”

“It gets worse. I’ve been at it so long now the sun is starting to come UP. It is like five in the morning. I’ve lost all will to live and then I see this figure approach.”

“Your ladyboy of destiny?”

“Well I knew there was something kinda WRONG with her, but I didn’t know it was a GEEZER. What could I do? I was at my wits end. So I told her about the hotel and the walking and bleedin’ birds in the lobby. She walked and I followed until we arrived at the hotel with the birds in the lobby. She remembered the birds. She had been there before.”

“Saved by the macaws?”

“No, it was more the parrots that helped me... Anyways she follows me up to the room and I try to say goodbye, thanks for your help and everything but now our paths must uncross, if you know what I mean.”

“But she insisted in coming in?”

“Certainly did, like, my first night in town. What could I do? She asked to massage me and I thought what the hell, maybe women in this part of the world naturally have more body hair. What do I know? Right? So she flips me over, and you can guess the rest.”

“So she escorted you home and gave you a happy ending?”

“What could I do? When in Rome do as the Romans do, mate.”  

I let that story burn into my memory before asking. “Are you still shacking with the dominatrix, Hale?”

“She gave me the boot.”

“Leather?”

“Sure, but since then I’ve been single and enjoying it. None of those long clingy break-ups with a Dom. When the Doms kick you out, they kick you out good and proper. I’m a Fun City geezer. Say the word and I’m gone, mate.”

“Stay lucky, Hale.”

“Always, mate.”

With that we separated, me moving towards Main Street and him back along the beach.   

I had a case to work on. 

Search and you shall see.

On Main Street, ordered a coffee from a café that served also as an art gallery displaying blood red expressionist oils framed in elaborate gold leaf. Sat on a green leather wingback and leafed through a stack of magazines. 

Looking through a copy of Rolling Stone the penny dropped. Looked at the photograph.  

Les Inrockuptibles

Then it hit me.  

Kurt was a major pop star. 

In France. 

THIRTEEN

JACK WINCED as the nurse poured alcohol over the open wound. Inside the Eye laboratory, he sat on the hospital bed and considered his options. His mind worked fast. The loss of his hands was liberating. Thousands of ideas sprung at him at once, all with an equal level of significance. Of course, he could have artificial hands designed, but a more interesting idea overshadowed this. “Keep the nerve endings active. Build an apparatus that accommodates a human being of my size and shape. I want to be hooked up to the program. I want to see and control the city. I want to live inside the Eye, control it, and become one with it. Can our engineers run with this? Am I making any sense to anybody but myself?”

“Of course,” a rat-faced assistant replied. “I will have the prototype developed in good time. Will put the logistics team on this. Bring in some of the scientists.”

“This needs to be seen as an opportunity.”

“And Jimmy?”

“Hunt him down and bring him in. I’ll work on the Punch program for him.”

“And Dylan?”

“We have the agent onto him, right?”

“Seems to be a hiccup there.”

“How?”

“She’s gone AWOL, hasn’t filed a report.”

“Dylan we wait for. His investigation into the French kid will bring him under the city. In the meantime, put another female agent onto him. Make some recordings and bring me the machine. Wait, I have a name for this machine. We shall call it the TRUST MACHINE.”

“The Trust Machine?”

“Yes, light me a cigar.”

“Yes, sir.”    

FOURTEEN

“IT WAS FUN. T.”

Scrawled on the hotel mirror in blood red lipstick. 

I took her vermillion words for it.

Took off my hat and counted to

One.

Two.

Three.

Suddenly, the street smelled like a good idea.

Played pool with a one-armed woman and lost some credits and self-respect in the tunnel.

“You want to play again?” She asked.

“Forget it,” I said. “It was fun.”  

Into the Red Zone and past women wearing tiny shorts, sitting hunched over tablets, cell phones, playing cryptic games. These Games were both real and artificial. Good businesswomen were known as Gamers and created a life intertwined between an internal universe of applications that offered their own reward systems such as cyber gifts and points used for discounts in shopping malls, hair salons, and exchanged for seats in cinema theaters. They also branched out and played the game of garnering sympathy from the Western Lands. Men who sent credits for promises of future liaisons or pictures of the Gamers in various natural poses were known as Sponsors. The Gamers’ lives, a version of escapism, or maybe not, perhaps to be online was as real as being off line. The Gamers were perhaps the bridge between the labyrinthine Red Night Zone and the men that pursued them. They flittered between fantasy and reality and were careful when choosing a live customer. They naturally preferred Japanese and South Koreans who often paid cash to look but not touch, and who likewise appeared to frequent a world of artificial reality since the technological and cultural revolution took ahold of their Eastern Cities.

There is always a special one. She is rude, hateful, makes false promises, but in her heart, she is strong. She knows what she wants, and brother, she knows how to get it. She plays those from the Western Lands and likewise plays the Japanese and the Chinese, with eyes and lies she feigns joy and pain for capital gain. Kelly had switched from a dancer to a Gamer and the switch had done her well. The loss of money or the potential loss of status in the hotel lobby is her biggest fear, but it is this fear that keeps her moving forward hoping to one day snare the ultimate dream of reincarnation into the blissful retired princess up in the hills. One moment she displays a diamond like deposition, sharp, precious, the next, a bird of exquisite prey, talons sharpened for the heart as she plunges osprey-like down to the pool of uninitiated pond-life washed up on the shores of Fun City. She flickers between these guises with effortless expertise. 

Her name is Kelly, and in another world, another time, we outwitted a serial killer.

When it hits, it hits, and there’s no explaining it. 

She sauntered up wearing fishnet tights and high-heels. 

A tank top that read:

PLAYGIRL

Innocent face, flawless skin, and a well-built yet petite figure, the mystery as to why the western male flocked to Fun City easily solved with one look at Kelly’s bright white teeth; teeth that she wasn’t proud of, one tooth was slightly twisted. I liked her that way. Certain women can set alight a fire that will never be snubbed out. We can leave them, they can leave us, yet something remains, burning, smoldering, a forever lasting ember. It matters not the way they look or the way that they conduct their lives. Once the candle is lit, it burns until the rain of cynicism falls upon it, yet, even then, the flame will reignite given the right conditions. That was the trouble with love. It was a thing that didn’t belong here. A thing that the wise had given up on years ago yet the ghost of a possibility dwelt within the foolish and the pure. Most were defensive, wary of attack, like stray dogs in the night that snarled when petted knowing full well that those who stroked were often those who bit or needed biting. She held her hand over her mouth while she playfully slapped my cheek.

“Kelly, you look hungry.”

“So do you,” she smiled.

“I know a place, French, La Buchan,” I half smiled, “not far from here.”

Nobody seemed to know if whether the Red Night Zone grew around the La Buchan or if the restaurant had squeezed itself into the zone. In the center of Happy Street, there it stood, darkly lit inside, six tables and a bar. I opened the door and caught the waitress looking Kelly over with vague resentment. I fixed her glare and raised two fingers. She led us to the table. Menus arrived written by chalk on a blackboard. La duck orange for me and the salmon for her, a carafe of vin ordinaire to share and warm bread complementary. I picked at a piece of bread and handed her the basket. “It is like a different world in here.”

“I was here one time, with a customer, he was a large pig of a man, a huge belly and he snored at night, and do you know what he sounded like? When he was sleeping?”

“No.”

“Well, you know when I was younger, my uncle owned a pig farm and we used to spend summers there. You know how they kill the pigs,” she lowered her face towards mine; “you know how they do it?”

“Never thought about it. With electric shock?”

“No, they take the knife,” she picks up the dinner knife to demonstrate. “It’s like this knife but much, much longer. They take the knife and one man holds the pig with his arms, holds the animal down so that it doesn’t wriggle and you know what the other man does?”

“No.”

“He takes this long knife and he pushes it deep into the pig’s throat and the pig makes this noise. You want to hear what it sounds like?”

“Sure.”

Kelly makes a noise, quiet at first, but then the volume rises and now she is bawling like that pig. The waitress looks over at us. The chef pokes his head through the service hatch. I nod slowly. “Yeah, that’s how my French boyfriend sounded while he was sleeping. He couldn’t have a wife with his pig noises and now he is probably dead.”

“How do you know that?”

“He drank, like you do, Joe, but he was fat too. Where do you put it all?”

“Mostly, I put it away. How do you feel about the Gamers, Kelly?”

“What you mean? Do I like them?”

“Do you know them?”

“Some. I used to be into that scene, but it is technical and just too distant. I like to look a customer in the face, see if he is ready or not.”

“Ready?”

“Yeah, ready for the taking.”

“You don’t feel guilty?”

“What’s guilt?

“It is a sort of like shame, but it doesn’t matter.”

The duck arrived first, a medley of stewed vegetables, mashed potato. Salmon followed; a pinkish steak with a light white wine sauce. The wine was dry. Silence entertained us as we ate slowly watching a businessman squeeze through the doorway and seat himself in front of a table and on a chair that creaked under his weight. “That’s not him is it?”

“Who?”

“Your French snorer?”

“No, that’s somebody else.”

“And how about this guy? also French?” I took out the photograph of Kurt and handed it to her.

“Wow, he’s kind of cute.”

“He was gaming?”

“Not sure. He’s not one of my clients, but there’s so many who play the life-enhancer games. I can check?”

“Yes, do that. He was a singer.” 

“What songs did he sing?”

“French ones. You haven’t seen him before? Look, you know, once you told me you were the perfect liar, Kelly. I told you that when a person doesn’t tell the truth you can tell it in their eyes.”

“Yes, ‘eyes don’t lie,’ you said.”

“Right, so with this Kurt, I need the truth. Looks like he killed himself. He was a musician, played guitar and sang.”

“I may have seen him before but I can’t remember it. Sorry, I cannot help you much.”

We ate in silence and I thought about the City. Many of the visitors came to Fun City and attached themselves to the indigenous females without the necessary language and cultural skills. Male and female sat and ate in silence all across the town. Some played with their life-enhancer accounts and some played with their food. The credit system was one way of monitoring the relationships between local and international visitor. All credits had to be explained and direct payments to those who were not in employment by the payee were considered suspect. To this end restaurants and shops, spas and salons flourished under the new administration as the city-dwellers found other ways to pay each other. The Punch administrators knew the citizens spending habits and used this information against them. Some citizens created false spending trails to keep the bloodhounds from the scent of their true expenditure. We paid the bill and stepped out into a cool blue night, sounds of piano jazz and blues guitars, smells of foods cooking in the street, the vibrant hum of rapid loud conversation engulfed the night.

I took her hand and squeezed it gently. “Tell me what you find out about the French kid, it’s important.”

Kelly nodded and lifted her left foot back, looked into my eyes and smiled. “I think about Jimmy, sometimes,” she said. 

“Yeah.”

“He died for what he believed in.”

“Very few people do,” I said, and it was true. Men went to wars they didn’t believe in because the television and the women who got to stay at home told them it was the right thing to do. Men spent the best years of their lives doing what they didn’t believe in and were slowly drained of life in nursing homes run by bitter faced care-workers who simply looked at a different clock – somehow their hours mattered more than those of the dying. Man strived to buy automobile and refrigerator and wear clothes that made him feel more like the hero he felt he always should have been. Jimmy was young enough to die in the heat of battle and few men have the chance to die a noble death on their own conditions. Yet, few men should have to. 

His death was my fault.    

She said no more. 

Instead, she raised her finger to my lips and spun on her junk shop plastic heels, spinning in the dirt, the rain, and the death, spinning to Jimmy’s memory... No one loved the downtrodden like the downtrodden and I had to make it to the Star Bar where the ghost of a friend waited. Most of those trapped in Fun City fell for the battered and the bruised. That soiled doll, scratched and humped by strangers, as it journeyed through the avenues of disappointment, cul-de-sacs of hopeless faith, damaged souls held onto each other in the Red Zone. They squeezed each other at night dreaming of a different time and a different place, both wishing they were somehow unique, uncomfortable with themselves or the person they were with at that given time. Their dreams were rarely the same dreams, but were dreams all the same. Disgusted by others who were like them, knew them, relied on them, owned them; they kept on walking through the magic and the loss...Sad still footsteps at dawn...Some had a lover waiting in their cheap cold-water apartment; we, the lonely, usually had nothing spare a nasty divorce and a container of resentments. Sure, we knew that devils had the sweetest of voices and by far the finest of tunes. Here they were everywhere, yes, a symphony of demons screaming magically doomed melodies up and down and out to the polluted starless sky city at night.

The Night Market.

Le Marche Noir.

Malingering frotteurists crept through crowds of bikinied women rubbing their hideous wandering hands together before groping a breast here, slapping a thigh there, a cheek over there. Like octopi, hands were everywhere turning the water into wine, the crabsticks into steak salmon and the croissants into buns. Forever and ever more the miracles were abundant...The Frotteurists - these public gropers took advantage of the rush hour, of every hour, positioning their trembling bodies against office-worker and shamelessly rubbing their erections against her  puzzlement while she, or he, the frottee, stood rigid, unable to move in the packed carriages - the shuttle trains that ferried commuters to the CBD. The women in the Red Zone were at least paid most of the time to be touched and a few, emboldened by their mistreatment, sick with the city’s women being continually man-handled in this way, turned to revengeful counter-frottage themselves. They targeted the perverts, and with cat-like precision, squeezed and twisted their quarry in the most public and private of places. Some wore knuckle-dusters to sharpen the intent of their cause. A number of perverts expired thus this way – death by commuter rage.   

The Gamers played on. The addiction to cyber technology in Fun City was only one addiction in a city of multiple addictions. Light and heavy, all feeding from a timeless spent desire, a sludge of primeval humanity, humming, rattling, vibrating along that small stretch of road where those men and women walked like insects, bugs, reptiles, creatures marching forward in strange patterns. Bizarre formations hungry for the poison that would eventually consume them like the sugar ant dies in sugar bowls they would die too of their own consumption. Smart drugs were fashionable for the brief period it took for the users to realize that they didn’t work as well as the traditional narcotics peddled on Main and Happy Street. 

On past the go-go girls and the Gamers, the chancers, the funereal strippers, the sliders, the outsiders, the green, the ripe, the ready for picking, for plucking, skinning. Cooking, chewing up and spitting out.

A stranded Trustafarian leaned against a brick wall smoking a Death Cloud Blue and drinking from a bottle of Tiger Sweat with the ingrate assurance of the terminally rich. For a fee, oversea parents were permitted access to behavior reports, assisting their calculations in determining credit allowances for their sprung off. Trust kids were multiplying in the City. Those with artistic leanings hung out at the Theater Bizarre and organized slam poetry competitions just outside the zone on the Street of Dead Artists. Most were  morally sound thus not to be subject to the interests of The Eye.  

However, most of The City’s residents were here on the last throw of the dice. Most came here before the credit scheme and the lockdown with dreams of freedom. Most saw the trap slowly closing but were helpless to escape it. They had their chance and missed it, and now watch their pensions eaten up by currency exchange rates and credit transfer fees. It cost more and more to do less and less in Fun City.     

They entered the nightlife zones hoping for salvation and time worn hustlers who played the long game picked them up. The long game is a confidence trick that can last twenty years or more. The Fun City hustler or Gamer fakes emotions and lays on the sex until a car just builds itself around them and a house is erected in the suburbs in their honor. Once the hustler is set up, it is good night Vienna to the sponsor, who often finds themselves back in the very place where the games begun.  

No one loves the downtrodden like the downtrodden. Here, they were everywhere, yes, a symphony of demons screaming magically doomed melodies up and down and out to the polluted starless sky in the City at night.

The Devil’s Breath had brushed us all.  

FIFTEEN

INSIDE THE Star Bar, Rose’s band played a tranquilized nu-gaze sound to the audience, about thirty strong, who were nodding out in unison. Rose leaned into the microphone caressing the stand as strobe lights broke up the crowd into white lines and nuggets of color and smoke.   

Rose and Jimmy had been inseparable, but Fun City had a habit of separating the inseparable. Rose had followed Jimmy to the city and only one of them had remained in it. Jimmy had lost his shit the night of the Push leaving Rose to fend for herself, and fend she did well. Painted eyelids fluttered like butterflies as tattooed arms worked the microphone. Rose, once a stripper, owned the stage. A ballerina dress two sizes too big hung from her cigarette-thin frame above a pair of Israeli-issue military boots. Spit and sawdust on the floor, sweat dripping from the ceiling, a  family-sized German drank from an oversized metal beer mug and watching the singer with the kind of interest a Siamese reserves for a house sparrow, said, “It is good, ya?” 

Told him it was and ordered a Mexican beer. Played with the label and thought about Kurt, the latest addition to the Fun City Skydiver’s club. Wondered what warped version of reality had led to the jump and what I’d be able to get from the hospital, figuring to make a visit in the morning along with the Immigration Department and the cigar-smoking American’s kid, Hugh. 

What did the arachnid mean? 

The drums galloped as the bass player journeyed along a familiar spidery line up and down the neck of his Fender Jazz. The guitar was building up, a teasing line played from an antique Jaguar. He broke into a power chord before scattering a series of notes and as Rose’s voice grew stronger, the guitarist put his foot flat to his stomp pedal. She sang something about a highway on the Pacific Coast. A driving song, yet Rose had been a passenger most of her life; the kind of woman who’d ride shotgun and screw up the directions but make up for it at the stopovers. 

What did I have on the kid? Kurt had grown up in a small town, a child with perfect pitch, he wrote school poetry to rival Rimbaud. Swooped up by a Parisian record producer Kurt was thrown into the studio to record his first album. He sang, strummed guitar, played the keys, slapped the bass, plucked the strings, sang backing vocals, recorded the vacuum cleaner, the rain against the window, played the sounds back through the mix, before being photographed, branded, packaged and placed on a grueling tour of Europe. This was four or five years back and the burning question was without doubt, ‘What was a French pop superstar doing in Fun City?’

The band, on their break, was hugging the bar. Walked up and flashed the photograph of Kurt to Rose who looked at the image and then lazily lifted her gaze before raising a hand and slapping it across my cheek. It wasn’t an invitation for violence, no it was more like an angry gesture and it wasn’t the first time I’d received one of those.

“Joe Dylan. Superstar Private Eye,” she said. 

“Look, there was nothing...”

Like anyone could have stopped him from joining The Resistance. She gently toyed with the brim of my fedora using her thumb and forefinger. “Didn’t know they still made these. How much, Dylan?”

“Not for sale, Rose. Still like playing with old wounds, huh?”

“Maybe I do. Maybe I don’t,” Rose said, licking her vermillion painted lips and staring at something that may have been behind and above my left shoulder.

“Maybe I couldn’t care one way or the other.”

“Ah, but I think you do, Mr. Detective. You do remember Jimmy?”

“Hurts ,” I said. “Look, Rose, not a moment goes by when I’m not thinking about it.” 

“Me too,” Rose replied, “but the show must go on. Look, follow me,” she glanced towards the entrance. “Those Eyes make me nervous.” She ducked past a group of drinkers and I followed her through the crowds and behind the PA system, through a curtain and into a backstage room no larger than a well-sized closet. She sat on a bass amplifier and brushed a hand through her hair. “He came here a few times. You could tell that he once had it, and had lost it. Sad really. Kurt, his name was. I just thought he was another drunk until he showed me some links. Guess he was a big shot who lost it all down the toilet. He wasn’t the first,” Rose loosened her boot laces, “and won’t be the last.”

“Was he using?”

“Scopolamine mainly. He couldn’t afford much else.”

“Who was he with and where did he hang out?”

“Who knows? What’s the interest?”

“He committed suicide this morning.”

“Really? I guess he was the type. Hit rock bottom pretty bad. Sitting around on the street shouting down into the drains isn’t normal.”

“The drains?”

“Yes, he was obsessed with the sewers.”

“Was he drinking at this time?”

“I never got close enough to tell.”

“Where did he hang out? Before the sewers, I mean?”

“I honestly couldn’t tell you, Dylan, although everyone seems to go to the Very Special People Bar or the bar next to it, forget the name, The Shaking Test? Don’t know what the big deal with freaks is. Maybe it’s a fad. Next year, the Goths and the Punks will be the flavor of the month again. This year, it’s all freaks, freaks, freaks... normal fit dudes are getting themselves mutilated to get in on the scene. It’s pretty sick. Maybe next year it’ll be something else.” Rose looked up at me. Her face was pretty, or at least, it once was before the piercings came to town. Now she was beautiful the same way a waterfall viewpoint is pretty, after the railings and the DANGER signs have gone up. She had straightened herself out pretty well after Jimmy died. She could have fallen apart but like most strong creative people in a crisis, she turned to art when the chips were down. She had guts and determination, and that was half the battle on the rock circuit. Getting paid was often a bonus.   

“Hope springs eternal, Rose,” I said not knowing if Rose was now a punk or a Goth, but knowing she was from some subset of one of the disenfranchised. I tipped my hat and figured the next call was the freak bars. I paid the bill and was just about to walk back out onto the street when a gravelly voice that sounded like it had been pulled up and out of Kurt’s sewers broke the vibe.  

“Time to pay the fiddler.” Frankie-the-Rat tipped his hat and I did likewise. The Transylvanian scopolamine dealer had a stiletto blade in his mitt, just for show, perhaps. He needs me fresh and paying. The Rat smiled exhibiting a gold tooth that reflected a shard of disco light from the mirror ball above. 

“I got a new job, Frankie. Should be in pay soon.”

“I don’t want to have you tailed, Joe. But guess what? I think someone beat me to it.” Frankie nodded over to an empty booth. I liked the way the Rat used the word tailed. “A man-with-no-hands was sitting there watching you with interest, Joe. What you been doing? Looks like he had you all sewn up for something real nasty.”

“Nothing out of the ordinary, Frankie, I’ll have your money. Have a gig with the Ukraine.”

“The only good thing to come out of the Ukraine is violence and vodka, Dylan. I’ll be here waiting. Good band this evening. And be careful of the man-with-no-hands. Rumor has it he is a transhumanist.”

“A what?”

“Trouble for me, and for you is what it means.”

The blade disappeared.

A yell broke out and a bottle flew above the band. A leather jacket was ripping up the joint and heading towards the stage, towards Rose.

The band played on as the leather jacket took hold of a monitor amp and rocked it back and forth. Rose dropped the microphone showering the leather jacket in feedback. He made it up onto the stage. I followed. The jacket grabbed at her ballerina dress. I rose to the stage, took the jacket by the shoulders, and spun him around. He had the face of a black-market undertaker, about as trustworthy as a python, hit him square on the jaw and he took it, rode it, and swung back at me landing it on the head. I took a step back and picked up the fallen microphone, swung it, the band played on, swung it and cracked him on the temple followed up with an uppercut, blood, kicked the leather jacket where it stung and he limped back out through the door and onto Happy Street. A patrol of Fun Police caught the tail end of the action, charging in and beating the black leather jacket with batons.  

Stopped at the bar on the way out, ordered another tequila shot, threw it back, and paid up. What was this transhumanist talk from the rat? Had he finally lost the plot? It bothered me. Outside, the streets were almost underwater. Footsteps slow and purposeful navigated around a gang of bar girls, past a man with a monkey on his shoulder, between a set of Korean triplets wearing matching gym shorts and sports bras. Then beyond a clutch of missionaries, between a pair of Arabs, beside a mime with his face painted white, in front of a nun with a Polaroid camera. Women in tight bikinis crying out to the tide of tourists, Japanese, Korean, British, American, Australian, all drunk, lost, heading to the next drink, the comfort of puzzlements, the answer to the impossible riddle, the dreams, and nightmares. The lies, the lizards, the greed of money and the woman with the magic in her hair waiting for that special one who holds the answer inside a crocodile skin wallet with a cold brass buckle locked tight. The one with the money, the owner of a heart made of cream cheese. Dutch or German, she couldn’t be sure. 

SIXTEEN

INSIDE THE Very Special people bar the conjoined twins both smiled across the table and lit cigarettes.

“We’re interested in the tunnel. How do we reach it and what do we find down there?” The smaller of the pair spoke. His movements cool and calculated as he lit a slim line Death Cloud.

“If I tell you, what do I get?”

“Time. Listen, Jimmy we can hear them out there. They will be banging down the door any moment, we don’t need to tell you that this is the only bar in the City that doesn’t have cameras inside. We can go to the door and tell them to come and get you, or we can say we never saw you tonight, it’s been busy, we’ll have a look around and tell you in five minutes. You removed the hands of a very important man. You took part in an attempt to overthrow the city. You work with us we get your ass back out on or under the street. How does that sound?”

“Got a paper and a pen?”

“A what?”

“Just hand me what I need and I’ll draw you a map, but promise me one thing?”

“Anything cupcake.”

“Don’t go down there. Don’t open the map unless you have to go down there. Don’t show anyone. Keep it to yourself. Can you promise that?”

“Sure, just draw the map.”

Jimmy pressed the pad of paper to the table and began to sketch where the overworld met with the underground. 

A knock at the door. 

Jimmy drew quickly.

The knocks on the bar door became a hammering.

The door opened. Shouting and arguing, a bottle broke.

A gunshot rang out as Jimmy hit the floor and crawled towards the bar.

More shots, a framed circus poster fell.

Next shot sent a pulse through his chest as the bullet hit . Bright lights as a pair of hands grabbed him by the shoulders and hauled his body up from the ground. Memories of hot summer afternoons, the Gypsy camp, Rose, Byron flashed in front of his eyes.

Blackness. 

––––––––

SEVENTEEN

THROUGH THE neon circus, the Red Zone, an elderly man takes a stroll in a park. I must make it to the Very Special Bar, and the only way is on foot. It is never about the arrival, nor the destination, it is about the journey. The Morphologist knew this, Trixie knows this, Kurt probably knew it, and Jimmy and Rose knew it. 

Jimmy knew it too well.

On through this wretched city. 

A bleep on the life-enhancer device. 

James Hale.

Propping up the Siamese twin’s bar. 

I swung a left and onto a street where a Chinese tourist had a shot glass lodged in his rectum a month or two back. Chinese told the story to a cub reporter. A van pulled him over in the middle of the night, pulled him inside and shoved the glass right up there, then drove around and threw him out on the street. Later, it was discovered that the shot glass routine was all part of a stunt for a new Fun City reality television show. 

Made it into the bar and Hale tapped the bar stool next to him. “News on our kid Kurt,” he smiled. “Creative kid was a big hit on the art scene but had recently vanished from his social circle. The Dead Artist scene missed him. He complained of being ill.”

“You think he was spiked?” I said. There had been rumors circulating for years about the deliberate spread of viruses through contaminated sources. Quite how close this brushed to conspiracy theory nobody seemed to know.  

“Well, the body was taken from the hospital and claimed by the French.” Hale took a long pull on his beer. 

“Any ideas?”

“I think he was under the city.”

“The tunnels?”

“Yup.”

“Rose says he spent his last days staring down into the sewers,” I continued, “And we both know what happened down there.”

“Right and The Resistance struck again. What if Jimmy is still down there, what if he needs us?”

“Then we go down there, Hale. Right now, I’m taking a trip to the Very Special Bar.  Rose says Kurt spent his time with the freaks.”

“I found some pictures,” Hale said. “Photographs of Kurt, shall I send them?”

“Perhaps, yes. Send pictures to my life-enhancer. I need to visit with the Very Special People.”

“Can I come along?”

“Not this time, Hale. I need to think.”

Taking a tiny pinch of the Devil’s Breath from the pouch in my pocket, thinking is just what I did. Visions, strange dead dreams, both clearer and more confused than any nightmare before – seek and you shall find, baby, seek and you shall find.      

EIGHTEEN

VISIONS OF Kurt, shirt and face covered in blood ran up to the fourth or fifth floor and threw himself down to a stretch of concrete. His face splattered and cracked like a watermelon, his brain matter mixing with the cerebral-spinal fluid creating a mix of greys and crimsons and an unforgettable green sludge flickering under those forever unforgiving blinking neon lights. But who knew how it happened? An Indian not-selling cyclist had fallen from his bike and he had puked right there and then on the street. He may have seen everything including the dude who did or did not push him from the balcony. Was this how it happened? Maybe reality television held the answer to the mystery. The street footage may hold some clue to Kurt’s demise. We must check the CBD, the television production companies, the Chinese crew. 

Violent treaties between man and woman and beast; a cart selling dried insects, crickets, beetles, scorpions, and a large water bug not unlike a cockroach. Cockroaches, rats, and a book by a beat poet somewhere in the zone. A teenage western woman wearing a bikini petted a slow Loris, while her boyfriend took photos with his life-enhancing device. The animal’s eyes were cold and watery. Primal instinct to attack dulled by tranquillizers or morphine or social disdain. Whatever. Another story. Up in the mountains, a tiger zoo. Tim (the tiger) went wild when his heroin was switched for baby powder by a zoo-boy who shot up Tim’s morph through the penile vein. It happened. Another story. Tiger ripped off a Finnish tattooist’s arm, made the Fun City Express. 

TIGER TIM TEARS LIMB FROM FINN

A lanky girl wearing skin-tight hot pants blew a kiss while stumbling back in mock embarrassment before her fat friend slaps her back and she expelled a laughter that pierces the hazy polluted sky. The night sky starless – all the stars were on the streets of Fun City sparkling with the twilight of infinite depravities. Impossible transsexuals strutting past drunken poker-playing comedians. Lights flickered like a dream machine night after night developing in this darkroom, and the visions keep coming, and coming fast, they came, and they came. A man dragged his one-legged body along the street holding a mug in his teeth. Beggar earned at least a thousand bucks a month hopping into the Penny Black Hotel for a shower and a treat from a street freelancer late on the rent. It happens. Another story. Close connections with the Fun Police who owned the street and rented it out to the various traders of clothes, food, pharmaceuticals, drugs to go up and down, ninja death stars, dildos, dime store pulp books, bodies, bodies, and more bodies. The Night Market. Thousands of bodies, bodies everywhere, bodies, bodies, bodies. Beggar body propped up on the sidewalk, cut in half, torso terminating at the waist, sinking into the streets...Bodies, bodies, bodies, black bodies, brown bodies, white bodies, old bodies, young bodies, bodies... The Black Market... Le Marche Noir... Fun Linna... Strada Felice...Enormous bloated quivering slabs of meat. Thin strips of meat, large slices, thick uncensored wholesome chunks of meat, meat, meat. Soft, tender medallions, rump, tenderloin, and sirloin, fillet, hung up before sale... The Night Market... Marche Noir... The price of a body... A person... A soul... A lifetime of dreams, sold...Sold to the highest bidder...La Marche Noir. 

“How would you like your human animal served, sir? 

Young and nervous or old and tough?”

The sickness swelled the stomach, the pain touchable and unimaginable, and the vision lasted and lasted and no Punch could erase that.  

....

Le Marche Noir.

Near Eastern man walks by shaking with the Saint Vitus dance, limbs lost control long after the mind had flown to yellow-breasted sunbirds of the east years ago. Shaking up and down the street, begging potential, sure, but somehow he doesn’t have it in him to beg. Shook-up faith, torn to ribbons, ancient belief systems, holy books, Mother’s final words. Tourists credited cash thinking that he was a street artist, which indeed he may have been, for all the street cared. A dark-skinned woman leans languidly against a billboard blowing careless blue bubblegum bubbles up into the oily night sky; the billboard reads:

SHELL WHITE

Intimate Whiteness.

She spits out the bubblegum and grinds it into the concrete with the cheap plastic sole of a street-side high-heel. A civet  struggling on a leash held by a dark-skinned adolescent male. Teeth white, wide smile, palm open for a coin. The animal snakes around the boy’s shoulders before leaping to the ground to chase one of the city’s large grey sewer rats back down the cracks of the sewers, where another world of rodents and snakes and lizards dwelt among the bubbling grey river of dark city waste. Guessed the civet wasn’t all he was peddling, everybody was peddling something and it usually meant their ass gift-wrapped in a box at the end of the final service. Few realized that they were really doing nothing but dying in Fun City. It happened. Another story. The Night Market. Intangible commodities like love and companionship sold most at the Night Market. George, little George, had been found dead and dusted in the Penny Black Hotel after he had drunk himself to the Dark Side on five or six bottles of Tiger Sweat a day. Invested half a million bucks through a girlfriend in an elephant sanctuary. She swung and swung so he worked as a volunteer at the sanctuary. She kept the half million and disappeared, and George, Little George, was shoveling elephant shite when the penny finally dropped at the Penny Black Hotel. Five bottles of Tiger Sweat a day until the night train took him away to a better, safer place. A place without flying elephants and no doubt without angels, grey or white, or pink. Another story. What is Fun City if it isn’t an elephant graveyard? A place where diseased, crippled, unloved and lonely men go to live out brutish, lonely, nasty, unethical lives in what they imagine to be peace and solitude. It happens. Another story. Some rented families, sponsored lovers and some believed their investment was true. Some died that way in that place. It happened. A place where the unloved fool themselves into believing they are loved. A place best to uninvest in. To observe, like a tourist. Spend but never invest. Watch but never participate. These were the lessons I taught in Fun City, in Happy Street, in the Red Night Zone, Turtle Island, the CBD, the Tunnel, the Dark Side, The Beach, Night Market, and at the Penny Black Hotel.  

The civet ran up to one of my brogues and sniffed. Lowered my body and offered a hand to the creature before it bared its sharp yellow teeth and raised golden back fur, arched in flight or fight. The animal excreted a musk like rotting meat left in a broken refrigerator. A man in a bar once told me the French used civet musk to make Chanel Number 5.

Took a step back and looked at the adolescent who broke into a stupid half-witted smile as if he’d just been caught jacking off. “You can train them, you know?” Maybe the boy once had dreams of a civet coffee farm, the animals were force fed the coffee cherries, refined the beans abdominally and shat out coffee for the receptive high-end tourist market. Tree goats in Morocco ran a similar scheme. Good business, but most businesses were dreams and these dreams, like all dreams, are all nonsense now to the half-witted-civet-boy peddling his ass and his god-darn palm civet in the Red Zone. A place best to uninvest in. Spend, but don’t invest. Watch, but never participate, because these stories happen. They do. The Chinese Reality show had been filming the street for a number of weeks. Perhaps the crucial forty-eight hours of Kurt were on camera. Made a note to visit the film studios in the CBD the next day.

Made it to the end of Happy Street before turning left into The Tunnel. Then stepping over sleeping bodies and around soliciting Gamers, carried forward into the bowels of the night. Further, deeper, into it.

Walked into a bar with a sign above the door.

VERY SPECIAL PEOPLE BAR

HAPPY HOUR ALL DAY

A dwarf doorman stood with mock menace at the entrance. “You been in here before? I kinda recognize your face. Except now, you look better, before, you were all puffy and red and battered up. It’s you, ain’t it? Aren’t you some kinda private asshole investigator type? First time I’ve seen ya walk a straight line. What’s ya name? No, let me guess, Jim, James, John?”

“Name’s Joe. And you?” 

“Charles, Chuck, Charley, what the hell you want it to be, baby. I’m not bisexual, I’m not tri-sexual,  I’ve tried everything. . You want a date big boy? They call me Chuck the Dwarf. I used to make big money doing dwarf tossing until they banned it outright. They said that it was morally unsound. Baby, it’s an art. Now I spend my time standing in front of a frigging doorway. Ethics are a waste of my precious time. You know which life I prefer?”

“Can I go inside?”

“You not interested in my story?”

“Well...”

Chuck looks at me and smiles “Well, I never took you for a macrophile anyway.”

“Can I go inside?”

“Does a squirrel shit up a tree? Course you can come in, Cupcake. You are invited.” The dwarf opened a red curtain and I entered. Low-lighting. A television screen showed amputee pornography. An old flick, a man in a wheelchair breathed heavily as a siren rode topside. The joint reeked of gin and thrush. Promotional posters of P.T. Barnum’s traveling gig hung from all walls. A syphilitic bearded woman sat at the bar sucking on a margarita through a bent purple straw. Her face heavily plastered with pancake, perhaps costume make-up, her hair set in rollers. Behind the bar, a hunchbacked bartender both palms flat on the bar. A tumor the size of a watermelon sprouted from his noodle. “What’ll it be?” Barman asked. 

“Soda water, no ice.”

He poured it straight from the bottle into an almost clean glass.

“Thanks,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Barnum,” the barman said.

“Cute,” said I. “What’s with the bullet holes?” I said pointing at the fresh marks in the walls. 

“Fun Police,” he said.

A tribal longneck woman sat alone while making a motion. Her tongue pushed the side of her cheek outwards twice. Her neck was the length of a man’s forearm with brass loops supporting the head. To remove all the brass rings at once would probably cause the collapse of the spinal column, resulting in a slow agonizing death. These women lived in villages in the north. Some say these are human zoos, frequented by tourists who took photographs and bought the T-shirts. The fact that some had traveled south to try their hand in the freak bars was of no surprise. Ethics of the practice were a political hot potato. Some thought the longnecks were simply keeping alive ancient tradition, and some thought it to be a barbaric way of life that should have been stopped years ago. I had no idea. Who was I to say how others chose to live?  

Instead, I stared at the hunchback barman directly and intently. “Listen, PT, I was here, not long ago. I remember speaking with a conjoined twin. The twin had a tiny body attached to the chest of a much larger host. I need to speak to both of them.”

“Can’t help you. I only just started working here. Not sure how long I can take it.” Barnum said. 

“Try,” We clicked life-enhancers. “Stick your neck out,” I flicked a glance at the woman sitting to my left.

“I know who you mean. Not many fit that description,” he laughed. “Tell you what; I’ll make a phone call.”

Keyed in a five and zapped it to him, “Do that.”

Ordered a Coca-Cola and watched the waves of humanity pass by through a frosted glass window. A female S head walked by chatting to herself, and almost bumped into a solvent casualty walking past barefoot, plastic bag, paint thinner in one hand and periodically inhaling. The Fun Police who both supplied and busted The City’s users kept the epidemic quiet. The glue sniffers weren’t even worth arresting. They had nothing but the street, and the police owned that already. New dealers would rise from the sewers hopeful of becoming the next big thing. The FP built them up a little empire, the cars, the women, the dough, before fitting them up and throwing away the key. That’s business enterprise for you. 

Divide and conquer. 

Fun City style.

The man to my right has Alien Hand Syndrome. His left mitt grabs at his right shoulder, squeezes it like a rubber ball. A butch transsexual walks inside followed by the twins. Two techno metro-sexual dwarfs discuss premiership soccer with the hunchback and the golf-ball artist. A cyberpunk thalidomide casualty lazes against the bar with one of her tiny arms clutching a Sea Breeze. A man with no obvious physical defects apart from bad teeth and a fearsome monobrow and perhaps a touch of Taijin Kyofusho (a crippling fear of social interactions) stands in the corner drinking a Coca-Cola and watching the patrons perform. The Very Special People bar was a safe haven for the socially awkward who felt comfortable among the physically disenfranchised. This, boys and girls, is both a zoo and a sanctuary, and amorous recreation is encouraged wholeheartedly. A smallpox victim argues about Fun Police brutality with a third-degree burns case by the jukebox. The twins sat in the corner. I watch the smaller bearded conjoined twin sip at a virgin pina colada through a twisted straw. Gossip, gossip and more gossip, the larger host sucks on a Coca-Cola. Ordered a soda water from the hunchback and walked towards the pair, brushing past a Burmese wolfgirl and a middle-aged barfly with the hangdog expression of an unsuccessful rapist. A woman ate a burger; her bloated body squashed into the booth, the City had recently passed the motion to include body weight as a legitimate medical condition, the sufferer receiving a rising scale of credits the larger they got. A father with two teenage children walked into the bar and took one long swinging look around the joint before walking out clutching his children by the arms. He’d be back, with or without them, I thought philosophically. 

“Hey, what’s up,” the tiny twin said. “I remember you stumbling in here the other night, brother? What brings you back?” His voice was all New York treble. If he had any balls, they hadn’t dropped, or if they had they hadn’t dropped too far.

“Something you said about not trusting the machine.” I sat opposite them. “I just can’t shake that sentence.”

“What about it?”

Lowered my voice to a whisper and came closer to the twin’s tiny ear, shielding the background bar noise with his hand, he said. “The Trust Machine.”

“I see. Big boy up there knows more about it than I,” the smaller twin said gesturing up at his host. “He doesn’t say much since it happened. We share a liver so I’m doing the drinking for both of us.” He giggled.

“Doesn’t he mind?”

“Oh, he minds all right. That’s why he’s giving yours truly the silent treatment.”

It was true. The larger host twin sat with his eyes fixed on something that may have been behind my left shoulder. 

His lips were closed tighter than a pissed clam.

“How did it happen?”

“We were both out together.” He stopped, caught himself, laughed, and lit a cigarette that looked like a blue whale stool cigar in his tiny mitt. “As if we have any other frigging choice, right? Listen, baby, I’ve had this asshole stuck to me the moment I wake up ‘til the moment I go to sleep for the last twenty-five freaking years. You know what that feels like? You figure out the logistics of taking a dump in the night... Jeeze, sometimes he wakes up horny and starts banging one out and it’s me who wakes up with a goddamn facial...Sheez... That’s how I got my moniker... They call me Cake Hole... You know what it’s like when you don’t got no time alone, Soldier?”

“Well, I’ve had some pretty tight relationships.”

“Something bad happens, you walk away, right?” He sighed and blew out a blue cloud of cigarette smoke. “Well, not with this one, sweetheart, not with this one. There’s no walking away from a liver. I gotta be telling you that already. So where were we? We were out in the zone. We’re both hitting the piss and vinegar like there’s no tomorrow after finishing a stand-up comedy gig at the Fun City Comedy Club. I do the jokes and High Tower here is the straight guy. We had a tight routine, Baby, kinda like a ventriloquist’s act and I’m the god darn dummy. Moving up and on in the entertainment world ‘til Big Stuff here quits drinking and discovers he got the stage fright. So I have to get rat-assed for him to stand up and then I forget my lines because I’m as drunk as a skunk and we get booed offstage... You see where I’m going with this?”

“Yeah, but you’re digressing. What happened the night your brother stopped drinking?”

“Right, yeah... So we’re in the zone as I told ya, and then some wise asshole with a cane comes up to us in the Champagne a-go-go and says something to High Tower up there. That’s his name High Tower. Cake Tower is our stage name. At least it was... Anyway, while he’s talking, this old fruit drops something in HT’s drink. He leans over and I watch him flip back the casing over the handle of the cane. It’s got like a nozzle inside. So he sticks the nozzle in HT’s snozzle, straight into his nostril and I’m thinking that it’s goodnight fucking Vienna. It’s been fun. Not the first time in my life that I felt like running... I’m thinking it’s a gun or something, you dig? But it’s not. There’s a trigger on the cane and he pulls it. No BANG, just a popping sound and the joker’s out of there. Still, I’m thinking it’s all over and start shouting, I’M DYING, I’M FREAKING DYING HERE. THIS IS THE END... But it isn’t since the next thing I know we wake up and HT’s got the shakes real bad, and he can’t take a drink anywhere. Complains about these bright lights so I tell him to ease off the juice, that we can do it together, like we have any choice... So we rent a small room and rattle and roll through it for three days straight. We just drink water and then on the fourth day, we both as randy as a tomcat with five balls, but every time we get some B-girl interested, High Tower wigs it with the lights and headache routine so we can’t make it with the frog scratchers. I got balls like frigging coconuts here.” Cake Hole pulled down his shorts to demonstrate a hairy little rambuten-like pouch, thus answering my earlier query regarding the smaller twin’s attribute of testis. 

I looked away and let the vision fade. “This man with the cane. Have you seen him since? Had you seen him before?”

The Siamese twin thought about it and shook his head. “Nah, but I’ve been keeping my peepers open for that mother, I can tell you.”

High Tower put his Coca-Cola down on the table and spoke for the first time. “I have. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught him going into the Neptune in Leather Bar. Sunday afternoon. Jazz. They don’t let us in there. Bar lady says we scare away the customers. Skipped a couple of bills back when I was drinking. Anyway. I have no business going where I frighten the customers. Plenty of places like my money just fine.”

“Thanks for joining the conversation, big guy. Any of you recognize this kid?” I flashed the picture of Kurt. 

“Sure,” they said in unison.

“That’s the French kid who was into performance art. He dug our live act. We saw him again at the Theater Bizarre.”

“The Theater Bizarre?”

“Sure, there’s a Situationist Comic Tragedy on this week. The Rat Trap. It’s something to see. Give our regards to the kid, such a sweet boy.” Cake Hole smiled.

“The kid jumped off a balcony.”

Cake Hole’s mouth widened. “That is tragic. He wanted so much to return to the stage. Full of life and passion for theater. What a swell kid.”

“Yep,” High Tower confirmed.

“Okay, are you a cop or a spook or something? I smell heat,” Cake Hole said.

“Private Investigator, Joe Dylan. I’m on your side. Let me know if anything strange, unusual, or normal happens. Any thoughts you have regarding the kid. When did you last see him?”

“Last week, he was sitting on the sidewalk on Happy Street staring at the gutter.”

“I thought he was staring at the stars.”

“Well, that one was special, creative kid, he switched between the sewers and the milky-way in a heartbeat, you dig?”

“Bipolar? Some creative types suffer from mental illness, strains of autism.”

The conjoined twin thought about it for a while, before saying, “Well, he sure had friends at the Theater Bizarre. Kind of sad what he was running from.”

“Running from?”

“The French stalker.”

“Right,” I said waiting for some form of elaboration, “must have been tough.”

“You know what they call it?” Cake Hole said.

“No.”

“Erotomania.”

“What?”

“De Clerambault’s syndrome. The delusion that somebody, often a celebrity, is in love with you.” I said, “I read something about this is in Metropolitan. What was the woman’s name?”

“He called her La Chienne.”

“The bitch,” I said. 

“He was sewn up tight with the group, even performed a couple of times. Then every time we saw him, he was with her, and then both he and she disappeared from the scene.”  

“Right. Was she pretty?”

“Yeah, she had potential. Kind of scraggly looking though. She certainly wasn’t going for the feminine look.”

“Got it. Thanks for your time. The streets wait.”

Back at the bar, a hunchback stood behind the counter taking an order from a paraplegic social critic with polished chrome bumpers and Go Faster stripes plastered onto his wheelchair. A pair of twins joint at the hip leaned with their backs against the bar sharing a mentholated cigarette, blowing smoke rings up to the rotary ceiling fan and talking about the latest found footage feature Freak Museum set inside the forensic museum. Dead Siamese twins pickled in jars, preserved serial killers, coiled centipedes, scorpions, curious specimens gathered from the jungles of the south and the dusty lands to the north. A man sat in the corner stroking an unleashed polecat; now and again, the animal ran up his pants leg and appeared through the zip of his fly, its head cocking from side to side. A female body-builder-cum-wrestler sits in an opposite booth next to an impossibly thin rubber man reading a copy of The Wild Boys. White (presumably domestic, although possibly just albino) rats ran freely around the floor slipping between and around customer’s sandals. In the far corner, a man with a pencil mustache, late stage Parkinson’s, reads a shuddering copy of Swann’s Way. Tequila. Oh, tequila. Ordered a row of three tequila, invited a woman, no visible physical defects, spare a cute facial mole, to sit down. Toying with an Ace double edition of The Narcotic Agent, she glances over before turning over each page. After a few pages and drinks, I have to ask, “What’s wrong with you?” She hitches up her skirt by way of explanation.

“Listen,” she says, “do you know the difference between guilt and shame?”

“Enlighten me,” I said.

“Take me,” she said, “as an example. Grew up from an early age knowing that I was a woman, but I had a problem with that, something in the way, you might say.”

“Yeah, I saw that.”

“Well, Mummy and Daddy didn’t like me getting ideas. Didn’t want me getting above myself. I was just another brick in the wall,” she laughed. “You see, people have a habit of having your whole life planned out for you before you ever have a chance to start living it. Dreams are slashed and nightmares encouraged. I wanted to be a singer. Broadway, vaudeville, wherever. I asked the world about it. The World said ‘NO.’  Then I wanted to be a dancer. I asked The World about it. The World said, ‘NO.’ The world has a real knack for saying, ‘NO.’ And you know what the thing is, blue eyes?”

“No.”

“None of the time that no is said ever meant YES. So you gotta work at it. You come to places like this where you can be who you want to be. You build a rep. You turn that NO into a YES...But what was I talking about?”

“Guilt and shame?”

“Right. Well, shame is who you are and guilt is what you do. Say I grew up thinking I wanted to be a woman and everyone in The World told me I was just a scrawny little man. This is true, I was. It made me feel so bad, as if I hated myself. I could cheat and steal shit and act like an asshole because I’d already been awarded the accolade of being a worthless scumbag. I had a free pass, baby, and boy did I use it.”

“Where does guilt come in?”

“I’m coming to that, big shot, I’m coming. When you tell somebody that they’re worthless, they usually meet your expectations. Well, as soon as you realize that it’s just some worthless asshole telling you that, and some never make it that far, you begin to shed that shame. You realize that you are actually who you are, and you’re just doing bad shit because the motherfuckers want to keep you down and doing bad shit keeps you down. Then you realize that you don’t have to do bad shit because doing bad shit is what got you where you are at. It is playing right into those crabass motherfucker’s claws. Some people are shits, baby, and don’t you forget it.”

“I follow.”

“Well, I’m looking into your big blue eyes and I’m seeing pain, and I’m seeing shame, sailor. When you wake up, do you feel bad about what YOU done or WHO you are?”

“Who I am.”

“Well, that’s shame right there, brother. That’s shame fucking with you, and you need to substitute that shame shit for guilt. First thing you can do is lose that girl Trixie. She’s trouble, brother, and that’s coming from a brother from another mother. Heard she put her husband in the Punch for money, and don’t be thinking the same fate won’t be falling for YOU.”

I stood and walked out of there.

You want to get advice? 

Well, if you want to get advice and get it good, go speak to the downtrodden in a Fun City freak bar.

––––––––

NINETEEN

READ AND we shall learn.

A splash of painters hung out close to the river in the Central Business District where they discussed tones and textures, while dipping pain au chocolat into iced cappuccinos. Challenging New Pieces were painfully conceived in cheap hotel rooms and put to life in studios, converted rice storage warehouses by the river, German coffee shops, Squeeze Easies and after hour jazz clubs. Novelists and poets called the Red Zone home. They sat in bars and coffee houses siphoning art straight from the source. Direct from the streets, bottling it up like crazed scientists, their Magnus Opus completed, they supplemented their literary empires by way of selling pseudo-psychological articles to newspapermen who harbored literary aspirations and recycled words like High and Concept. Drunken directors with grand budgets and treatments that shook like defecating alley dogs in a windy alley shot film. Photographers shot crowd scenes, civil unrest, demonstrations, and the general disorder ever present in a town with all the organization of a kicked over termite hill. The shooting of films and soaps, and also bizarre game shows exported overseas took place close to the CBD. There were huge superstar agencies where wannabe models and actors signed up to easy street, money and glamour in exchange for the right cheekbones, family connections and skin texture. Normally, these individuals ended up promoting pharmaceuticals at the foot of shopping malls or rattling tins for bogus charities at elevated train exits. The luckier ones entered high-class escort agencies, or joined teenage pop groups. 

Brett worked out of an office near the CBD and ran a talent nurturing enterprise for the aforementioned wannabes.

Seek and you shall find. 

Found that the sun had swallowed the night before dipping back behind the skyscrapers and calling the next act the moon. Evening had broken dividing the Red Zone and the CBD through that long over-ground tunnel with S&M joints, freak bars, lady-boy joints, s-bot hubs, techno clubs, hair salons, internet cafes, and rat infested restaurants lining either side of the tunnel. A small clutch of Progeria children huddled together shielding their prematurely aged skin from the Fun City sun, a honey badger scuttled along with kebab remains between its jaws. The tunnel, the scent of grounded chili, stale fish and a giant land crab that the locals dug out of the ground and then left until rancid before pounding it into a paste used to enrich pungent salads and perhaps souls. This smell took you by the throat, yes it did, and challenged you, like an obnoxious phantom coaxing you to penetrate the depths of that godforsaken tunnel.  

I walked past the casualties of the tunnel and out into the CBD, past a gang of officers who stood around formally and decisively distributing their authority to any suspicious passersby.   

Arrived at a tall office building that rose up thirty floors where the cigar ash clouds obscured pastel blue sky. Reception housed a middle-aged woman, immaculate grey hair bearing one gold tooth smiling painfully on my approach. Exchanged with her a business card for a building pass, took the elevator up fourteen floors, and walked out through a set of automatic glass doors into the offices of TUC productions. The receptionist was just out of university and radiantly emancipated. In Fun City, the women became more beautiful the higher up you rose. Flashed the building pass, mentioned a name, and a smile like a Pearl White ad granted me access to above.

“Yes, Mr. Brett is free now. Let me make a call.”

She did that and after doing so, waved me through giving vague directions to Brett’s office. A youth of about twenty with flawless skin and a wide nervous smile brushed past. He wore a singlet vest over a muscular body. Obviously, no stranger to the gym, the youth radiated the kind of confidence talent agents humbly nurtured. His ass swished and swayed past reception and towards the elevators.

Brett, middle-aged, American, white hair, and a pinkish complexion, sat behind a large hardwood desk, clear, spare a flat computer screen, keyboard, mouse, and a mug of coffee. He smiled as I walked into his office and sat in the opposite chair. He joined his hands above the desk like a church steeple and I couldn’t help but silently compliment his manicurist’s handiwork.  

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the wandering gay blade himself, Mr. Dylan. You are looking well, and,” he looked over my suit, “I love the outfit. It is so you, darling.”

“Thanks,” knowing that he hated the suit and knowing that he didn’t rise to the fourteenth floor by saying what he thought, added, “You are looking rather well yourself.”

“One has to make an effort now and again. Did you see Lilly in reception? That outfit? I mean, what was she thinking?”

“She looked fine to me.”

“Well, I’m sure they all do to you, you old scamp. And I’m not looking well. Don’t try to tease me. You’re the detective. Looking well? Nonsense, even the local Gamers don’t give me a second glance now, darling. I’m past my prime and let’s make no mistake about it. But if one is to be past his prime then this is the town to be past his prime in. I’ve just been auditioning a singer. Isn’t it terrible when they get nervous and their throat goes all dry and at the worst possible time? Well, we all know what it’s like to have once been a budding protégé,” Brett pursed his thin lips as he took a sip from a mug of cappuccino. “How can I be of assistance?”

“I was wondering about filming in the zone?”

“A new career,” Brett’s eyebrows raised. “And why not?”

“Retroactive footage is what I need.”

“Oh, you aren’t making one of those ghastly found footage monstrosities.” 

“Not yet, Brett. I have a case, quite serious. Child’s been abducted. English family.”  It was a bad lie, one that could be checked up on, but I figured that I could always say that the family had been told by the kidnappers to keep quiet until the exchange. This was the norm with kidnap and ransom cases. Nobody was being hurt by the odd untruth. And Brett worked in a business founded on lies. 

“Ghastly business.”

“Yes, and I figure if I can have access to any shooting done in the twilight evening back in February this year, I can follow a trail to the monster who is doing this.”

“Can’t say I follow, if the child was just recently abducted...”

“Yes, but she wasn’t the first. She is however the first Westerner. I am telling you all this off the record.”

“I see. But we don’t usually shoot there.”

“I’m aware of that; however, I am also aware that as a production company, you have access to overseas footage, the owners of that need you to front their productions here. Scouting honor and all of that?”

“Yes, perhaps.”

“Particularly, the Chinese game show.”

Brett made a face. “What a ghastly charade. Thank goodness they’ve left and taken their filthy little pantomime with them.”

“You still have some of the footage?”

“If it were up to me, it would have been sent down the garbage shoot with...”

“You can find it?”

“If I have a little one to one with the location scout, will that help ease your mind?”

“Can you do that?”

“Give me some time, Joe. I want to help you. Maybe if I explained that it was a delicate situation and...”

“Tell them that there is a law suit taken out by the family of the Chinese guy who had the glass shoved up his ass, and you need to review the footage to protect the company from hovering litigation. Then lay the child kidnap angle on them as an afterthought. If they don’t want to play ball, I’ll telephone with a lawyer routine.”

“Nice angles.”

“Not if you’re on the receiving end.”

“Well, I’ll see what I can do, but I have classes all day, vocal practice, sound checks. Tomorrow?”

“Twenty-four hours,” I handed him a card. “I’ll make it worth your while,” stood and shook the elder man’s hands, catching a glint in his eye as I did so.

“In that case, I’ll have it to you by this evening, say eight PM my place?”

“The numbers on the card, big boy,” I added. “Call me when you have the file. Tomorrow’s fine.”

TWENTY

SHOP ENTRANCE. 

The Street of Dead Artists.

A row of cocktail lounges and bars specialized in fetishes, secrets, dreams, and sacred vices. The proprietor of the only art store in the Street of Dead Artists was still known as Ajarn. He had left the monkhood and now owned the only art and supply store on the street where he dealt in old and ancient curiosities. 

Dust smeared windows and photographs on a wire rack outside the glass front door. Looking closer, postcard prints, black and whites, urban men and women, naked bodies posed in hotel rooms. Emotionless, like Hopper creations, women sat on beds, knees drawn close to their chest; a man smoked a cigarette while considering the traffic through the steam-smeared hotel window. A girl and a dog played by the beach while a man in a raincoat looked out far to sea. 

Seagulls wheeled in the sky years ago. 

A bell on the door, I rang and entered. Larger black and whites hung on the bright, white walls. City scenes, skyscrapers; an office worker spoke on a rotary telephone while a young woman in a short skirt and long boots passed him by with a curious expression. A line of fishing boats by the harbor, boats painted green, reds, and blues. A large hardwood table, middle of the shop, books on the table. Hardbacks, coffee table books, photograph books, travel guides. An Asian man with snow-white hair and smooth skin appeared from below a counter and rose with a smile as cold and remote as the pictures he peddled, before noticing me, the icy gaze broke to be replaced with a friendlier one as I approached. “Joe Dylan, is that you? Can I help?”

“Ajarn, I hardly recognized you without your habit.”

“The present moment is not what it once was. I’m an old man... I grew hungry in the afternoons. My physician demanded that I retire from the cloth, is it not fair?”

“All is fair that happens, Ajarn.”

“Like the loss of paper money? Well, any purely quantitative factor by nature must devalue over time. The awful moment may come in your lifetime. No money or credit will buy anything and the whole show will simply collapse. And you, Joe Dylan, still haunted by the Demon Dreams?”

“Something new troubles me.”

“Explain...”

“I wonder if you can tell me something,” I took out the spider and handed it to him, “about this?”

He looked at it for the length of time it took a cockroach to walk the length of the room. He weighed the metallic spider in his hand and grunted twice, the lines in his face tightened before an exclamation of tired air relaxed the furrows. “Follow me, inside.”

Through a beaded curtain and into a dark room with a tiled floor, two mattresses surrounded by an opium bowl, and both the room and the bowl were empty. The old man approached a cabinet and took out a book, leather cover, pages made from rice paper, opened it. “This here is similar, is it not?” 

Swirling patterns, faint greens, reds and blues, I looked closer to see a long-legged beast with fangs dripping with blood, behind the spider spirals in black Indian ink. “What is this?”

“The spider’s name is Opus. He is, according to ancient beliefs, an evil spirit who feeds from the Three Distractions.”

“The three what?”

“Distractions. At least the closest word I can think of distraction or maybe hindrance. These three activities stray the pupil from the noble path. Rule one is the use of mind or mood altering chemicals, alcohol, drugs. The second is the pursuit of sex outside of a loving relationship. Vice, I think you call it. Sex and Drugs outside of family and medicine was once frowned upon by the once inhabitants of the land on which this city now rests.”

“And the third?”

“The third law is violence. Violence with reason is sometimes permitted. The attack of a nation or a person for personal gain, monetary or otherwise, is not encouraged. The kind of thing you Westerners enjoy doing. You see, money is not a good enough reason to go to war. To protect your family, you may defend yourself, but you must not go out attacking families to protect your family. It does not work that way.”

“Perhaps. Tell me the history the story of this Opus.”

Ajarn clears his throat and stares into the middle distance as if the knowledge is somehow visible, and he only has to visualize it and then capture it in order to explain it. He clears his throat, sounds of winds in cherry blossom trees from Japanese gardens, and begins. “Master Fern was a son of a prince. As a young man, the palace thought him to be a promising warrior and a huntsman of great skill. The subjects enjoyed his early wisdom. But his mind wandered and eventually nature became him, and thus his body did follow his mind. In the year of 1888, this is the ancient Buddhist calendar, not your western model, Master Fern has left behind a life of wealth and luxury to become a kind of prophet poet drunkard who believes he can find the answers to the universe through the derangement of the senses and pleasures of the flesh. He is twenty-one years old and he stumbles into the town, which would eventually become the city in which we now both stand and talk in. In a way, you could say that Master Fern founded Fun City. Come, sit down.”

A rosewood sofa, a sea chest, a table, Ajarn laid the book down and slowly turned the pages to reveal images of Master Fern as a young man living in the palace, hunting in the forest, concubines in the palace, elaborate silk and cloth furnishings, great feasts, roasted jungle fowl, musicians, poets, fortune tellers. Luxury entwined around him like the roots of a giant strangling fig tree as he spent more and more of his inherited wealth and explored excess in all its guises. Drugs, potions, serums, spells, and the Goddess in the lake with a body as firm and as solid as the rocks her pool is founded on. Caves, mountains; lizards with the attribute of speech. The book transfigured for several chapters to a kind of karma sutra, brush illustrations of the prince’s son in various sexual positions, mostly passive. Then the pages become darker as we assume addiction and decay did set in. He is sitting in lowly lit rooms alone with his pipe and his bottle to one side while writing in a journal. The caves and the outdoors are forgotten, apparent only in dreams as the story unravels. 

“The palace had to do something about this,” Ajarn continued. “It was both a shame and an embarrassment as stories of Master Fern’s excess became renowned folklore in surrounding kingdoms. Word got back to the palace. The shame of it led to Master Fern having a massive stroke. The mother, for by this time the father had died in shame, employed the services of a Forest Woman, a woman with knowledge of holistic medicine.”

“A witch?”

“Almost,” the old man turned the pages. “Here she is, her name is given as Zeline,” Ajarn pointed at a picture of the woman in the book.  She had dark waist length hair. Her eyes were wild, large, and colored hazel, her body was thin, birdlike. “Zeline put together a medicine, a type of magical potion from four hundred and six different plants and flowers found in the jungles surrounding the City. Whoever drank the potion, which she called Loma, was said to drive out the Spider demon Opus from their body, and the taker of the medicine was said not to be effected by the city’s intoxicants and pleasures of the flesh. Some say that these stimuli simply had no impact on the user, and others said that the user would recoil back in pain once exposed to these sinful acts.”

“But Master Fern was given the potion?”

“Unfortunately, yes. After sending a beautiful woman to seduce Master Fern and give him the potion, Zeline was taken hostage by an old enemy. That was last anyone saw of her. Only she could reverse the spell and Master Fern traumatized by his new unwanted purity, took his own life, leaving only this book.”

“The text,” I pointed to the scroll that captioned each of the images, “Is it written by Master Fern’s hand?”

“This is a reproduction of course, but yes, these are his words.”

“Can you read them?”

“Bits and pieces, but the language is old, maybe there is someone...”

“I want to retain you to have this book translated, invoice me the price for the job and the expected time frame and I will credit you once the job is complete.”

“All these demands.” 

“I am what I am what I am,” I said.

“Yes, you are,” Ajarn replied. “Indeed you are.”     

TWENTY-ONE

HALE SAT on his usual seat in the corridor looking like a man in a hurry to get nowhere soon. There were no other customers in the bar and the woman running the joint was sitting out back playing on her life-enhancer device. Outside on the street, two young women walked with an otter off the leash. I’d seen them the year before walking the otter, and back then, the animal was slim and held tight on a lead. Now the animal, plump from too much feeding, walked unleashed. The otter didn’t stray more than two steps away from the two women. The wild animal had been fed and cared for and had somehow become domesticated, and this gave you a sense of hope for the citizens of Fun City, or the citizens of any city.   

I ordered a soda water, no ice. “What do we have on the French kid?” 

“He was a tunnel brat,” Hale said, before realizing. “I’m sorry. I know you were close to Jimmy.”

“I tried to find a way to meet The Resistance,” I said, and it was true, after Jimmy ran with The Resistance, there was no way to find any of the other members, the ones still alive had vanished. “There’s a way down, I know it exists. Before Kurt died, he was seen staring down at the sewers. But why did he leave them and why didn’t he go back to them?”

“Perhaps they couldn’t risk it. Perhaps he was working for the City?” Hale took a long hard bite on his bottle of Tiger Sweat. “I found out through one of the theater mob. They have that Bizarre show on the Darkside. Kurt was seen there many times. Apart from that, we don’t have much. He was in credit according to my source. He hadn’t been Punched yet. What is it like, The Punch?”

“Listen, Hale, I don’t want to talk about it. You may find out at some point, but I hope you don’t. The Eye and the shit spotters cultivate an inconspicuous appearance; many of them are around us each and every day. The Punch rewires your conceptions. Much of it happens while you are out cold. You wake up and you SEE things. This is the worst trip you could imagine. We are not talking little fluffy clouds.”

“Uh uh.”

“I tried scopolamine. A dry mouth and terrible visions.”

“Are you sure? You might still be under the influence, you’re looking a bit green around the gills, Joe.”

“I’m fine. Just need to reconnect and straighten out.”

“You still with the woman?”

“Nah, I found out she was playing me. Turns out she was a shit spotter.”

“Really?”

“Yup.”

“The private dick beat at his own game.”

“Almost.”

“C’mon,” Hale said. “Let’s hit Happy Street, go to a go-go bar, watch some dwarf sex, throw some cats up at the ceiling. You know there’s this new bar opened called Hobbit House, completely staffed by dwarfs who, get this, they all wear these little Velcro suits with handles attached to the suits. They serve beer, you know, like real beer, none of this local moonshine, and you pick up the dwarfs and you throw them right up at the ceiling, the walls and the ceilings are made of this Velcro too. So you pick up the little fellow and you throw them at the wall and they just hang there, like, stuck.”

“Not tonight, Hale. I’ve got a date with immigration this afternoon and then I have a lost American to find. Hugh Simmons. Put the word out.”

“Sure,” Hale took out a notebook and wrote something inside it.  “You aren’t up for the dwarf show?”

“Nah.”

TWENTY-TWO

IMMIGRATION. 

LOVE it or go crazy trying.

The City liked short-term visitors. Fly in. Exchange your money for Fun credits and get the hell out when the well runs dry. Those foreigners that tried to make the city home faced intense resistance from the F.C. Immigration who were run by the F.C. Police department. Located behind the Beach Road, the Immigration Department bustled with stagnant activity. Processing was painfully slow as grey officials scrutinized documentation with full intent of rejecting all applications, unless they had little choice but to concur. In the event papers were in order, the pen pushing psychopaths explored moral or ethical reasons to deny applications. Some applications were denied on the applicant’s physical appearance, the color of his skin, the cut of his cloth, the make of his shoes, or the crookedness of his teeth. 

Corruption was rife.  

Applications were processed based on the morality point system. Those who engaged in socially conscious activities such as reeducation and attitude adjustment programs were awarded morality points. These points were crucial in obtaining a visa or visa extension. Those who were seen partaking in Fun City’s nightlife were deducted morality points. CCTV and facial recognition software worked in tandem with the immigration’s internal computer systems to filter out undesirable applicants. How any foreigner managed to obtain a visa was anybody’s guess, but it is likely that morality points were rewarded in exchange for cash donations to the morality fund. Immigration officials were, like all Fun City officials, corruptible. I slipped a credit token code inside a tourist map and wandered into the building looking for the most corrupt looking official. Didn’t take long to find her, she had the nose job and the boob job and looked like she was saving up for the ass implants. She had fine legs for going to and fro in the City and walking up and down on it. The ass was sitting on a chair and I took the chair opposite to the ass. Waved the photo of Kurt at her, gave her the name and the date of birth and she tapped a few keys into the terminal. Tip, tap, tap, tip. She smiled painfully as she did so. 

Better watch it, I thought. Botox isn’t cheap in the city.

“Landed fourteen months back. Tourist visa. Hopped over some borders and reapplied for a new visa. Never worked. Didn’t study. He is now overstaying his visa,” she told me.

“Well, the over-staying is over. Kurt is dead.”

“Dead?”

“Yes, fell from a balcony.”

“But the computer tells me he is still living here.”

“Is the computer ever wrong?”

“No.”

“Was he on the list?”

“List?” The officer pretended she didn’t know of the government list. She was lying. The list contained names of those whom were considered undesirable subjects fit for attitude realignment or deportation. The list is what is compiled each night over whiskey and a game of cards. I knew for a fact that I was on it. Took her coyness as a yes and stood.

“Thank you for all your help.”

“No problem.”

“I have one more name.”

“Yes.” 

“Trixie Sloane.”

The woman made an enquiry into the terminal and read the print back. “Age twenty-nine. Work visa. Employed by the council.”

“What as?” 

“She is on the tech development team.”

“She works for the Eye?”

“The exact position is classified, sir.”

I nodded, stood, and got the hell out of there.

Thinking Trixie was in undercover to find out something, but what? What did that make Sloane? An officer? All immigration had told me about Kurt was that he was legal ‘til not long ago, and all she had indicated was that Kurt was being watched by the immigration because of his perhaps immoral behavior. That narrowed him down to one of a couple of hundred thousand in Fun City. At least no alarm bells rang when I mentioned Kurt’s name, and that told me he wasn’t into anything criminal or ethically suspect. That reduced the bill by quite a few thousand. I had a hunch that Kurt wasn’t murdered, but I didn’t think that he had committed suicide. He was somewhere in the difficult middle. He died because of something, not because of someone, but just what was that thing and why did he die because of it?

Seek and you shall find.

The Windmill Hotel, once a proud establishment had grown tired and miserable. Fun City’s monsoon picked up acid from the Dark Side and threw it down as rain on the Beach Side buildings. What was once white block was now a mottled grey and yellow. Six floors, large rooms and balconies, old school style, high railings, low rates, cockroaches and rats. The cigar smoking American’s kid had a room on the third floor. 

Knocked on the door. It opened. A bronzed woman stood there and I kid you not, she spun around three hundred and sixty degrees as if she was on some sort of catwalk. She was spilling out of black lace underwear, and, yes, it was quite a sight. Yes, sir, large of hip and bust and a tattoo of a temple on her back she hailed from somewhere in the Far East, she smiled wide, revealing perfect rows of white teeth and the world stopped being so bloody self-assured and aggressive for a moment. Told her I was a friend of Hugh’s and she bowed and said, “Welcome to the party.” Walked in as you do. High on some sort of psychedelic enhanced by a stimulant, she brushed against me as I took a seat and looked into her eyes, ecstatic eyes wide with something close to full-blown enlightenment. Her breasts were full, and her nipples were hard, strong and pushing through the lace. She stood there in front of me, legs slightly apart, hands on hips, half naked, full woman, bursting out of it all. Her cheekbones were high and her mouth was wide and it always amazed me why all the beautiful ones were always crazy, and I’d developed theories about it. Like the beautiful ones don’t have to develop a sense of character, as they never need to, they just get opportunities handed to them time after time after time. Perhaps that wasn’t it. I didn’t know, but what I did know is that you will find it hard to meet a woman who is a bigger pain in the ass than an ex beauty queen or film star who has gone to seed, and sits drinking the gin watching the new wave of female enter the scene and steal her show. Resentment and fear are both angry horses to be pulling your carriage, especially when they’re running in different directions.

This one was in the final stages of being top shelf, mid-thirties perhaps, but taking into account the drugs; she could have been twenty-three.  

The American was sitting lotus position on the floor. Eyes closed, hands in a prayer motion. “He has finally discovered himself,” the semi-naked bronze exclaimed. 

He’s discovered more than that, I thought.

“Does he come out of the trance?”

“Now and again. He can’t hear us now. We can do whatever we want. He usually comes out of the trance to eat, late afternoon. You know, sometimes, he’s just like a little tortoise, sleepy little tortoise head.”

“How long has he been like this?”

“One day, maybe two. Little tortoise has to phone home, little tortoise has to phone home for money,” she cackled. “Spent a few hours crying and this...Little tortoise...” She waved her arm at him, her left breast partially liberated from the black lace bra. My god she was beautiful, but crazier than a cut snake this bitch was.

“Are you his girlfriend? I mean how long have you...?”

She gave me a look that suggested marriage between her and Hugh hadn’t been on the cards. She put both arms on her hips and pouted. “We are together. Sort of,” she cackled. I held up two fingers to indicate twenty credits and said, “Okay, put your clothes back on. Time to go home.”

She looked at me as if I were a Fun City sewer rat so I tapped another ten into the life-enhancer and swiped her wrist. She started to undress. She was changing her underwear. The black lace was replaced by blue cotton. Finding a pair of shorts and a tank top, she slipped them on in record speed and grabbed a handbag from the kitchen. Turned towards Hugh and lifted him to his feet. The apartment was the same as many in the city, dishes piling up in the kitchen, an unmade bed, and a shower that I got him under and twisted the faucet. Wondered for a minute if he was catatonic before he responded by opening his eyes and trying to say a word, what was that word, it was useless, dead to the world. I got him back into the living area. He made a gesture as if wanting to pay a bill in a restaurant. Some paper sat on the table. Passed him the paper and pen and let him draw it. 

A spider.

Once finished, the pen dropped from his hand. Eyes closed.

Pulled Hugh up and fireman carried him to the elevator. Got him out of the room and down to the street. Sirens bellowed from the street. FP cars pulled up. An officer I recognized as Col Kult strode towards us, smirking as he lit a Honduran cigar. “Taking out the trash, Mr. Dylan?” he said as a smile danced across his lips. “Again?”

“I can explain.”

“Of course you can,” he replied, “at the station.” 

TWENTY-THREE

TWO CHAIRS, a desk, grey walls and ceiling. Kult smiles at me like I had just been pulled out of the pond, and although the catch wasn’t big enough to feed his ego, he wasn’t prepared to throw it back into the water just yet. He relights the Honduran cigar and examines the cone of ash as if it had begged a question. “These foreigners who come here to die. It is a problem for us, reflects badly.”

“The City loves all her residents?”

“Yes, every single one of them,” he smiled like a shark in the shallow reefs. “The City needs to answer questions. Questions like, what was a once young healthy man doing dead in the arms of a resident who has, to be quite clear about it, been interfering in things that he shouldn’t be interfering with for much longer than we would, ahem, like to consider reasonable?”

“If you want to deport me just say the word. I am more than happy to leave The City.”

“Yes, you say that, but are you really, Mr. Dylan? You see, you have made a life here. One of the few foreigners to make a life here.”

“It is not much of a life.”

“But you like our dark hours, isn’t that so?”

“Well, I like them better than the light ones.” 

“What can you tell us about the dead boy in your arms?”

“I can tell you that you already know whatever or whoever killed Hugh, and you are just looking for a scapegoat. I can also let you know that without evidence that I was the one responsible for the kid’s death, you have to let me go, in let’s see, three hours and forty-six minutes, referencing section 5 sub-section 6 paragraph 7 of the manual furnished to you by this good city. Book me and I’ll be gone.”

“A wise ass,” Kult smiled, “nobody likes a wise ass.”

“Better to be a wise ass than a dead ass,” I leaned over the desk. “How about one of those cigars?”  

“How about a statement?”

“Are you recording?”

“What do you think?” 

“I think it doesn’t matter either way, but let’s assume you are, so this is my statement. Yesterday morning, approximately 11 am, I get a call from the States. The father of the deceased asks me to check on his son. Says he has been too liberal with his spending in Fun City. I check the address and two present: Hugh and a woman whose name I didn’t catch. The woman left. Hugh was in a trance. I carried him down to ground level and that is when our paths crossed. I’m figuring the woman called you hoping that together you and her could bully me, scare me into paying some sort of release fine. I’m talking about an admin charge of some description, money under the table, a bribe. Well I know the City and the rules, and my lawyer, Mr. Sangsamanan, is just a call away. Which brings us up to this point in time. Has my client been made aware of his son’s death? I have his contact details. The time lag between the death and the reporting of his death to the parents may be problematic. I mean you don’t want the old man reading about it in the morning paper before he’s been officially told the news. Do you?” 

“You will report back?”

“I’m not going anywhere. I have nothing to hide.”

“Very well. And you will give us a copy of your report to the client?”

“Of course, this is a suspicious death. I would say, probably, from the way he went so suddenly that it was a brain tumor, but the hospital will confirm that for us both.”  I stood. “I am of more use to you out of this place than inside it.”

Kult tapped his cigar ash into a mother of pearl ashtray. “Work with us, Mr. Dylan. Not against us.”

“Sure,” I said and made it out of the station. Onto Beach Road. The sun was right above the City, rays beat down throwing a hazy film over the town. A jet ski ripped across the bay. A lone swimmer swam far away from shore. A group of pigeons pecked around in a pile of garbage spilled from an overflowing dumpster. The Beach Road was locked with traffic, Honda motorbikes, SUVs, taxicabs and sports cars. Bars, hotels, cathouses, guesthouses, massage parlors, beauty salons. A grid of bars stretched behind where Beach Road met the Red Zone to the east, and the Dark Side to the west. I turned and headed back to the Red Zone.  

Kurt spent his last days in the Red Zone, what for? I couldn’t tell, but somehow, someone, something was pushing the case further through the night and into the dawn, as if it were a game to be played to the finish. Hugh, what was the Spider angle?

How did the Devil’s Breath figure into all of this? 

Points awarded for endurance.

I made it to a bar on Main Street and ordered a bottle of death. Drank myself into a dark corner where we acquainted ourselves with each other. Death and I got along just fine. The truth was, I was comfortable with the concept of dying, fantasized about it, danced close to it, and courted it. We must keep trucking forward, it was essential, it was what Fun City was there for, its purpose, its very nature the wild sea of sin on which lonely vessels such as Kurt’s sailed. Below us were man-eating sharks. One false move and we were fish food. Drank myself further into that corner, drank myself stupid to the memory of all those who had fallen and those still standing on shaky legs. 

Drank and drank and drank.  

The sun was still up in the sky as I ordered a beer in a bar in the Tunnel, just about to take a hit when a man approached. He wore a grey suit and his words were empty. What was it that man said? Why would a man in a grey suit be interested in me? Then the Star Bar and the Rat’s warning, but it was too late. The man closed in, I felt offended rather than hurt, as an object shot up my left nostril and night swallowed the City like a spider.

TWENTY-FOUR

HOSPITAL WARD. 

White walls, white ceilings, a white cabinet, a white vase holding a single white rose. White was the color most wanted to see before they shuffled along that bitter white corridor. To my left wrist attached by medical tape, white, an IV drip. Tore off the medical tape and removed the needle. Used some white tissue from a white box on the bedside table to stop the gentle flow of red. Picked up the doctor’s notes from the foot of the bed and read the scrawl: 

Wernicke-Korsakoff syndrome / damage to the peripheral nervous system / Inserted cerebral foreign object / S.P.ER. Scopolamine delirium / Patient to be kept under observation for 2 weeks / Do not discharge /

Was there a higher power?

If there was, he’d dealt a difficult hand.

Time and time again.  

The nights had been a blur. 

What did that conjoined twin say?

“Don’t ever trust the machine.”

What machine?

How long had I been out?

Temples throbbed, hands shook, but it wasn’t the first time. Yet normally the pain came on later, after the last drops of alcohol drained from the system and hydration hadn’t been exercised. It normally came as a package special delivery in the afternoon post with a sudden unexplainable anxiety. The last ten years living in and out of stupors, suitcases, and suicidal women’s suspicions. Episodes of sobriety held the show together, yet time was advancing like a resentful stepmother armed with a scrubbing brush. Time was an old wench approaching a backwards child who could no longer go on resisting his fate. I had to quit the race. Starting to look my age and feeling twice it.

I knew Fun City hospitals cost not just a figurative arm and a leg, but limbs literarily cost money to be removed. Misdiagnosis was the rule rather than the exception. Doctors told the patient about conditions requiring expensive medical care in order to line their pockets and keep the overseas pharmaceutical companies in bed with them. Walk in with a cold and walk out with the Black Death. Whatever cost the most and kept the mob that ran the whole city, including the health care, wallowing in money up in the mountains. The rule was not to trust anyone, least of all a doctor. 

The door.

Tried it.

Locked.

Hell

Pressed the alarm assistance bell by the bed and waited. A woman in a white uniform, matching the color of the room came in followed by a man wearing a suit and tie. Suit and Tie said, “Mr. Dylan, what are you doing out of bed?”

“More to the point, what am I doing in it?”

“Please, sit,” the man brushed a hand through his balding scalp. “There is much we need to talk about,” nervousness remedied with a sanguine smile.

“I don’t have time for jibber jabber, Doctor.” 

The doctor was in his sixties, redness flashed across his lined face. “My name is Doctor Johnson. I am your primary physician. You have to understand something very clearly. You were brought in here last night. Your condition was disgraceful.”

“Is that a medical term?”

“The bill has been paid. It seems you have a sponsor, somebody interested in your recovery.”

“Recovery?”

“You have been infected?”

“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time, Doc...”

“Nurse, pass me the x-ray.”

The doctor held the slide up to the light shining through the window. My skull, with an object about the size of a walnut lodged inside.

“A tumor?” I asked.

“It’s a foreign article. An implant. Recently injected.”

“Well, why don’t we take it out?”

“Mr. Dylan, it isn’t as simple as that. We have seen this component before. It has mechanical hooks that spread out like an umbrella. If we try to manipulate it out, the device will expand and cause terrible cerebral damage. Some surgeons have tried, but it has proved hopeless. We don’t have the time to explain in detail. The best we can do is to keep you under observation until...”

“Until what? Whoever shoved that device up into my head comes forward? A guilty conscious perhaps? I’ll try my luck at finding him if it’s all the same to you.”

“Mr. Dylan, we insist that you remain here. This device renders the subject hypersensitive to external stimuli. We do not know what states of disorder it is capable of manipulating. We insist you remain under observation.”

“Well, Doc, I insist otherwise.”

The nurse approached with a hypodermic. Using a right hand in an attempt to knock it from her grip, a sudden flash of light blinded me, so arm retreated. The head pain intensified as I battled the urge to vomit. Fell back onto the bed. Nurse hovered over with the needle like a vulture above a slaughtered calf. 

“You put that spike in me, your career is history,” I said.

The doctor looked at me quizzically, held the nurse back.

“I have a lethally low tolerance to benzodiazepines. Had my stomach pumped a few years ago. If you don’t believe me, check my records. They are in this hospital. You would be better off with a strong antihistamine. 200 milligrams of hydroxyzine dihydrochloride would put me out like a light. Either that or a shot of morphine.”

The doctor took a prescription pad from his pocket and began to scribble something down. The nurse glanced over his shoulder. 

The door was open. 

Saw the chance.

And took it.

Stood, medical tape and tubes tearing from my body. Made it through the door followed by shouts from the doctor and the nurse. They took chase but didn’t close the lead through the screaming pediatric wards and geriatric ward, forward, past the hospital reception. Crashing into an unoccupied wheelchair, it spun twice and rolled away from the hospital, down the slope. Ran on and out into the streets, flagged a motorcycle taxi rider. The rider was ready, kicked the bike to a start and head aching, legs quivering mounted the Honda Sonic and told the driver, “Take it to the Red Zone.” 

TWENTY-FIVE

TRIXIE TURNED the shower controls to cold and let the water hammer down onto her body enjoying the shock to her nerves, the excitement of cold water on her body. She lathered her hair with shampoo and rinsed it off with the cold water. Twisting the shower off, she stepped out of the cubicle and reached for a towel that she wrapped around her mid-rift and then reached for another towel that she used to wrap around her hair. She splashed some cologne on her pubis, and admired her recent shave and the burn it invited. She stepped into a pair of panties and let the first towel drop to the floor. The second towel she used to rub her hair vigorously, enjoying the scent of coconut conditioner. 

Once dressed (leather pants, tank top that read UP TO YOU, dog collar) she took a taxi to the Very Special People bar and ordered a Long Island Ice Tea. As she went to pick it up, her hand bounced away from the glass as if she had come into contact with an electromagnetic field. Two twins glanced over and smiled.

“Mother...” she said.

A bearded woman stared directly at her. “Lady, I ain’t your mother!”

“No, it’s just...”

“Just nothing,” the Bearded Woman stood up and approached Trixie, placing a hand on her shoulder. “What you doing here anyway? There’s nothing wrong with you.”

“I just...”

“Just nothing. You think you’re better than us. Is that it? Hanging around places filled with the physically challenged? Show me your scars? Show me your pain, lady?”

“We all have scars,” Trixie whispered, barely audible above the sound of glasses clinking and the subtle murmur of conversation. 

“Say that again?”

“We all have scars.”

“Well, show me yours, woman?”

“I can’t. They’re inside.”

“Does this look to you like a psychiatrist’s office, lady?”

“No.”

“Well, get out, and take your beauty with you. We don’t need to be speaking with the likes of you.”

The long neck woman who had been silent until this point turned her gaze towards them. She spoke in an inexplicably tutored English accent inherited by way of a NGO transplant to the west to study ethics. The long neck woman smiled for she lived for moments just like these. “Nor indeed, should we be speaking to anyone who is an OUTSIDER.”

“I’m not.”


“SILENCE. And forgive me for my interference in the matter. You work for the Eye, Madam.”

“But that was...”

The bar hushed as the long neck woman continued, “ALL conversations in The City are now recorded. Every telephone conversation and every personal conversation is being recorded, and do you know what is happening to these recordings? What is happening to the personal utterances of individuals who come to places like these simply to let off steam?”

The twins shook their collective heads.

Trixie stared at the long neck, speechless.

“It is not just the Eye and the Ear watching and listening to you. There is now such a thing as a conversation broker. This softball Gamer is a broker of conversations, a man or woman who owns and peddles in every single thing that you do and say. Do you see? It disgusts me to think about it, but think about it I must. These ghastly people have compiled a database of conversations that are uploaded each and every day to the main memory base. Conversations are being bought and sold. Should you get drunk, high, or whatever the children do nowadays and awaken feeling you may have said the wrong thing to the wrong personage, you can log onto this database. You enter your password, and find all your conversations, right there for sale. But you would know all this, yes? You are one of them.”

Trixie looked at the woman. “People are buying their own conversations back?”

“Indeed, if they’re worth it. Your boy, Dylan, is one such person. And for a premium subscription fee, one can find and buy all the conversations that have been held ABOUT YOU. It’s all rather SOPHISTICATED, my dear. Every single thing that you say is being bought and sold on the market place, so watch what you say and who you say it to.”

“I’ve heard enough.” Trixie stood up from the bar.

The patrons jeered as she paid and walked towards the door. The one place she had felt at home had dismissed her. Startled and then angered, she realized she had made another mistake. She felt that she was offering them something, but the truth was that she was only an observer of the shame and the pain that they dealt with, a customer and not a custodian. She was a voyeur of their sufferings, trying unsuccessfully to include her own humility in their sacred domain. The freaks didn’t care and there was nowhere else to go. They, the freaks, were harboring a deep shameful knowledge of which she could never be privy or part of. Where left to go? The suit and tie cocktail parties of yesteryear, the sushi bars and French bistros in the CBD? Keep walking through the oily streets. Dylan may have the answers. Perhaps a down and out detective like him held the key. He was her only hope, and anger, fear, and admiration drove her towards him. Outside, the rain fell, it gathered in puddles as she fumbled for a cigarette and a lighter. A shard of lamplight and a man with a rodent-like expression approached. What was that in the palm of his hand as he looked down and then looked at her with the smile of a benevolent rodent? As she passed, he blew a powder from his palm into her face. 

The street spiraled up into the sky and the first command. “Follow me.”

His hand rose in front of her face.

An elaborate twist of the fingers cast the hypnotic spell.

She followed.

There was nothing else that she could do, other than to follow.  



TWENTY-SIX

A SHOP window blackened by traffic exhaust with mandarin script discolored by acid rain, Chinese herbalist moonlighting as a pharmacist open around the clock, no prescriptions were required.

Three generations of Chinese stood behind the counter. Behind them jars and bottles of dried herbs, tablets and medicines. Coiled centipedes and pickled snakes in bottles of alcohol, benzodiazepines, opioids, Alka-Seltzer and menthol inhalers line the shelves. Tree bark, dried roots and sacred leaves, the smell of dust and carbolic, rodents scurrying in dark places, as a ceiling fan rattles and hums.

Thiamine and vitamin C, 1000 milligrams and a Chinese Leopard brand cough syrup, scopolamine tincture along with ethanol alcohol. Reached to take the Leopard brand, a warm sensation tore through my head and through the hand like an electrical current. Hand whipped away from the Leopard brand, a startled snake quivering like Alien Hand Syndrome. Trying again, something inside pulsed, the pulsing increased as fingers came closer to the bottle unable to make contact with it I fell to my knees. A disco in my head, a nightclub full of thieves and pimps and Moroccan whores, the lights flashing, disco ball, shards of light, stabbing like a junkshop stiletto. Chinese shout at one another as the light intensifies with a sudden desire for darkness, a longing for solitude, a dark lonely room; isolation. The youngest picked up the bottle of Leopard brand and moving to the other side of the counter crouching down handed it to me. Hands would not take it. Crumpled to the ground in defeat, the young Chinese took the purchase and replaced it on the shelf before placing the two dollars on the counter. Stood, took the money and swiveled on my heels and walked out of the pharmacy, the implant pulsing as I walked through the zone.

This thing won’t let me buy drugs. 

Entering the Red Zone, I put the pieces together, slowly, like an awful jigsaw puzzle. Ugly pieces, hideous connections, the doctor spoke of a brain implant, Kurt’s body destroyed at the foot of The Sea View, the spider in his grip as he fell, Hugh’s collapse at The Mermaid.   

The nearest bar was something called The Poker Den. Inside a single strip light flickered. The English ambassador drank rum at the bar while toying with the Express crossword. Eyes squinted in concentrated drunkenness. The world is peopled, we all know, with folks pretending to be nice to each other. Smiling and handshaking, bullshit compliments, and large black cloaks opening as the smile above widens, knowing full well that the animal instinct inside them is to hurt and destroy perceived enemies with that polished blade inside the cloak. Replacing the perceived enemy is the ugly animal’s primal goal. The ugly animal is of course human. Divide and conquer. Wave a card trick in one hand while slitting a man’s throat with the other. The animal instinct is to reproduce and slaughter, and not feel guilt while doing so. The moralists, the Churches, technology all try to turn the animal around and change the way it barks and the way it humps lampposts and the way it reads poems in dirty bars, heads spun, hands shook, the animal snarls displaying cruel white eye teeth. Headaches were cultivated. Manifestos nurtured. The barmaid wore pigtails and frowned as she wiped the bar with a dirty rag. I ordered a Tiger Sweat, and what else could I do?

Lights flashed, the implant, the spider throbbed, and buzzed, head, mini explosions. Disco lights, a spear impaled through my brain, chest tightness with the hunger of insects in dry places, the dry clicking of wings. An invisible band of leather tightens the chest. Birds sing as the sun goes slowly down in forgotten places. Paid for the drink and left the full glass there on the bar.

Turned to face the ambassador and said, “What have they done to my brain?”  

The ambassador smiled. “Time to give it a rest, old boy,” he said, sipping on his drink and smiling coldly returned to his crossword he did. 

“Anybody ever tell you about human rights?”

“Overstated, I’d say,” the ambassador replied meekly returning to the crossword, a left eyebrow rose once more. “What has six letters, begins with an F, and is often used as a derogatory adjective?” 

I stood and walked out of the place. 

Searching along the Red Zone... Who? Where? When? 

What else could I do but use, use with food?

Took a right and then another and entered a restaurant peddling British style fish and chips. 

A dark skinned native walked over and took the order down. Battered sausage and chips evoked London days. Watched the youth languidly drop the food into the fryer. Tribal earing and a maze of tattoos probably cooling off by the fryer, a brutish stint inside behind him now. Youth had that downward smile brought about no doubt by the comedowns of methamphetamine and whorish wayward girlfriends. No doubt, I was overanalyzing.

The order arrived. Put the knife through the sausage to reveal an uncooked pink meat. Shards of ice glistened inside the batter. 

“Hey, boy, come over here,” spoke in the local tongue.

“What now?” the kid said sullenly.

“What did you do to my sausage?”

“What?”

“I said what did you do to my food? It’s raw.”

“You want to order more?”

“No, I don’t want to order more.” Stood and made an attempt to confront the youth, but again the lights and the mind reeled, fell back into my seat. Lights flashed and danced before my eyes. Paid the money and returned to the street.

Eyes scanning.

I can’t fight with this thing in my head.  

Made it to the office. Six rats had been trapped, two were dead from poison, the others slowly dying. Collapsed into the office chair and fell into an angry slumber. Spiders wrestled with scorpions, centipedes crawled across the ceiling. The doorbell rang. The same counterfeit shirt as before. It seemed like weeks ago but it was only a couple of days. Ushered the client inside the office. Sloane looked at the various rats in various stages of decomposition and gagged into a handkerchief.

“It’s complicated,” I explained. “I went back to the trombone-players apartment. My money says he’s sleeping with her and what’s more, there’s more than a little drug experimentation taking place. I had to work under-cover, win their confidence. My advice is to get her out of town. To one of those detox temples. She’s messed up. Frankly, she might not make it on her own in the city. I’ve seen the start of the spiral too many times.” I sat down and opened a desk drawer. “And there’s this,” I recorded the audio. Pressed a button on my life-enhancer and the file bleeped over to his.

The client chewed it over. “I’m getting out of town,” he said. “I’ve seen enough already.”

“How is she?”

“I have no idea. I haven’t seen her.”

“Really?”

“No, I take it she has made her choice. I just needed the evidence. Now I have the evidence,” he said.

“Right.”

The bell on the door rang as the client left the office. Took another look at the dead and dying rats. 

I guess she HAD made her choice.

TWENTY-SEVEN

ROOM 303. 

A window looking over Happy Street. 

First came the tremors, then the shakes, then the sweats and cramps, and an overwhelming impossible thirst. Then the visions came. The ghosts of my past haunted the room. Mother was crazy and tearful, dressed in a filthy towel dressing gown, smoking an 8 am cigarette and drinking a coffee liberally spiked with Bells. Father was wearing a suit and a tie, leaving him that morning, his final words – “You’re old enough to take care of her now, kid.” Brother, who had died in infancy, his cold hands touching mine as he slid away to the other side. The White Flamingo and the trail of dead women, old Vern, Katrina, Shogun, Francis and Monica hovered around the hotel room both warning and mocking with awful grotesque gestures and inaudible words. The mouths moved, but from them came no words, no, just a constant humming and this, this stench of unavoidable doom. The abused keep secrets and the abusers make sure they are kept. No one understood the undertrodden like the undertrodden. Clock hands slowly turning painful seconds a cruel reminder of the impossibility of an afternoon; cold sickness had me then.   

On the second day, I called Kelly who brought fruits and boiled chicken-over-rice Singapore style with stock soup made from the boiled carcass and bones. 

Kelly massaged the knots in my legs and back. She waited until my eyes closed and the breathing became slow and regular before she left the Penny Black Hotel as quietly as she had arrived. 

The third day awoke with sun shining through the gaps in the blinds chancing shadows to dance across the room, flickering like prison bars. 

Fourth day fell back on the street sick and thirsty. Water mixed with rehydration salts and electrolytes, coconut water and chicken noodle soup bought from the noodle stand beside the Siamese twin’s bar. I’d walk past that bar and wonder about all the possibilities inside it. Gordon’s gin, Jack, good old Jack, Snake wine and sour Baileys. Beers in an icebox and a pool table upstairs where the hostesses had been known to bury as many hearts as balls. The bar was stuck in time, the same paisley wallpaper peeling from the walls since ‘72. A few customers were still stuck behind that eight-ball trying to figure out the next move, out of pocket, wondering if to take a jump from their hotel balcony or take a flight back to the place where it all went wrong.

In Room 303, the wallpaper danced its usual dance and the television had nothing much to say. By the fifth day, the anxiety had fallen down a level manageable. 

I was ready to hit the street. 

TWENTY-EIGHT

MY FEET led me on that third day to the Street of Dead Artists and to the old shop with dusty photographs displayed in the window. A ferret approached the shop window and standing upright on its two hind feet, stood erect, twitching.

Lonely couples stranded in the city.

Black and whites; sepias, bleak postcards from the edge; lost missives of despair. 

The old man opened the door. I followed him inside. “You must work the case. It is the only way. The method and the person to remove the device lays underground. Out of sight of the Eye and Ear of the City.”

“The Resistance... And Trixie?”

“Find her. See if what they say is true. How can you trust the word of the street? Find out for yourself. Here,” he passed over a book, “it is a rough translation of the epic. Take it with you. Work the case, read the book at night before you sleep and maybe the answer will come in one of your dreams.”

“Thank you.”

“Travel with care and danger. Do not take the easy path. Take the path that the French boy took up until the path took him to the edge.” 

The sun was gently falling below the large FUN CITY sign in the hills. Kurt was leading me deeper towards the unknown, towards Jimmy, and towards the Punch, towards the Push.  

Made it into the Siamese twin’s bar where Hale was playing darts by himself. I tapped his shoulder. “News on your kid, Hugh,” he smiled. “Rich kid was a big hit on the nightlife scene but had recently vanished from his social circle. Like he couldn’t pick up the glass or these terrible headaches would grip him,” Hale threw the first dart hitting a double twenty.

“There’s something going around,” I said. 

“Well, the body was taken from the hospital and claimed by the embassy only after a matter of hours. The case was of special security concern according to a friend at the consulate. Looks like some kind of cover-up. Another friend at the hospital managed to slip me a copy of this.” Hale threw a two shot, took a long pull on his beer, and handed over an envelope. I opened it and took out a head x-ray. I put it up to what light there is in the Siamese twins and looked at it. 

“Any ideas,” Hale asked.

“Well, it looks to be a foreign object implanted into the central cortex. Either that or he swallowed a metal chopstick.”

“Possible?”

“Unlikely,” I continued, “I’ve read about these brain implants. They have them for nerve disorders such as Parkinson’s. I wonder if one could make a person catatonic.”

“Just a case of knowing which buttons to push,” Hale threw his last dart landing on the triple twenty. He clenched his fist and smiled victoriously. 

“Send a picture of the x-ray to my life-enhancer account, Hale. I need to pay a visit to the theater. Find out what you can about the implant and especially about how to have it removed. Who has the technology? Who has the knowhow? Where was this thing developed?”

Stood and walked through the doors, outside in the street a youth walked past with a Burmese python wrapped around his neck and upper body. A stall sold hotdogs to a battalion of hungry citizens, up above them, the Eye watched down knowingly. 

––––––––

TWENTY-NINE

SOME MEN were portraits. Others were caricatures. Kurt was more like a sketch. I listened to his record from ear buds wired to the Whisper2000. Walked the streets around the beach. His apartment building stood eerily quiet. I decided to keep treating the case like a missing person’s case. A part of him, like Hugh, had been missing. I was searching for the person he used to be. The one he was before the change that led to his fall. No doubt, he had received the implant. Had he tried to have it removed? The only way to find out was to follow his movements, be one with his interests. Follow him. Attend the plays. Fall into the City’s art scene.  

THE THEATER BIZARRE 

8 p.m. 

If you hope to make progress on a case, either a missing person’s case, or a suspect suicide case or any case, you have to breathe like the subject breathed, live as he lived. Follow his footsteps. 

The Theater Bizarre was one of the few outdoor places in Fun City where, due to a crafty piece of legislation, the actors were immune from immoral credit deduction. It took the shape and form of a Shakespearean theater with a stage at the front ground level with tiered seating to the front and both sides. The audience was a mixed bag. Next to me sat a woman with wrinkled skin the color of olives. She would have been hot something twenty years ago, but now she was sucking on the filter end of a career in seduction, dwelling no doubt, on her dogged past and all its losses. In front of her, two small Japanese women with backpacks sat with eyes pinned to the stage. A Finnish netball team in matching sports shorts stretched out cat-like flexing toned muscles and smooth tanned skin layered with a fine layer of blond body hair. A few freaks peppered the attendance. Some I recognized from the Very Special People Bar. One, a large African male dressed in a bright orange safari suit with a desert fox on a short leash. Now and again, he would whisper something into the fennec’s erect ears, causing the animal inquisitively to cock its head to the side as the handler nodded sagely at the wisdom from the sands. 

The theater was open at the top and lit partially by floodlights and partially by the starry Fun City night. The actors were about to start. Members of the crew issued demands and made final adjustments to the set. 

It was about to happen.

I glanced at the program. 

THE RAT TRAP

A group of angry rodents discusses the traps, both real and metaphoric that are laid out for them. In the tradition of the situationist plays of the nineteen thirties, this postmodern production examines the animal, human condition, and deconstructs our views on the civilian status quo. Written in collaboration by Elizabeth Stride and Harry Cripps this production has been performed all across the world as part of the Traveling Truth Continuing Circus Troupe.   

The curtains open.

Five men dressed in rat costumes, flapping ears and furry bodies stand equally spaced in a circle around a large human sized rattrap. The trap is baited with hundred dollar notes piled inside and held tight. 
RAT ONE: It’s a trap.
RAT TWO: This I can see. But is there a way of manipulating the trap?

RAT ONE: Perhaps. 

RAT THREE: Why doesn’t one of us see if the money can be removed from the trap without the trap being activated?

RAT ONE: Are you volunteering? 

RAT THREE: No, I am simply discussing the options.

RAT ONE: Do we even need the money? After all, we are rats? Are we as stupid to think that if the trap tells us that we need the money then the money must be worth something?

RAT TWO: All money’s worth something to somebody?

RAT ONE: Even a rat?

RAT THREE: Perhaps this is how the class system works?  

RAT ONE: Sure, right. The poor and hungry rat is told that he can liberate the contents of the cage. He can free the money. The only cost might be that of his own life and what is that, the life of a little rat, in the whole big picture?

RAT TWO: Is this abstract thinking? 

RAT THREE: I think so. I’m not sure. I’m just a rat.

RAT ONE: (Breaking into song) ...We are rats because we are told that we are rats, by the makers and baiters of these here traps. A rat is a rat is a rat...

RAT TWO: Yes, maybe we are not rats after all?

RAT THREE: Maybe we are...

SOUND EFFECTS of an alarm bell ringing. Industrial techno music fills the theater and the three rats begin to bump and grind. Lights flash as the sound system rocks the theater.  

The three rats strip off their costumes, and look at one another. Human beneath the costumes, two male figures and a female figure dance suggestively. Next, they strip off their clothes, pelvic thrusts and feminine groans fill the auditorium as the rats fuck in the must degrading positions imaginable. 

ALL THREE RATS: We are what we are. Don’t let them tell us what we are!

SCENE TWO: Three humans sit around a table at The Savoy. They drink cocktails and nibble at French cheese. 

A string quartet plays Bach.

HUMAN ONE: Are they arguing about who gets the money again?

HUMAN TWO: But of course, it’s all they ever do. Then they get bored of arguing and decide to become drunk and vulgar. It is how the lower classes roll. It is vulgar and loathsome but we need them, old boy, that’s the problem.

HUMAN THREE: Haven't they noticed that they're all subject to the same economic fate whether they get the money or not?

HUMAN TWO: No, no, no, old boy, they only worry about things our newspapers and TV stations tell them to worry about. And we all know who controls those (chuckles.) They will wake up hungover and scheme over how to grasp the impossible again.  

HUMAN ONE: Excellent. They're just a dumb as ever.

HUMAN TWO: Indeed. Let's lower their cheese rations some more and raise the living cost again. Keep the buggers hungry, shameful and uneducated. 

HUMAN ONE: Here, here.

HUMAN THREE: Here, here. 

Glasses clink.

HUMAN ONE: Why don't we start a few more wars to kill off the young ones while we're at it? Throw in some security contracts; maybe take some territory. Fucking the rats is too easy, doesn’t get my blood up like it used to. We need a new angle. 

HUMAN THREE:  How’s the Middle East looking?

HUMAN ONE: It’s looking ready for another war.

HUMAN THREE: Excellent. You arrange the civilian hits and I’ll finger fuck the media.

HUMAN TWO: Beautiful. I love it when a plan comes together.

And so it goes. Some of the audience leaves the theater with wither fatigue, disgust or boredom. Others sit staring open mouthed as the spectacle moves dramatically towards the showdown between rat and man.

The Finnish netball team left the building as the rats were slaughtered.

I made it over to the stage area as they were packing up. A youth with a ratty ponytail barked commands the floor crew. I walked over to him. “Nice show.”

He looked me up and down trying to weigh up my credits. “You understood it?”

“Well...”

“I’m not sure I do,” he said. “It plays across the world, soon, us here, won’t have much concept of money anyway.”

“But we have to watch whose credits we pick up.”

He stared straight at me, “Are you recording?”

“No, but I do freelance, I’ll be honest, I’m trying to find out about this kid, Kurt,” I watched the ponytail’s eyes flicker. “French, ex-pop star. Came to watch the shows. His family have retained me to find out what happened to him. I think I need to find out how to get down to The Resistance. I think you might be able to help me get there.”

“I know who you talk of and he was never the part of any Push.”

“Before he died they saw him staring down into the sewers. You and I both know what that means. He was part of The Resistance. He was thrown out. Thrown out because he had a metallic implant that may or may not have a tracking device installed. The implant I have in my head and the same implant you will have in your head if you don’t help me out here. It was too big a risk for The Resistance to take, but this time it is different. You feel guilty now, guilty and scared. Every time you come above ground, there’s the risk of being spidered, and when it happens, they won’t let you back down, with no or little credits they will take you to The Punch. Am I right?”

“I can’t help you,” he said and walked away. 


But he had helped me. 

I had the conversation on the Whisper2000 clip. 

I knew he was part of The Resistance. 

Kurt hadn’t killed himself.

Fun City had killed him. 


THIRTY

FRANKIE THE RAT stared into Trixie’s eyes. “Now, I want you to show me how you paint. Take off your clothes and pick up the brush. Let your body be the brush, let your mind be the hand, let the city be the paint. Be one with your art. You will do whatever I say,” and here’s the best part, “whenever I say it.”

Trixie walked towards the Tangerine painting, lifted it slightly from its place and replaced it for a new empty canvas. She took a brush and pallet and began to mix the colors. She removed her UP TO U T-shirt and unclipped the purple bra underneath it. She stepped out of her shorts. The Rat sat down on the sofa and watched with intense concentration as she began sketching shapes on the canvas. 

Trixie, hardly aware of the man in her apartment continued to paint spiraling patterns in deep blues and purples as the Rat walked towards the window and took in the view of the harbor and of the pier. “I kinda like it here,” he said. “I’ve always wanted a sea view away from The Eyes of the city,” he paced the room once and then sat back down on the sofa. “Now tell me, where is The Resistance tunnel?”

She pointed at her painting. She was creating a map for him. He had to find a way of keeping her under his spell. Perhaps the scopolamine could work for days, weeks, even. He wasn’t sure. He had only tried the smash and grab approach before, but this woman was worth keeping. He thought of all the things he could do, the primal, lizard part of his brain reeling in lust. As she awoke from the first wave, he decided to keep her docile and malleable like the doped up tiger, Tim, at the tiger zoo.

Perhaps he needed her with more life in her. Maybe she was good for a struggle. The possibilities were endless.

She was so weak, so hopeless, yet so artistic and the rat intended to keep her that way.  

––––––––

THIRTY-ONE

THE SUN set and I had nowhere to go but out.

Through the Tunnel and out onto Happy Street.

Stumble and you shall fall.

Fell into the thick of it all, the main drag of Happy Street. I had a hunch that Kurt didn’t dig the scene, that he was looking for art in the most unlikely of places and then I thought that perhaps all art was found where it shouldn’t be discovered and that the true artists were the con artists on the street selling their old concepts to the lowest bidder.

Hardened by the street, Trixie, Kelly, the bushy haired man in the night, they’d all let me down, and oh my god, Kelly was approaching me now in all that white hot pant glory.  

She came up close enough that I could smell her perfume and the dull scent of tequila; she grabbed my forearm playfully and smiled with her eyes. Portholes to truth, a mirror to the soul, a place of entry... Eyes reflect mistruths to the most seasoned actress such as Kelly. “Eyes do not lie,” I once told her.

“Mine do,” she replied.  

“I have a message, from a friend,” she whispered, spun around like a ballerina on ice and handed me a piece of folded yellow legal lined paper.

“Yeah, well tell her, I’m not interested.” Looked at her directly, the implant negative now. Yet a new fear gripped me, not a fear born of the brain, more a visceral trepidation, and tremors kept me from looking straight into her eyes. A cat sprung from one balcony landing on the next. Grey in color the animal continued its quest leaping from balconies and tight roping along railings before disappearing through a dusty window.  

“Not her, HIM,” Kelly said. “A man wants to see you.”

“Who?”

“The man-with-no-hands.”

Nicknames based on physical appearances were common in Fun City. I had known a guy called Frog, a woman named Black Dog, and a child named Shrimp.  

“Here...” She handed me a piece of paper. 

“Thanks, baby, there’s something about you.” She was a cliché, she approached slowly at first like an ice skater testing the ice, and once you reached that perilous crust, you hoped it would break, for then you had the challenge of staying alive.  

“Don’t talk like that,” she said playfully slapping my cheek.

“Why not?”

“Because it is too dangerous,” she said. “Far too dangerous.” 

“What’s dangerous?”

“Just everything,” Kelly put a finger to my lips to silence me and disappeared into the night as suddenly as she had emerged, slipping into the neon like a cat, agile, aware, and predatory; watched her move through a maze of Koreans and glide behind the red-curtained entrance to the Sydney Bar. Remembered the night we had spent together, years ago, her intense lovemaking, her body firm and strong yet somehow delicate, the way she dressed in the morning. The maze of magical tattoos across her back and the universe in her hair had taken a part of me. A part I’d never gotten back. Perhaps Trixie was a version of her, perhaps they all were. Perhaps all women were the same. Perhaps we simply projected expectant personalities onto those we found visually attractive. Perhaps she was as cold and as calculating as the rest of them.  

The street returned to its normal decadent self. Kelly would strike a conversation with a stranger and drink tequila. Her ability to party astonished men of twice her size, somewhere inside her mischievous mind lay a switch that once pressed would cause her to remain happy and joyful until something or someone pulled the switch the other way and she would descend into spells of rage and anger. I marveled at the woman’s ability to skate between emotions while most men simply exhibited the same dreadful malaise day in and day out, only the most extraordinary circumstance roused them to reconsider their lives. Circumstances like death, disease, social digression they could handle. Waking up in a bathtub full of ice minus a kidney may cause them to step outside of their stupid artless lives and live for the present moment. Perhaps it was a matter of reaching rock bottom. Kelly had reached it. We had reached it together.  

Walked through a crowd of bikinied Gamers.

Looked left.

Looked right.

Decided to go by myself.

A sign above a hotel:

THE PENNY BLACK HOTEL

Mr. Dylan,

Have you ever lost something precious?

I have and I hope you can help me find it.

Please visit me in room 207 tomorrow evening.

The least you can do since I paid for your brief hospital visit.

M.

How did the writer write the note?

With a pen between his teeth?

Did he even have teeth?

How did he know Kelly?

The writing looked like it had been written by a child’s hand.  

The man-with-no-hands, real name Jack Stern, was a phantom who navigated the Red Night Zone dressed in black shirt and trousers. I had seen him thrice. Once in the cigar bar where minor celebrities hung out and drank wine, breathed in cigar smoke and then with heads tilted back like stretching terrapins, blew the blue smoke toward the ceiling while the rock and roll band played Hendrix, Doors, and Steely Dan. The first time, the man-with-no-hands had been with two hostesses. One blonde with hair like Marilyn Monroe raised his wine glass while another dark haired with fingernails painted purple handled the cigar. Although the man was a dollar millionaire this act of extravagance and vice was not due to some kind of warped servitude, for the man-with-no-hands had lost both his hands in an industrial accident – the details were as hazy as the case. He needed constant attention.  

Why would a crippled millionaire choose to live in the  sleaziest hotel in the world's m sleaziest city, and why, oh why would a crippled millionaire require the services of a burned out private dick in the city of sins? And why wouldn’t he buy himself a new pair of hands?

Took the key from reception and rode the elevator up to the fourth floor. An old pool table, legs removed, blocked the corridor. Things like that happened in Fun City, objects and people appeared and then disappeared and nobody seemed to care where they came from or where they went. This was all part of the pantomime, a show without direction and with a cast that came and went as the years trickled by. This was how I had existed, finding lost things and putting in place support systems so that information or bodies wouldn’t be lost again. My training as an insurance fraud investigator, another lifetime ago in the Western Lands, such training is useless here.

Outside the corridor, into the street, a woman gathering cigarette butts from the concrete, sucking them up into her mouth and lighting them up with a snarl of determination. Under a different set of circumstances, she might have been a ballerina, an airline hostess, or at least a girl in a bar. Time had worn her face away like Fun City acid rain wore away the brightness of streets signs and shop facades with that cruel, slow, steady, destructive determination that time and cigarettes couldn’t beat. She was as addicted as the rest of them were, smoking dog-ends in the street, pencil thin body in a dirty pink dress. I guessed she’d been in that dress for a while, and it weren’t the first time she had picked up poisoned dirt from the street and smoked it up. This was the allure and the reality of Fun City. Some came here and found gold and a house on the hills and a Mercedes Benz in the drive. The dream was out there and the dream fluttered by in all sorts of disguises for those willing enough to take the chance and chase the rainbow. With the right lies and the right thighs, the dream could be realized by some diligent malingering soul while others like this wretched beast were left with nothing left in life but to dig through the dirt, and smoke the city’s trash through tired and hungry lungs. Her wrinkled bitter eyes, thin painted eyebrows, her street addiction to nicotine as pathetic as the millionaire’s addiction to Honduran cigars and the latest sports cars. Yes. This was the problem with the lower classes of Fun City – they knew their place and stuck to it like the roaches gradually gathering in a short time motel. There were no aspirations for the poor to become actors, models, sports stars, or anything, as these were positions allowed only for the rich to entertain and enjoy. Forget it. She was beaten and there was no way up, only down. She knew it and the world knew it too. Down into the gutter where the dog ends festered, she must dwell with the shame she was unable to shed as a snake does its skin. She turned around and saw me looking at her through the window and perhaps a little too quickly reading my thoughts she pointed a bony finger at me and the movements of her lips spelled these three simple words. 

“You. No. Good.” 

Boy, I knew it. I fucking knew it well.

But did she have to say it?

I lay back on the bed and listened to the gentle hum of the air-conditioning flowing through the Penny Black room. When listening carefully enough to an air-conditioning unit, it can sound like a symphony orchestra, the rise and fall of the rattling components like strings and horns carefully arranged by a man with more time than money. Rattling from hotel room to hotel room, picking up cases here and there, two changes of underwear and a cassette Morphology recording was all I had. And I’d had it in room 303 as I lay on the bed and stared at a framed picture, a print of an old English village scene. A thatched cottage with fields and clouds in the background. It could have been a Constable but I couldn’t be sure. The music from the bars outside rose into a compost of noise as sound systems battled against sound systems I closed my eyes and fell into that unmistakable void. Inside the implant began to make a sound, a dull hum like the sound of a flying insect flapping its wings in the dark oily nigh. I opened my eyes and reached for Ajarn’s translation of the ancient text. The words and the pictures blurred into one as my eyes closed and sleep took over.

Two centipedes grappled on the dusty grounds of a stone temple somewhere far away in the mountains where the man-with-no-hands watched on as if he had an interest, perhaps financial, in the victor. Two women both naked from the waist up, stood and admired each other’s beauty making remarks and gestures here and there as they watched the centipedes in combat. Dark skinned large of breast, somewhere between twenty and twenty-five, animal skins wrapped around their waists, the women pouted and displayed similar composures. The man-with-no-hands smiled like a barracuda. One of the women pointed her forefinger at her head and spun her finger in slow deliberate circles, the universal gesture of madness. Implanted madness perhaps? Whatever it was, it flickered between dream chapters leaving the dreamer wondering during snatches of slight return. Semi-wakefulness if the device, the implant, was operated by remote control. Or perhaps the sex and violence dreams were a way of venting out the tensions caused by the implant. Perhaps the device only worked on the conscious mind; fell back into it and as if to prove the point the dream switched sets on the old family home. Father had just packed a bag and left. Nine years old, yet I sensed that adult feeling of foreboding as my mother came out of the bedroom, where she spent every day sleeping through a dark depression. She sat down next to me and placed a clammy hand on my shoulder. Stopped playing with the Lego bricks and looked into her glassy eyes. Last night’s make-up smudged eyeliner and cracked foundation. “It’s just you and me now, Joe. Father’s left.” 

I awoke in a sweat frozen with the reality of it all. 

Dream replicates reality exact in such moments. Perhaps dreams are controlled, manipulated, prerecorded, when a dream stops becoming a dream, we wonder for what reason did that dream stop. Was the manipulator of the dream narrative privy to my, our, history? 

Where were my mother and father now?

Shower. 

Shave.

Several chapters of remorse and the old man’s book, 

The man-with-no-hands awaited such questions.  

––––––––

THIRTY-TWO

“WE LIVE in a decadent age, Mr. Dylan,” the man-with-no-hands smiled like a shark might, if the shark had been waiting in the shallows, for a paddling infant. I looked at the man. His face was like a car crash. You couldn’t take your eyes away from it. His mouth simply a mess of blackened tombstones left to decay in an abandoned churchyard, a testament to what might have remained of his mind. Well, he could hardly brush them (the teeth, I mean). His large paunch hung over his thighs covering his upper legs, a disfigured beast, an injured animal that had learned much by its suffering; knowledge that sat darkly in the recess of his mind, the man-with-no-hands was at once the most wonderful and most disgusting man to have ever sat before me. His eyes did not focus on me, nor the child who sat to the other side of the room playing Bach’s D minor on an electric keyboard. His eyes panned across the Penny Black room, the television, the print painting of the Hay Wain. The child aged ten or eleven, played with both hands steady and looked directly at me our gaze fixing for an uncomfortable period before she smiled and returned her gaze to the keys. Recognized her from somewhere, one of the street shoeshine kids, perhaps, the image of a child who had been robbed of a childhood, forced to make adult decisions while most children listened to teachers, played games, laughed, ate TV dinners, safe and secure in their own sanitized bubbles yet ready to explode into limitlessly hopeful youth. These thoughts were, as all thoughts are, raindrops, mainly for the birds. 

The child had the piano and the child had her hands. 

And the man-with-no-hands had the child.  

He continued: “The age is decadent, yes it is. An age where one feels the greatest love with a stranger is a danger to the control apparatus. That first bloom of passion one feels before one knows their name, their age? Do you understand? I mean who wants to lay familiar? I for one do not want to lay a familiar person. It would be like sexual intercourse with my mother, don’t you think?”

“I’ve never met your mother.” I shrugged. “And I hope you aren’t playing with this little girl here.” I gestured to the girl who switched to performing Moonlight Sonata by the B, the beautiful Beethoven. 

The melody brought back last night’s dream, father leaving, heading back to America. That large empty room and the blocks of plastic, mother losing her mind in the bedroom that I was never to enter.

She played on.

“Good heavens no. I’m harmless,” the predator continued raising his stumps. “I’m just a man of the world, walking up and down and to and fro in it. She is my helper. A simple choice for her: education, musical lessons, some money or the street, and we both know what the street can do to a child or adult. I think Honey made the right choice, don’t you agree? But of course, choice is not something you have much of anymore, right?”

“Perhaps...”

“Nonsense. No ‘perhaps’ about you. Just a list of certainties, a dull creature. You are open to this meeting. You are ready, our child. The simple truths that bring you here are so obvious.”

“Such as?”

“You disagree with my theory of love?” 

“Some souls are burned some aren’t. That is all,” I said.

“Go on...”

“Well, those whose souls have been burned stay here.” I looked at the girl playing the keyboard. The sad song rose above the sounds of laughter and the hum of dance music from the bars. I continued speaking slowly, in time with the music: “There is still a world out there where two teenagers meet at high school and fall in love. I mean real love. They hang out together, share their first kiss, finish high school, college, get a house together. They argue when money is tight. They are both on the career ladder. They wear matching sportswear and order pizza delivery. One day she harbors a tumor and he’s right there, sees her through it. They have children and stay together because there is love that keeps them stuck together like glue.” 

“Yes,” the man-with-no-hands continued, “and then one day she gets bored and blows the gardener. Mexican, perhaps, certainly handsome, probably hung. Husband finds out and bangs the intern who introduces him to scientology and a bohemian lifestyle, body painting, micro dinning. He digs it. They strap up to the e-meter together and study engrams. He becomes a clear. Wife gets the house, the kids, and the car. He gets resentment and an acute case of hemorrhoids after the intern takes off with a young guitar player from Rock Springs. He takes up fishing and drinking before brunch and watching hard-hitting television series. An interest in pornography blossoms in his fragile mind. Develops a social anxiety and general dislike of the western woman, or any woman, for he knows no difference. Never been east. Spends time reading, travel guides he likes especially. Reads about a place called Fun City. Buys a return ticket and forgets about the return. Finds what he thinks is love and love takes him for the life savings and the Rolex from his wrist. He’s as good as dead by forty-five. His soul has been burned. Dusted.”

“A good old fashioned fairy tale.”

The man-with-no-hands raised his hands as if to clap before realizing he couldn’t. “You see, you’re getting the hang of it.”

“I’m guessing this type of individual isn’t good for the economy?” I said. 

The man nodded slowly and pointed a stump to the young girl at the keyboard. “Get Joe Dylan a glass of water, Honey.”

Honey fussed with a glass and poured soda water into it. She walked slowly over and handed me a glass. I noticed a healed scar on the child’s cheek, street tattoos, as they were known.  

“And what is this love?”

I shrugged, drank some of the water. “A kid once told me it was a mixture of attraction and admiration. Here, no one admires one another. The recipe if you want to call it that is a card full of credit, a head full of blind lust and desire and a pair of brown thighs,” I told him. “There is no love here. This is Fun City.”

“And that is why I choose to live here. My first love was the piano and now...” the man-with-no-hands raised his stumps. “I am teaching this child to play, plus, she helps me out with menial tasks. She was working on the streets, Mr. Dylan. Selling chewing gum and polishing shoes. Here, she has escaped the gang who put her to work and she has a chance at an education. I’m teaching Honey to read and write English.”

The child smiled and began Einaudi’s Oltremare. She was obviously born to play. I mean, most children aren’t born to play or write or dance or anything. Most children are born to spend two thirds of their life working a job they hate to make money to buy bullshit they don’t need, but some, and they were few, only needed the musical instrument, the paper, the floor and organically the rest flowered. Some were put here to entertain and enlighten others and Honey was one of those. It was as if the keyboard was playing her, or perhaps she was somehow channeling energy from the man-with-no-hands who continued: “Plus the excitement and unpredictability of Fun City keeps me amused. Did you know there’s a mob who go around the city picking up their own subjects and inserting tequila shot glasses into their rectums? They film it and use the footage in game shows. And the human safaris in the north? Billionaire businessmen fly in and hunt the poor, unarmed, and uneducated. Man has an innate desire to be cruel and vicious to his fellow man, no? Some have tried to stop the decadence by offering militant relief from the imminent Armageddon.”

“Perhaps the Armageddon has already arrived. Perhaps this is the waiting room to Dante’s inferno,” tried to catch the man’s eyes, yet they wandered furtively. Honey played on and on. For a moment I thought the man-with-no-hands was about to stand up and dance.

“Honey,” the man-with-no-hands said to the child, “fetch my medication.”

The child stopped playing and softly padded to a cabinet and opened a drawer and took a bag of pills. She took two out of the bag and walked over to him. He sat with mouth open as she placed the two tablets in that awful hole filled with rotting cavities. She fed a bottle of beer into him the way one might feed milk to an infant. He drank steadily until the bottle, empty, was taken from his mouth and put down to rest back on the cabinet by the girl, Honey, who returned to the keys and to the beautiful Ludovico.

“Ahhhhh. Tramadol. Goes well with alcohol. Like red wine and cheese, wouldn’t you say? Please, Honey, give Mr. Dylan some tablets. It is rude to let our guests go without.”

I shook my head. She kept playing. “I would indulge again, but whatever it is they put inside me...Besides... Tramadol is a good step along the highway to morphine. Ten percent.”

“All I know is that they prescribed it for me in the hospital and I’ve had a slight penchant for it ever since. It feels like, like, swimming, swimming underwater. You ever listened to Morphine?”

“It’s junk,” I said moving my face closer to the man’s face. “You will drown on that shit.” I changed subject. “What happened with Hugh Simmons? Well, let me tell you what I think happened. Hugh was under the investigations of SPIDER. He was implanted. He lost control, and parts of the brain were being interfered with.” 

The handless man shrugged and smiled.

Honey resumed playing the keyboard. The song I vaguely recognized from a long time ago. One of the songs my father played while flicking through files in his office. Ludovico’s song; a melody that rose and fell like a storm spinning across a tropical island before settling to the first spring day following winter.  

“Yes. I know about you, Mr. Dylan. I know about your taste for opiates and alcohol and the low life, so don’t you be waving the finger at moi. I know that you have moved from one lousy hotel to the next sleeping in rooms infested with roaches and rats. Who do you think paid your hospital bill?”

“Never underestimate the cruel hand of evil, old man. Evil disguised as kindness is the worst kind of evil there is.”

“I know your desire to escape back to the real world, and I know what stops you from doing so. You are pure yet you are flawed, you are perfect for this assignment. For one, you are trapped here in Fun City. You will never escape. The object inside your brain, I can help explain in due course how that came to be.”

I looked at the man. His face covered with welts and his nose ballooned into a red bulbous mess of blue veins. 

“How do I remove this implant?”  

“You will find a way or you won’t. Do you know how difficult life is without hands? Opening doors, closing them, reading, eating, wiping, dressing, writing, drinking? Have you ever sat down and thought about how much you use your hands?”

“It is pretty much all I ever do. I’d add Yo-yoing to that list.” I caught the neon lights through the open window, the cackle of witches, magic dust and dirt raining down onto concrete. I thought about how I had used hands in the past to fight enemies and to raise glasses with friends, to caress women, all of this now gone, impossible, forever. Honey began a new sad slow haunting melody, Primavera, let it calm me, slowly at first and then as the heartbeat accelerated as the notes lifted us out of the Penny Black window. The city was dirty. The filth layered all shops and houses, a fine layer of dust. The dirt was invisible at night. Night fell and a strange beauty fell alongside with it, the beauty both visual and audible, the naked thighs, the shapely breasts, the sound of laughter, and the clinking of bottles together. Both the young witches and the Johns thought they were beating a system that had been stacked against them and for some this was true yet for most they were passing on diseases and lies and trading in shattered dreams. The song reached the middle climax, a flurry of notes; a burst of strings came from somewhere and then settled back to that haunting melody. They were brokers of escape from the traps that were set out for us the moment they left the soft warmth of the womb and crawled their way at first into hope and joy and then into institutions such as families and schools who taught them to obey rules that made little sense. Some rebelled and some were neglected by institutions and families and it was those lost souls, less adapt to survive who were vacuumed into the Fun City night. I considered the man-with-no-hands to be one of these lost types.

Trapped by the illusion of escape.  

And why not?

At night, the city was spotlessly clean or more to the point, dark. The night made up for the cruelty of the sun’s microscope. The women wore glitter on their faces and were experts at make-up, salons abounded performing miracle hair dos and hospitals performed cut-rate cosmetic surgery, no Gamer was complete without an operation or two. They saved their winnings to buy breast jobs from unlicensed surgeons who left awful scars. Nose jobs withered within a year. Honey continued to play...The song slowly rose and fell... I often walked past an elderly transsexual who begged topless in the street – one of the saddest sights I’d ever seen. Sometimes you take a wrong turn. Make a bad decision. The road to hell is patched up with open sewer grates and best intentions. What is there to do other than keep walking through the damp dark streets, the nine circles, the old hotels, dusty rooms, windows looking down onto the hopeless sludge of missed opportunities, light a cigarette in the rain? Disgusted by it, the rain beats down and down and down, down, down on the hustlers, the witches, freaks, tourists, lost, confused. Stub it out. Concrete, everywhere concrete, glass and metal. The girl kept playing that sad song... All those years living in cheap hotels with cheap girls, banging your head against trash every morning and shaking into the afternoon. Screams from next door, some monster pounding away as if his life depends on it and perhaps it does. Eating cans of cold sardines and wading through orange peels, cat piss, syringes, condom wrappers and the rain, always the rain and a liver that hurt to the touch. Angry poverty driven thoughts tunneling down into the epidermis of those years, angry avenues of youth playing blackjack with thieves and hookers, dwarfs, dealers, the misshapen downtrodden dregs of human existence; unrepentant justifiers of pure sin sold wholesale to the lowest bidder. Now the song raises again a waterfall of notes cascading around the walls of the Penny Black Hotel like music on the streets of an unfamiliar town. The man-with-no-hands closes his eyes and tilts back his head. The pure ones... the artist woman who smeared paint on the walls and broke all the furniture... who came at us with a knife and then we had to leave with nothing but fear and the clothes on our backs. Maybe we could hustle a game of chess for money with the man from Ukraine who said he once killed a man, and maybe he did and maybe he didn’t. The pure ones... Kurt, The Sea View, Honey played her song...The Mermaid Hotel. Father left once more, mother remained crazy. Maybe we will do it again, but it’s a chance and a chance is all any of us ever had. Penniless halfway through the journey of life; penniless one can enter the gates of hell or stand at the gates of heaven and watch others passing through...

The Pure Ones...

The music suddenly stopped, the room hummed with silence.

A man who had both an inquiring and acquiring mind and a complex soul who had asked deep questions of a world that elicited cruel answers. I then saw Kurt crouched on the floor, hands gripping his head, chamber music blaring through grate speakers, his reflection in the mirror, broken, he walks zombie-like towards the balcony, taps a box of cigarettes from his pocket, lights one, and slides the balcony door open.  

“Makes you kind of introspective, doesn’t it?” The man said.

“What?”

“The implant.” 

“Tell me your story?” I said. “Skip out the parts about childhood. People generally aren’t interested in childhood horror stories. Let’s start with the hands.”

“It happened offshore,” the man-with-no-hands said. “I’d been a programmer. Do you know what a programmer is?” 

Told him I had an idea.

“The business sold for 8 billion dollars.” 

“That’s a lot.” I said. “Keep spilling.”

“You are just a drifter, a flusher, a loser in the armpit of the world.”

“What is it they want?” 

“Drifters, Losers...They prey on bums... Bums like you, Mr. Dylan.”

“Why?”

“For research. Market research. Look, Mr. Dylan, you are an intelligent man, you should see it. If you spend several billion dollars on a product then you want to see if that product works. We can’t simply trust the Trust Machine. The controlled experiments can only go so far, you see. Rats in a cage mean not a thing no matter how some may argue that the cage is representative of society and the rat being a social animal an ideal subject. We are all rats in a cage the trouble is not many realize the cage.”

“Rodents are cruel and predictable.” 

“Sure, but most people are not, even on a good day, as worthy as rats...At least not in an experimental study. So they need to do a little field research. To prey on the ones that nobody cares about. You know, the downtrodden, ex-military bum who coming back from a tour finds no purpose in life and walks into the bank with a high-powered assault weapon... Gets caught, stews in a prison and then hits the street disenfranchised where he meets the crazy woman who shouts at buildings and dabbles in crystal meth. They prey on the deformed and the deranged long since disowned by their families and friends. Victims of a society long since flushed down into the sewers marked Failed Experiment. Capitalism hasn’t worked, Communism hasn’t worked. It is time to start something new, something they call transhumanization. The weak and the troubled, the lost and the hurt. The rogue agents, private dicks, whores, addicts... Anybody who is no use to or a danger to the control machine. Anyone who is a drain to resources...A waste of space, an abuser of oxygen, can be changed, you see, Mr. Dylan, molded to conform within the...”

“The control machine?”

“Call it what you will...”

“Well, it has a nice ring to it. I was spiked by a member of this dehumanization movement?”

The man-with-no-hands laughed a low roar. “You were Spidered. It seems some of us programmers have a sense of humor. The program has a kink in her design. It’s still being tested. These introspective thoughts will come and go. Congratulations, Joe, you’ve become part of the project.”  

“Spidered?”

“Yes. S.P.I. Specialist Precision Industries, until that is they joined up with Dynamic Engineered Robotics, or as they merged, or transfigured, S.P.I.D.E.R, Inc. These were my old employees. ”

“Cute. And the hands? What happened to your hands?”

“A warning. A farewell leaving present. It seems that I was becoming close to finding out the reasons for their operations. You see every technician or programmer has his or her job. It’s like a jigsaw puzzle, each employee works on a piece and only the two real players know how the whole thing fits together.”

“You got too close?” 

“They considered me safer without hands.”

“Why don’t you get a new set, the advances in nerve realignment?”

“You don’t understand, Mr. Detective. This was part of the deal. I can go on living with no hands or be killed. These people are dangerous.”

“Can they be got at?”

“Perhaps. Think about the Chinese tourists.”

“You are saying the brain implant specialists are the same mob?”

“No, but chew it over.”

“What do they want with me?”

“Nothing,” the man-with-no-hands laughed. “Absolutely nothing...You are simply a human guinea pig, a rat...Cruel and predictable...”

He laughed again. The girl stopped playing the keyboard for a fraction of a second before she continued playing music darker than a raven’s promise.

“Alone in the dark,” I said to myself as the girl played.

And for a moment, I was.

––––––––

THIRTY-THREE

THE RAT came closer to Trixie’s face. “Do you know the difference between guilt and shame?”

Her eyes glassy, Trixie nodded twice slowly, before her head fell forward, semi-conscious, she heard the rat continue his monologue. 

“Shame is about how we feel about ourselves. When we grow up as dirty babies, we attach a lot of shame to ourselves. Do you know what a dirty baby is? No? Well, I’ll tell you. Mother has twelve kids running around the joint. She doesn’t hardly remember your name. You know what it’s like growing up when nobody knows your name? I guess not, sweetie, bet you were on the princess circuit from the moment you pushed your way out of the furry trap. Us dirty babies grow up with shame. We know that we’re no damn good and if anyone says any different we’re learning that there’s somebody who we can find a use for. The con man has no sympathy for the mark. The hustler doesn’t cry for his victims. Those who grow up with shame don’t get to experience guilt. What I plan to do to you will be completely guilt free for me. For you, well, maybe you’ll start up a little shame complex of your own after this episode. Maybe you won’t want to look at that pretty face in the mirror much ever again. Maybe you might take this experience out on someone close to you? I can’t say that I know or even care. That’s the thing with guilt you have to have someplace to view it from.”

Frankie walked over to the window and gazed out across the ocean.  

He whistled softly. “Must rock to look at this every morning. This is the kind of place I could be getting used to. Mind if I put on some music?”

Frankie walked over to the stereo and flicked through a number of CD cases, selecting a title and inserting it into the machine he smiled. “Bach. He had seventeen kids or some shit – some of them must have been real DIRTY BABIES. You know what he did? He still found the time to pen genius. I wonder if Bach was a guilt or a shame guy?”

Frankie lowered himself to where Trixie sat slumped on the floor. His hand brushed over her shoulder as he loosened the strap of her tank top, the lettering of which amused him.

UP TO U

––––––––

THIRTY-FOUR

“YOU ARE a simple random test subject. One of the Fun City bums.” 

I thought that there was more to it but didn’t say so. “Do you know who the pushers are? I mean names, addresses?”

“You’re not worth losing more body parts over, Dylan.”

“Sure. And you know what the implant does?”

“I’d say it controls a man. Easy to take a man down that doesn’t fight back, take drugs, or make love.”

“Make love?” 

“No, love is the wrong word. Excuse me; there were problems with the program. That was one part of the program we couldn’t figure out. Let’s say invests in the act of commercial or deviant sex. The animal lust reflex has been isolated and its trigger removed. According to the Wujing Zongyao 9th century text, a Chinese herbalist invented gunpowder looking for a longevity serum. In a way, he got it. When Albert Einstein visited Los Alamos to see what the Americans had done with the atom bomb, he broke down and cried. There is no love gene it seems. Many scientists consider it a simple momentary loss of sanity, a form of psychosis, if you will.” 

“Have you been implanted?”

“Good heavens, no. You have to be a deviant or die of boredom in my condition. They did something much worse to me. They took away my hands. The kind of routine task you do a thousand times with no problem until one time, slam, looking the other way, a ton of metal crushes your hands. Of course, they made it look like an accident. Paid out an insurance claim. Life without hands isn’t easy. I heard the bones crack and when the machine was lifted back up, they flapped around like the useless appendages that they now are. Helicopter flew me to the hospital and the amputations were performed there. I say performance with the true meaning of the word. You ever felt cold metal sawing through your own bone?”

Told him I hadn’t.

“The nurses were kind, scratched my back. Masturbated me. You ever been whacked of by a nurse in the hospital, Joe? That’s what I love about this city. Love and sexual acts are completely separate, you see. Going for a soapy massage is just the same as going for a haircut. They see no harm in it. And when you have no hands, well, they look at it like a way of earning good karma. I’m the homeless dog at the end of the street deserving of a bowl of sticky rice. I am the blind lottery ticket salesman who sells the most tickets. Here, in the land of frog-scratchers, the no-handed-man is king. Do you follow?”

“I see it. Forget the harmless small talk. Tell me what you need?”

“I have a problem.” The man swallowed a small bottle of Tiger Sweat that Honey poured down his throat. Drink was a cage, a cage I was in and out of, and that cage that lost me a fortune. Birds sang in cages. The ones who were born inside the cage sang loudest. My father had told me he I would amount to nothing and I was almost there. Mother, another story...What do parents do if not transplant shame onto a blank canvas?  

“Money, women, or both?” I asked.

THIRTY-FIVE

EYES STUCK together with sleep, Trixie rolled over and sat. The room was empty, her wrists and ankles bound by electrical tape. She rolled over towards the coffee table, and using the roughed edge, she tried to saw through the tape. After several minutes, she concluded that it was useless. The surface was not rough enough to afford any purchase on the tape.  

She tried the door. 

Locked from the outside.

Her mind was pumping vision after vision but she had a slight grain of resistance, she knew something was wrong, she knew that she had to escape.  

The window.

No, it was too high up.

Then she remembered the filing cabinet used to store some of her sketches, it was metal and an inside drawer, the third one from the top had a rough lip to the slide panel. 

She made her way over, legs and wrists bound together, she used snake like movements wriggling towards to unit. The drawer she opened with a free finger and began to saw away the tape. 

Within a quarter of an hour, both hands were free. Trixie used her free hands to open a kitchen drawer and selected a kitchen knife with a good serrated edge. She cut away the foot bindings.


She went to the bathroom and checked her reflection. Her mouth was dry and her face was red. She considered taking a shower – no, too risky – if she could just make it to room 303 at Dylan’s hotel. She quickly changed tops and headed towards the door, twisted the handle, and was out on the landing, the heat blasted at her, the ways of the apartment seemed to breathe the colors swirling like a Van Gogh painting. She took the stairs and panted when she reached the ground level. She saw a motorbike taxi and began to call it over when she felt a hand rest on her shoulder. She spun around to see the rat blowing a palm full of Devil’s Breath into her face before waving his fingers in front of her eyes like evil itself.












THIRTY-SIX

BY THE beach, locals sat on the wall discussing the passing tourist crowd with evil, cynical tongues sneering like disgruntled art critics picking apart the banality of a popular song. A body-builder wearing nothing but tiny shorts, beach shoes, and a maze of tattoos strutted along the Beach Road, head moving back and forward like a steroid cockerel. Across the road and into Happy Street, Hawaiian shirts stitched from bright gaudy cloth with florescent pineapples and floral patterns, necklaces and wrist chains of soft yellow gold. Open toed sandals, leather, rubber, plastics, deck shoes and Nike Air Max. There were women in tight cocktail dresses and three-inch heels, fish net stockings and blood red lipstick. There were men in business suits with walking sticks and glasses. There was all this – but most of all, there was that continual shuffling, that toing and froing, chattering, chuckling, that rolling and lapping of this wave of humanity as it bottle-necked through the narrow streets before the torrent filtered off into the glittering pools of after hour neon descent.

Crossed over and double backed along Main Street, past the jazz bar, through the tunnel, past the Very Special People bar, past the Star Bar. The streets that Kurt navigated the nights leading up into the big jump and up towards the CBD, the floor reception pointed towards the elevator and I rose up into the FC sky.

Brett was heading for the elevator as I was heading out of it. He frowned for a moment and then he composed himself and smiled, “Joe, I have some tapes for you. I say tapes, it is so old fashioned of me. I have a disc...”

“Footage from the Chinese?”

“Exactly, but I’m afraid I can’t let you take it, company policy. Follow me.” He swished back in the direction to which he came and opened a door that led to a screening room, pressed some switches, a large screen TV lit up. He slid in the disk and played with a remote. “You can buzz down to security if you need anything. I’m afraid I have a dinner meeting.” He made a vague gesture and then he exited the room. “Lord knows when these were shot. You will have to work your way back from recent footage, they’ve left it rolling since they left. Next time, you will have to repay me in full,” he said.

“Sure,” I said.

I let the machine roll.

The camera pans side to side of Happy Street, black and white, slowly, scopes out the wave of tourists and regulars, a few street workers that I recognize, some minor drug dealers and shoe shine kids, beggars and urchins. I take out the photograph of Kurt and finding some adhesive tape, I post it next to the screen. I imagine Kurt walking, talking, dancing, I imagine him playing guitar and talking with his Grandmother, I imagine him in Fun City. Picture him there and then adjust the disc to double speed and watch the night accelerate. The street speeds up with mind spinning accuracy, beer bellied tourists come in and out of shot in seconds, rolling, as they do, from bar to bar. Long limbed transsexuals moved with rubber limbs like predatory moths as the night, having no other choice, wore on. 

I caught a glimpse of Kelly, and then she disappeared through a red velvet curtained doorway into an exclusive member’s only club. Heart tugs and then The Rat blew powder into the face of a passing woman. I hit the pause, rewound, focused in, the woman’s name was Trixie. 

THIRTY-SEVEN

SEVENTEEN FLOORS up. 

Didn’t knock, didn’t ring the bell, and didn’t make a telephone call first.

Oh, no.

I smashed the fucking door in.

The Rat was sitting at a table flicking through a copy of International Historic. Next to him lay a syringe. Trixie was on the floor, her hands tied with electrical tape, her mouth taped shut. Conscious, trying to free her wrists, her eyes widened. 

The Rat was trying to formulate words but the words wouldn’t form. Walked to him and held his left arm down to the table, and with my free hand, took the loaded syringe from his right mitt and gave him the whole load in one hit. His eyes rolled back as he slumped back into the chair. I removed the Omega from his wrist and put it back onto my wrist.

Father would be proud.  

“Did you have to kill him?”

“Probably not, but I owed him credit.”

“Well, he can’t stay here.”

“Okay, let me think of something, you get cleaned up. Did he hurt you?”

She remained silent, I took her by the shoulders, said it again. “Did he touch you?”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle,” she said timidly. “I just need the bathroom right now.”

She trotted off and I checked the Rat’s pulse. He was dead aright, not cold, but he would be soon. Like most junkies and rats, he was light in weight and I figured I could get him to the elevator and out onto the street. Before doing so, I grabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels from the kitchen. I laid The Rat on his back and poured the rest of the bottle down his throat making sure that plenty of the liquid splashed over his shirt and chest. Carried him to the elevator and took the ride down. Nobody passed, not even a night watchman out at the desk out front. For once, the gods were smiling. Walked him like walking a drunk home from the bar, arms propping him up. One block east and hailed an FC taxi. Bundled The Rat in the back and gave him the directions to a dive in the Darkside of town, a house that used be lived in by Slim Jim, who also took the night train in a much more glorious fashion. The driver didn’t look impressed until a double credit changed his expression to one of delight.

Walked back up to Trixie’s apartment block and rode the elevator up to the seventeenth floor and rung the bell. She answered with a baseball bat in her hand. “Let’s get a drink,” I said before remembering that I couldn’t.

“There’s something inside my head,” she said.

“You too?”

“They got you?”

“Yes, but, I think it is temporary. You know about The Resistance. They live beneath the City. I need access to their underground world. I need a way in.”

Trixie closed the door and joined me on the outside. “I think I know just the two men who can help us,” she said. “They’re freaks, but well connected.”

“Cake Hole?”

“How did you know?”

“I’m a frigging detective, Honey. Only thing I don’t know is where they are living.”

“I got it.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you worked for the Eye?”

“It didn’t seem the best time. I’ve left that all behind.”

“Sure?”

“Sure.”

THIRTY-EIGHT

TRIXIE RANG the bell. 

A back alley connecting the back bars of Beach Road to The Darkside.  

A hatch slid open and a pair of eyes looked in on us. “Trixie, honey, where you been?”

“Tied up by a Rat, Cakehole. How’s your week been?”

“Intense, intense, Honey. Are you alone? I smell heat.”

“I have a friend.”

“It’s okay. We’ve met,” I said walking into the field of vision. “Dylan, Joe Dylan.”

The door crept open slightly. “Hey, the private dick, did you find out what gave with the French kid?”

The door opened wider and we walked in.

“Working on it. How are you up there, High Tower?”

High Tower grunted and the twins turned and walked downstairs into the bowels of their dwelling. 

“I need to go underground.”

“Don’t we all, Honey. There is often a way.”

“The sewers?” I said walking into their dwelling. It was a slum ground floor apartment with bullfighter posters on the wall, a floor lava lamp, a narrow sofa and a coffee table. “Can you get us inside?”

Cake Hole pointed towards a bookcase, High Tower walked over as his twin grabbed a large hardback notebook. “One of The Resistance left this in the bar. I wouldn’t call it stealing...” 

High Tower sat on the floor and his twin laid the book on the coffee table and opened it. “Here, is like a map. Kinda sketchy, but if you see here, this is The Beach, and over there, is the Dark Side. If you line it up, you come to the pool, and behind The Theater Bizarre, it has to be here. Somebody here may be able to explain the journey in more detail. I believe you two have met. HT, open the hatch.”

The twins walked through the living area and towards a large framed painting of the city. High Tower lifted the painting from the wall to reveal a wooden hatch. “This used to be the old city ice works. Nobody goes back here. Well, apart from somebody we picked up at the bar last night.” The sound of wood on metal as the latch fell and the hatch opened. Inside a dim light, a man, laid down on his side. His shoulder bandaged; his arm in cast.

“Been looking for you,” Jimmy said, smiling. He moved towards the opening and once out, stood shakily on his legs. 

“I thought you were dead, man. The city issued a death certificate.”

“The city does a lot of things, Joe.”

“I searched.”

“I went underground.”

“Let’s sit down,” Cake Hole said. “Talk about this.”  

“I’m going down...”

“I’m going with you,” Trixie smiled.

“I can do it alone, be less conspicuous. You wait here.”

“Never gonna happen, Dylan.” 

“That’s where I can help,” Jimmy said. “Pass me that map. You see right here is where you go down. Beneath the city, there are tunnels, like a rabbit warren. Or maybe more like a rat’s nest.”

“I hate rats.”

“You see The Resistance members who accomplish the most missions are known as Fast Rats. They accomplish smash and grab missions. Taking supplies from the Eye.”

“The Eye?”

“The Eye’s brain is down there, man. All the controls of the City are down under the city.”

“Is this true?” I turned to Trixie. 

“I was taken by underground shuttle from the CBD, one stop in and one stop out. From there we were guided to an office. That was all. I have no idea about the network.”

“Right, so let’s get this straight. The Eye is the brain of the city, every piece of surveillance, every recorded conversation and video is kept down there.”

“Hard drives the size of a house,” Jimmy said.

“All the information is there, Joe,” Trixie said. “This is where the Punch is performed. Think of it as the conditioning center.” 

“They would also have laboratories down there. The capability to remove this implant?”

“What?” Jimmy’s eyes rose.

“They got me. They also got the French kid I was working on.”

“Kurt?”

“You knew him?” 

“We were like brothers. Look, Joe, if you go down there, don’t mention the implant. The Resistance encouraged Kurt to go back overground when they found about it.”

“Why?”

“They assumed a tracking device would be installed.”

“Why would the city need a tracking device? They know everything that is going on up here.”

“Yes, up here, but not down there,” Trixie said. “Once you go into the tunnels the Eye loses you.”

“Why don’t they blow the whole thing up?”

“They can’t. It’s connected up too delicately. Think of the Eye as the pupil and The Resistance tunnels as the optic nerves. Kill one and the other one dies.”  

“But if we can find a way to destroy the records, remove the implant.”  

“This is where I could come in useful,” she said. “I have access codes to some of the files. I am still authorized to issue low security level commands.”

“Such as?”

“Spider removal.”

“One thing you have to be careful about is the flush.”

“The flush?”

“Yes, the Eye can’t destroy the tunnels but what it can do is spray a stream of water through periodically, flushing out any resistance who happen to be walking through it.”

“How do we counter it?”

“O2. You’ll need a canister or two, a couple of face masks and you just wait it out.” 

“Piece of cake,” Trixie smiled nervously.  

“The woman’s will is strong,” said Cake Hole. “She has spirit.”

“A strong spirit is just what I need, brother.”

“Brothers,” said Cake Hole motioning up to his larger twin. “If you see the Eye, break it into a million pieces, Joe. When we don’t hear from you we follow your trail down.”  

––––––––

THIRTY-NINE

THE OFFICE door was locked. 

Twisted it open with a key and pushed it open. 

“Are there rats in here?” Trixie’s eyes narrowed.

“Used to be.”

“Joe, I am serious about this. I have, like this, rat phobia, if I see one I freak.”

“Okay, there aren’t any rats. Trust me.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Then what are those traps for?”

“Squirrels.”

“Squirrels?”

“Arboreal mammals, bushy tails.”  

I put what we needed into a rucksack, torches, and Ajarn’s book, pulled the bag tight and clipped it shut. 

“Okay take this, pass me that.”

A sound of scratching came from the corner. Trixie was up, off the floor, I caught her.

“Rats. You said there WERE NO RATS!”  

She crashed down onto me. Knocking into the bureau, the reel to reel cassette player fell onto the floor, bounced and played.

There is a place, a secret place, with cool waters, birds and peace. I found it while meditating. Gather yourself there before a leap of faith. 

“Hold it, we should go there. It’s written in the book. We need to go there and cleanse ourselves in the waters.”

“Why?”

“Why? Why? Because it is written. That is why.”

“You can find this place?”

“I’m a detective. It’s what I do, Trixie. I find places and people. Can you swim?”

“Okay, take this, and pass me the bag.”

“What are you looking for?”

“I had some oxygen here. I found it during a case on one of the islands. We need to test this stuff. It hasn’t been used in the last thirty years.”

“Does air go out of date?”

“How do I know?”

“Are you always this organized?”

“Sure. Who knows when you might need air, right?”

“Air is required at all times.”

“Smart ass, follow me.” 

FORTY

LIMESTONE, crystal clear waters, the monastery covered with gold leaf sat above the pool. “Nice set up,” Trixie smiled.

“I need to test the oxygen. Well, I don’t know about you but I don’t trust any Fun City O2 in an emergency situation. Plus, this is one of the few places the Eye doesn’t look.”

“Really?”

“Really. And...”

“And what?”

“I wanted to test something else.”

“Such as?”

“Wait and see.”

Covered and shaded by bamboo brush and the surrounding rocks the sun shone through the brush occasioning shadows to flicker on to the glimmering water. 

“This is the only place of organized worship in the city. It was placed under exclusion from the city council. Strangely, the citizens respect this.”

“Well, they are human after all,” Trixie smiled.

“Partly, I guess.”  

Stripping down, I dove into the waters and let myself slowly rise to the surface. Trixie, standing on the rock above the pool, took off her clothes, leaving only a blue bra and panties. As I broke the surface, the sun shone down, the sounds of birds chattering in the trees and the sound of a lizard barking. Swam four or five lengths of the pool before pulling up onto the edge and watching Trixie butterfly stroke up to me before pulling herself up and joining me there on the ledge. She shook her head sprinkling droplets onto her generous breasts. I watched two droplets chase each other down into the cavernous mystery. The implant throbbed. A man and woman, sober, clean, straight, swimming on a warm tropical evening, together. 

“Do you think you can get to them?”

“I think the man-with-no-hands...Was your old employer?”

“We never really knew who we worked for.”

“I need to make him open up a little.”

“He’s not the only one who needs to open up a little,” she smiled.

“Perhaps...”  

“Hmm, I never put you down as the shy sensitive type.” Trixie touched my chin gently with her forefinger. “No need to flinch like, like, some kind of insect. I see now why you are so cynical. You’ve had your heart broken by a woman, or perhaps a man?” Trixie smiled in a way that was simultaneously both friendly and mocking. I felt my heart being tugged as I tried to recall one woman that hadn’t broken it, said, “What difference does it make?”

“You’re a tough guy?” Her eyebrows narrowed.

“No, it’s just that I don’t like people and I’m generally unpleasant to be around. Ask anybody.”

“That’s why we love you, Joe. You’re explosive.”

“I’m not that wild.”

“I’m guessing the wild man isn’t showing through right now, huh?”

“He’s on vacation.”

“Dylan, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.” 

“Are you ready to die?”

“Sure, I am. I wouldn’t have eaten that god darn acid plant if I wasn’t. Ever since that night with you in the dungeon, things have been upside down and back to front. Do you think we could still be under the influence?”

“No, Joe, we’re beating the system. We’re messing with the Punch, don’t you see?”

“Maybe,” I told her. “Maybe the Punch needs to be messed with.” 

“Maybe the implant needs to be messed with. The masters tell me that once implanted one can never have immoral congress with a good looking gal.”

“Sometimes congress isn’t immoral.”

“In a place of worship?”

“Every place is a place of worship when you’re in it.”

“Huh.”

The sound of an airplane flying overhead as her arms looped around my neck in that pool.

Never did test that oxygen.  

FORTY-ONE

AND THERE it was.

Brushed the entrance to the tunnel and slid away the grate. 

The Eye oscillated, allowing a thirty-second window to get to it and open it. 

There was time, but not much of it.  

“Well, we either do it or we do it.”

She smiled. “You think there’s anything living down there?”

“I think there’s a jungle down there, Trixie.”

“That’s just great.” 

“A whole eco system.”

“Cute.”

“Let me slide down first, I’ll call back on up if there’s a situation.” 

The ride down was easy enough, a drop of perhaps fifteen feet into a dark tunnel, checking the circumference, large enough to fit two persons wide. A faint smell of raw sewage meant this had been an outlet at some point. I shouted up to Trixie who slid down to where I stood. Flicking on two torches, I handed her one as we progressed. “The going is a bit steep, keep your head down.” The tunnel bent both ways several times until it was impossible to decide where we were under and in relation to Fun City. Common sense dictated the tunnel would lead towards the sea, but common and not so common sense had often let me down.

“I had a thought,” Trixie said.

“Yeah.”

“Rats.”

“Don’t think about it.”

“How can I NOT think about it?”

“Pass through this tunnel and afterwards fear will be a thing of the past.”

“How do you know?”

“That’s the way it works, you do the deed first, and the bravery comes later.”

The sound of tiny claws on metal, an object brushed against my heel, and then another object, dark grey and black shapes, thick meaty tails, rodent chattering. Trixie screamed and held tighter as we gained ground through the tunnel one slow step at a time. 

A dripping sound, slow at first, the drips became a trickle before the sound of flow, and then running water. Dropped the bag and opened it. Took out the two masks attached to the one O2 canister. Strapped them on.  

The sound grew. “We need to tie ourselves to something; otherwise, we’ll be flushed out the other end. Here, take this rope.” Attached one length to the metal hook I guessed was used to secure sewage workers, and the rest of the length went around our waists. 

Grey water hit hard.

Pressure pushed, felt like cutting the rope and going wherever the water took me, but the impulse to remain was greater. Flash backs from the Punch, the chair, laid horizontal, like a dentist’s chair, images above and the syringe lowering into my arm, bright lights, the room spinning, whispers, audio suggestions, darkness.

Shaking, water level drops, waist, thigh, and then ankle deep, the flow stopped. Untied the rope and stashed it in the pack.

“Can you breathe?”

“Almost,” Trixie said, “I can probably tap dance too. But this is insane. Where is this tunnel taking us, do we have directions or is it just the blind leading the blind?”

“Wait,” I checked the life-enhancer – “Well, the small green spot is moving towards the large red dot. How is that?”

“That’s perfect.”

Then the second wave hit.

FORTY-TWO

THE FLUSH broke through the tunnels and pushed with force the sound of crushing water. Held on to Trixie’s wrist, the flow carried us down and through the pipeline, a left, a right, breath held, bright lights, memories of the Punch. Scientist coat hovering above, metal manipulator, tongs, blood on a medical bib, bright lights, under the city, the flush brought us through and passed out to a drop. Much like a sewage waterfall, we fell from the tunnel and dipped under before rising up to the surface, bright lights, and two characters stood staring at us from above on the bank of the pool.  

“Throw us a line, god darn it, don’t just stand there staring,” Trixie cried up at them. The two men spoke to each other and stepped closed to where we bobbed in the pool. The water was deep. The banks were high. 

They seemed to making a decision.  

“Billy, throw them a line, old boy.” A dread head, naked from the waist up with tattoos said to the one they called Billy.

“Sure, Flea.” 

“Pull them up.”

The line came down, and I threw it to Trixie, who held on and made it to the edge of the bank. The men pulled at the rope and Trixie climbed up and over the bank, on the edge she shook herself and waved for me to follow.

Held onto the line and pulled myself up.

The man named Flea spoke. “You were lucky, old sport. We’ve cut out various sections of the line. Sometimes the flush hits faster than a rat up a bloody drainpipe. Controlled by a timer usually, but sometimes the devils play with us and switch to manual. This is where the old dip comes in.”

“Good to be prepared?”

“Quite so, old chap.”

We followed the two men through a network of tunnels into a large room with dozen men and women, one woman breastfed a baby, another scrubbed clothes clean in a bucket. Men rolled cigarettes and played cards. A transistor radio played Bach. All the rats had the tunnel tattoos. 

“We have gas canisters for cooking, fresh water for washing and drinking. Care for some tea?”

“Where does it come from? The water?”

“An old water spring. You just dig down until you find them. Sugar?”

“And the waterfall?” 

“We cut some holes in the tunnel. That way we have a chance when they flush us. One lump or two?”

“Two.”

“And for the lady?”

“None thanks.”

“Suit yourself. Turned out lucky for you two, didn’t it? What is it you are looking for? Not sewer fishing, I take it? Am afraid the milk is powdered but you take what you can get down here,” the man called Flea poured hot water into a teapot and rinsed out four cups. “Where are you heading?” 

“We’re heading for the Eye.”

“The Eye, eh? You don’t mess about. What’s in there that interests you, Stranger?”

“Name’s Joe, this here is Trixie. They have some memories of mine I’d like back.”

“You been Punched.”

I nodded.

“You want to find your tapes?” 

“We just want to get inside,” Trixie said. “Can you take us to the entrance?”

“Well, I could, but what happens when you get there? You’ll need dynamite to blow your way in.” Flea took a sip of his hot tea. “Ah, that hit the spot.”

“We thought the Rats have a way through.”

“The Rats find their way into the Eye from time to time. But once they do, the Eye is patched back up to how it was before. It’s always the bloody same. The cycle repeats itself every few days. The city is becoming more organized at rodent disposal, you might say. Most of the Fast rats are now past rats, if you catch my drift.”

“You have a way in?”

“Possibly, I want to know more about your mission. Who sent you and what exactly you intend to achieve.”

“Why?”

“Because, we have been working on this project for as long as we can remember and we don’t need an unknown player going in and messing up years of our work. Hope that didn’t sound too forward, sometimes this battle gets to me.  Biscuit?” Flea opened a tin and passed them around.

“We will credit you to guide us to the best place to enter and for the dynamite to make that happen.” 

“Five thousand,” Flea said.

“I’ll give you two,” Trixie smiled. 

“Four.”

Trixie tapped a finger on Flea’s shoulder. “Let’s just assume you need to go overland to get supplies. Supplies like these marvelous biccies. Now, you don’t want to be running up there on zero credits. You get picked up by a routine patrol and you lose all this,” Trixie spread her arms out wide to show Flea his dwelling. “Plus, you get put on the Punch.”

“Now that would put us in a pickle.”

“You get one thousand each once the job is done.”

“Half up front,” Flea said taking out his life-enhancer.

“Nice doing business with you.”

FORTY-THREE

“WE TAKE this line for two clicks. We’re traveling diagonally down here. All of the City’s information is stored down here. The Fast Rats work on commission to do small solo-handed missions. We had a job recently. The prince of a European country who shall remain nameless had come to Fun City for a little R&R.”

“What part do you play in all this?”

“Utility operations,” Flea said, “I’m a maintenance man. But I get to hear the tunnel gossip. This prince was recorded by the Eye and by private players, Gamers, as they’re known. They had footage of him in compromising positions with the patrons of one of those freak bars. Well, that stuff is dynamite, and could cause a scandal from Brighton to Bombay if word got into the wrong hands.”

“And?”

“Well, the Gamers were easy to pay off, they were paid royally if you catch my rift, and the footage was destroyed before their own peepers, but the Eye is another matter. Offers were made but the council didn’t play ball. We sent in Jones, known down here as Super Rat Jones.”

“This talk of rats is making me sick.”

“It’s okay, Trix, we’re nearly there...”

“Jones found a way in, gained access to the memory vaults and destroyed the records. Neat nip and tuck job.”

“Couldn’t Jones have destroyed all the records in one hit?” 

“Almost impossible, old chap. There’s no complete system kill switch, items have to be extracted and destroyed one by one. Then there’s the Fun Cloud. A remote storage device. Intelligence indicates that this unit is stored overseas. Luckily, for the Prince, his footage had yet to be stored on the cloud. If a strike is made, it has to be made early and we get out of Dodge. Given the price the Rats charge, you would have thought that they would be back overland after a couple of jobs living the life of luxury. But nah, they like it down here, see. Some say the adrenalin rush keeps them working the hole. Others say they are just biding their time before the big push, when the big push comes the city will need new leaders, and who better than a Super Rat to lead the city back to the capital of decadence it once proudly was.”

“What are the chances of making it to the Punch headquarters?”

“Easier than the records department, less secure, mate, but what would you want with that place anyway, interested in seeing citizens move through the thirteen gates of hell?”

“I’m interested in the S.P.I.D.E.R. plant.”

“Once you are in, you’re on your own. I’m no tour guide when it comes to the Eye. Are sure you don’t want to hire a rat to do the job for you, would be safer for you and the good lady?”

“We need to do this in person,” Trixie answered.  

FORTY-FOUR

“HERE, THIS is where you want to go in,” Flea took an old battered blue print from his inside pocket, unfolded it. “They use this as a laundry room. Once inside, you take the corridor as far as here,” he pointed to a room, “these units here. These are the laboratories. Now let’s see about opening her up. Right, okay move back and turn the corner. Over there. That’s right. Good. One. Two.”

Three. 

The blast took out a section of the wall. The rest of the rubble was taken out by hand until large enough. The other side was warm. Rolls of hangers, clothes, sheets, blankets hung to dry inside.

“Now about my fee?”

“Sure,” I raised the life-enhancer and tapped it against his, the credits transferred with a bleep and a buzz.

We moved through, past the costumes of the Fun empire through a double door and into the corridor of the Eye. Memories of the Punch flickered, wheeled through the corridors trying to bite the strip of leather in half, blindfolded, voices, some calm and cool voices belonging to the academic erudite elite who were the Fun City doctors. Other voices shrill and excited, some voices were hardly human, some voices were silent, inferred to rather than heard, turned to Trixie. “You too, huh?” She says.

Yes me too, through the corridors, the brain of the city, the Eye flickering, never closed. Double doors we entered, security cameras on all four walls, eyes within the Eye. A patient strapped to a bed, two medics with clipboards and a Punch officer to administer the nightmare as the patient’s attitude is adjusted. Thrashing on the bed, his face partially concealed by the VR goggles, we move closer. Trixie goes for the holstered Glock on the officer’s hip. Snatches at it, officer turns into my fist followed by a foot to the groin and he’s down for a moment before rolling to a desk and hitting a switch. Medics’ hands go up as the weapon in Trixie’s hand does. “Sit,” I tell them, “or remain still.”

Trixie issues commands into her life-enhancer device. 

“Here to remove a spider,” I say to the bearded one.

“But...”

“But nothing. You need to prepare the removal fair enough. Trixie take that bed over there, the one next to the table. Yeah.”

“We need to call the nurse.”

“Do it. Trixie, take the bed.”

She lies on the bed. A nurse materializes and attaches a rubber cap, the machines around her beep and whirl, lights flash as the manipulator lowers down, and a sensor stops at her nose. I hold her hand as the machine’s periscopic manipulator rides the channel up her nasal passage, twists three hundred and sixty degrees and pulls out the implant.

Swapping places, the machines once again begin their work. The connection is certain and the pull is swift as the object dislodges and the spider is spat out. 

A sudden intense wave of euphoria followed by a sense of calm, a slowing down in rhythm to the natural pace of life becomes inherent. Flash back of the dungeon, the plant, capsules, Trixie’s story about the boys and the butterfly, Blue’s knife cutting the flower, the office, morphologist, promises from Kelly, Kurt the French singer, Hugh the American with the semi-naked houseguest. All this plays back like a silent movie on triple speed. Characters come into focus and then fade again to the back of the picture.   

A return of free will.

Lights flash. 

Double doors open. 

The man-with-no-hands flanked by two officers. His smile is crooked and ugly. “Did I miss the show?” He walks to a door and opens it. “Follow me, Dylan.” 

Through the door and into another laboratory, the Punch memories coming clearer now, was I somehow shown the future through that mask? Lights flash, trollies roll, nurses, medics, man-with-no-hands walks towards the centerpiece of the room. 

“Welcome to the Eye, Joe.”  

––––––––

FORTY-FIVE

THE MAN with no hands smiled cold with crooked lips. He strapped himself into the machine, into several control panels and manipulators, the nerve endings connecting to his stumps were sending communications to the mainframe computer. Impossible calculations were made with rapid movements. Several screens swing down like periscopes in a submarine. “Welcome to the Eye, Joe, I can see everything up here. Every time Mr. Jones leaves Mrs. Jones to visit little Miss Squeeze, I’ll be here watching, Joe. Every slip, every swig, every broken promise, every bad word, each and every digression will be watched and recorded by somebody like me. I designed this. Dylan, the Eye is my invention, the S.P.I.D.E.R. just a little bit of transhumanist fun. Don’t feel bad about it, Dylan. You were always on my shit list since...”

“Figures,” I tell him. “The overseer of morality in the world’s most immoral city is a whore mongering alcoholic who lives with an eight year old child.”

“Nine years old, Joe. But, hey, come on. Who’s counting? You’ve heard her play piano.”

“I give you that, but what happens when she grows up and looks back on her childhood? The childhood you robbed from her.”

“It is nothing. Your son robbed me of my hands. You know how that feels? Every time I look at your face, I see that boy with a machete. Revenge is a sweet thing, Dylan.”  

Five men in suits sat at various control panels tapping away onto keyboards. The man-with-no-hands slid out of the apparatus and approached. “Now, normally the Punch doesn’t accept repeat visitors. But with you two lovely people, the council has decided to make a special rule. ‘They can go in, as long as you don’t come out again,’ I think they said. So I’ve designed much of the new program myself, tailor made to your perfect nightmares.”

“Must have taken some research?”

“Oh yes, it did, years of research.”

––––––––

FORTY-SIX

GOING UNDER, they call it. That’s the term for the beginning of the Punch. Your life is played back to you. Not the parts that you remember, no, the parts that you forgot, or tried your best to forget. A man or woman is simply the sum of mistakes he or she makes in one lifetime. Everyday thousands of mistakes are made from anticipating what the stranger in the street is thinking to neglecting a starving child. The Punch plays those mistakes back to you. Millions of errors detailed in horrific Technicolor.

Going under. 

When our eyes opened we thought we were still under the city. The truth is I’m still not sure if what happened down there was part of the Punch, the Devil’s Breath or a living nightmare.


Some new Punch angle perhaps? Maybe it was real and maybe it wasn’t.


The images had audio.  
Faint at first. 

The rumbling of rubber on concrete and the soft echoing of voices rose into the room. Traveling through time back to the Neptune in Leather, upstairs a man stood at the bar drinking, a puffin perched on his shoulder. A woman walked an otter on a leash.

Going under.

Trixie’s apartment overlooking the beach, the night sky heavy with pollution in a starless night. Her thighs gripping mine as dawn delivered her ugly promise.  

Lights flashed and officers stood up from their desks.

Life-enhancer buzzed as the credits ticked down.

The door opened.

Going under.

Overhead lights clicked on. So bright they burn. A sound vibrated through internal speakers. A low frequency drone shook the walls. The room span with confused panic. First through was High Tower, conjoined twin attached to his chest brandishing a .22. He fired a shot that dug into a guard’s shoulder. They must have followed us through, I thought, before wondering if this was just a piece in the Punch puzzle.  

Going under.

One.

Two.

Three.

Rachael, the dwarf karaoke singer ran at the radio controller, leaping into the air as she tore at his throat, they fell onto the ground scrambling for purchase on one another like two dogs in the dirt. My mind span back to the tunnel, the journey through it and out into Happy Street where Frankie the Rat peddled his scopolamine.

Had things ever been normal since the Devil’s Breath? Were we still under the influence, drifting around, hallucinated as we were in the Fun City Punch.  

Trixie tugged my arm and moved towards a control panel. She looked at dials and levers and smiles and now I know that she must also realize that the world is tripping along with us. “The audio shutdown must be somewhere,” she ran a fingernail across a range of controls, “here.”

“What are you talking about?”

The walls stopped shaking. “Follow me,” she headed towards a set of double doors and I find my legs supporting me as my mind whirls.  A Burmese wolf girl threw herself wildly at a horse-mouthed guard who winced back in both fear and disgust as she disarmed him and sprayed a line of lead across the room. Somewhere, slowly, a cockroach died. Beyond them, a long neck tussled an officer to the ground and straddled him, glaring down as he lay frozen unable to get a grip on her long row of copper coils.

Black teeth smiled strapped into the Eye. 

We press further towards the tunnel

Going under... 

A bearded woman, a matchstick man, an alarm shrilled as screams and gunshots filled the room. 

Blue comes in swinging his trombone with bayonet attached. He slices and stabs at the officers. Through to a laboratory, the whirl of hard drives, printouts, the man-with-no-hands disappears through double-doors, a hospital bed with a rubber cap, sensors, manipulators, metal tongs, a nurse stands with a syringe. Trixie grabs her by the arm and she shouts a command to the nurse, pats the bed, outside, the cries and screams of the City, of the Push.

The Resistance. 

Beyond the lab and on up to a white room with white walls and a white ceiling. Two Gamers, one either side of the man-with-no-hands. One holds his machete. The other pouts with a life-enhancer device in her hand.

An object flies across the room, lands in my right hand, a crowbar. 

The lights flash. “Thought you might need this,” Jimmy smiles. 

“Are the twins with you? Take them to the lab,” I shout before a second wave of guards pile through the building and the only way is back, back through the tunnels and out into the city.; Jimmy shouts commands and pushes his way back through the tunnel. We move deeper into the rabbit warren, the rats net under the city and back up into the overland. 

Going over.

Back at the temple, the sun set over the doomed city occasioning clouds to glow orange and pink, radiated by the night pollution. We sat up all night talking about the next Push, the weakness of the Eye, strategies compared and weighed up. As the night finally turned to day, I wondered, again, if the scopolamine had really woven its magic, and if we were right back there in the bar beneath the jazz band riding the first wave of that awful jungle medicine.

Trixie’s smile did not confirm nor deny this. 

But she was like that. 

She was a real solid trip. 

FORTY-SEVEN

LUCAS RAISED the coffee glass to his mouth and breathed heavily. The old man was tired. But the fatigue was not physical. It was more of a spiritual fatigue, he had simply seen too much life in a short space of time and there was little room for more experience.

“Kurt had been through a lot,” I told him. “Fame as a young man is difficult to take. It breeds paranoia; trust in others dwindles in supply when you are at the top. He came here expecting a new life and it was a new start at first, but Kurt had seen his credits run down. He had experienced the Punch and he had been implanted.”

“The Punch?”

“Yes. He was reconditioned to be a good citizen, but sometimes being a good citizen isn’t what we were originally pre-programmed to be. And who says that one cannot be a good citizen and use the leisure facilities of the city? It is a strange pinball machine we find ourselves bouncing around in, and Kurt decided to slip between the flippers and fall into the bowels of the machine. He became part of The Resistance. A tunnel rat, probing at the machine, trying to find a way to rewire it. The city rewarded him for his interference with a brain implant. The same type of implant I received for tracking him.”

“So, my theory was correct. This was not a suicide.”

“Technically it was a suicide, sir, but he was pushed to it. This whole thing raises an interesting question. Was he pushed or did he fall?”

“And?”

“You will have to answer that yourself, sir. All the details are in the report,” I passed him a folder and slipped across my life-enhancer device. “Fifteen years ago we might have blamed the girl that led the guy to jump off the balcony. We may have blamed the friends who shunned him once he lost all his money. We may blame the guy on the corner store who sold him a bottle of Tiger Sweat each and every day.  But the thing is, it is still the man who jumped off the balcony. He is the one who took the leap. Nowadays, things aren’t that simple.”

He sighed, held his life-enhancer to mine, and made the transaction. I checked the balance. Enough to buy a ticket out of the city, enough to rent a place other than a short time room in a fleabag hotel. But room 303 had grown on me. I’m sitting in here now, tapping away this story. The blinds are down in my windowless room and the music from across the street is haunting and lonely. A guitar and a tenor saxophone tangle together as someone somewhere brushes the leather. Somewhere a Tom Cat screams at the world but the world doesn’t care.

And why should it?

––––––––

THE END

THANKS TO Hugh Gallagher for looking at the early drafts and helping push it forward. Special thanks for the brainstorming session between games of six-ball where Hugh hit on the Punch name before beating me at pool on the seventh road Flamingo table. Thanks to Edward Roche for encouraging my new world directions once the Punch idea fell into place following that drive back from the beach. Thanks to Collin for helping me fix some of the grammar as the story progressed. I hope I am getting better, but do apologize for the oversights that have undoubtedly made it into print. Thanks to the editorial and design team - Torrie Cooney, and Frankie Sutton for their work on this series. And as always, thanks to John Daysh who helped burn several moths (metaphorically speaking) throughout this one and more, hopefully, to come. Thanks to L7, Grace Jones, Compulsion and Hole for the soundtrack. Mostly thanks to you, the reader. Without you guys, this doesn’t make a whole bunch of sense, but I’d do it anyway.  

BOOKS online sell well according to the number of reviews they receive. While some authors beg, borrow, steal, or buy reviews, we at SPP aren’t going to do that. Instead, we are going to offer to send a free print copy to the first twenty readers who leave an honest review of this book. Simply leave a review on one of the distribution sites, contact us with your mailing address, and receive a free signed copy of Joe Dylan #1 Bangkok Express. You can’t say fairer than that now, can you?

––––––––

STAY IN the loop? Join Joe Dylan’s zone and download a free book in the series. Find out where the inspiration for Joe Dylan came from and what keeps him ticking. Watch and listen to author interviews, read out- takes from all the books and unpublished stories. Get up to date news on Joe Dylan audio, translations and movie projects. Click the image below, and enter the theater bizarre. That’s right, click the image below to enter the fun zone:
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