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An American Dreamer


He washed the blood from his hands and wondered why she had taken so long to die.  He liked it when they twitched a lot; but not for twenty minutes.  That was self-indulgence.


Jay Leno was on the T.V. interviewing some actress with big tits.  His face was a pale green.  Why didn’t cheap motels ever have decent color?  The actress was laughing.  They always did that on these shows.  A clip from her latest movie flashed on the screen briefly.  It looked as bad as her performance.  Jay wished her luck with the movie.  What would she look like with thirty razor slashes across those tits? – slicing off the nipples – the blood – the smooth skin slit so neatly by the sharp sliver of metal – and all that blood! – rivulets; tiny streams everywhere running over her nakedness – those two mounds of wobbling, agonised flesh – and no baby would ever suck from them and find nourishment.


He dried his hands and stared at the screen intently.  Yes: he could find pleasure in killing her – but not yet.  She wasn’t famous enough.  She’d be too easy.  There’d be no real fun in it; no suspense, no excitement, no thrills.  He flicked over to another channel.  An Orson Welles movie.  No gratification there.  Channel 13 had a horror movie.  Great!  But then, it would be cut.  That was the bad thing about Network T.V.  They always cut the good bits.  Not that he ever watched those bits anyway.  He only liked happy endings.  But people got up-tight about those bad bits.  Religious people did.  So, they should.  That wasn’t entertainment.


Her body looked uncomfortable sprawled out that way on the bed.  The removal of her womb, lungs, heart, kidneys, liver and intestines didn’t help.  She looked horrible.  Even her face looked bad.  Then again, what face wouldn’t when a nose, lips, eyes and ears had been sliced open with a razor.  She deserved it.  Sanctimonious, successful bitch!  Sure, she was a star.  He'd seen her on “Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous”.  Robin Leach slobbering over her material excesses with that disgustingly vulgar British accent.  She’d deserved to die.  The American Dream wasn’t supposed to be like that.  She was an insult to it.  A disgrace.  A blasphemy.


He farted.  Even though he was alone in the room, he felt embarrassed.  That was rude.  Jesus would never have farted.  Not the Messiah – even if he had been Jewish.  But he gave that up and became a Christian.  Sally had been Jewish – until he’d dealt with that.  Not that he was anti-Semitic.  After all, he was an American.


He could now smell his own fart.  He enjoyed it – probably because he knew it was his own.  A singularly fragrant odor.  It was difficult not to be fascinated by one’s bodily functions.  Many times he’d watched his own shit swirl frantically around in the toilet bowl before finally being sucked down into that grand sewer below, where the faeces of a whole city merged into a grandiose liquid toxin before oozing its way into the all-enveloping ocean.


Then there was a knock at the door.


He froze.


Another knock.


Who the hell was it?  Fuck!  He remained motionless.  The manager?  Some weirdo?  Silence.  He wished he’d turned out the lights.  And switched off the T.V.  There he was; some crappy movie blaring out and blood everywhere.  But, somehow, God would look after him.  God always did, because he believed in God, and that was what mattered.  The Bible always spoke about having faith.  And Arno had faith.  Why else would he have been receiving those Divine messages in his head for so long?  The media called him a serial killer but then they were always stereotyping people.  Besides, what the fuck did they know?  Now he’d sworn.  He’d thought a bad word.  That was a sin.  It had to be.  They didn’t allow bad words on Network T.V.  They always cut out the bad bits.  Just like he’d done with Sally.


No more knocking.  Whoever it was had gone away.  Once more, God had protected him.  But then, God always looked after the good.  That was why God looked after America.  He knew that to be a fact.  He’d learnt it at school.  America was the greatest nation on Earth.  It made sense God would protect it.  Where else in the world had a Bible-belt?


Arno felt reassured once more.  He looked about him to check the work he’d done was good, then he opened the door and disappeared, silently, into the night.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


Laurie Peters pouted.  She’d always promised herself she’d never read reviews of her movies, let alone the crap in the “National Enquirer”.  Yet, there she was reading this “expose” of her traumatic affair with soap-opera star, Rodney Barton.  Of course, it was rubbish.  It hurt.  And it was rubbish.  Crap.  But it did hurt.  Sure, there was a grain of truth in it but – Who the hell had given them the story?  Immediately, every friend, acquaintance and remotest contact she had ever known became a contender for “Asshole of the Year”.  God help them if she ever found out who’d done it!  She hadn’t spent the past four years going through the kind of shit Hollywood deems necessary, for nothing.  She’d paid her dues.  Boy, had she paid them.  She’d had her nose fixed, breasts fixed. tush fixed, teeth fixed, hair fixed and dieted till she’d made herself sick, she’d lied, she’d gone to the right parties and a whole lot of the wrong ones, she’d put out to the slime who’d promised her introductions to the people who really mattered, she’d betrayed her best friends, hustled everyone she’d ever met, played the cutesy, the whore, the sophisticate, the little girl – every trip you could name; Jesus Christ!  She’d deserved the break she finally got.  It had cost her.  But that was the way it was in the City of Angels: all or nothing.  That and having complete faith in yourself.  The blood-factory called “Tinseltown” expected and demanded nothing less.


So now, finally, she was a star.  She had to be – just to be reading shit about herself in the “National Enquirer”.  She sipped her fresh o.j., glanced around her at the luxurious home she was still paying for in Benedict Canyon and, not for the first time, began to muse upon her own mortality.  It was one of those things most stars mused upon at least once a day – in fact, every time they looked in a mirror.  It was very frightening.  One’s looks, like everything in show business, were extremely transient.  Then again, anything, which relies on surface appearance, is always fleeting and unreliable.  And Laurie was almost intelligent enough to realise that.  Of course, she dreamt of being the next Marilyn Monroe.  Who didn’t?  She knew she had it in her.  Her psychiatrist had told her.  Her guru had reassured her.  Her personal psychic had confirmed it and her myriad of friends all swore blind she was a natural for an Oscar nomination whatever role she played.


Not that she really believed any of them.  But she let them stick around and tell her what she needed in order to survive with herself.  So, she was lonely.  And insecure.  The clichés of being a star are all true.  The Wizard of Oz may be able to get you back to Kansas but he’s still a fake and, anyway, who the hell wants to go back to Kansas?


Laurie certainly didn’t.  Once, her dreams of success had appeared glamorous; now her nostalgia for those bad times was taking on its own mythology. It was never meant to be like this.  What was wrong?  You fought to achieve happiness only to end up thinking back to the times when you were miserable and poor.  Happiness truly was elusive.  Discontentment was never elusive.


Laurie finished her orange-juice and looked up into the bright Californian sunlight.  She felt proud of herself as she bit into the single small piece of pure wholemeal toast – unbuttered.  Self-righteousness engulfed her spirit as she attempted to stave off those yearnings for eggs over-easy, crispy bacon, hash browns and pancakes with maple syrup.  And the thrill as she sipped her herbal tea instead of that disgusting caffeine-laden coffee.  Then she exercised: one hour.  Oh, she looked good.  She felt good.  She knew she was good.  And she had positive vibes and a positive attitude and – she was going to stay young and beautiful and live forever!  All this mortality crap was nothing more than a figment of her imagination.


Laurie called her agent.  How dare Paramount insult her by objecting to her demands that Pepe be on set when she filmed a scene?  She’d had Pepe since he was a puppy.  How could anyone expect her to give a decent performance when her little baby was absent?  After all, Pepe was the only living thing she knew truly loved her.


She sighed and punched out her agent’s number.  He should have called her.  He was screwing up her positive vibes by not calling her.  It was already eleven o’clock.


“Hi.  Is Milt there?  It’s Laurie Peters.”


That new bitch they’d hired on reception should have known who it was just from her voice.  She’d talk to Milt about it.


“I’m sorry, Miss Peters, he’s in a meeting right now.  Can he call you back later/?”


Laurie pouted angrily.  How dare he!  She’d have to change her agent.  “Sure, he can call me back – like now!”


“Does he have your number?”


Laurie couldn’t believe it.  The girl on the switchboard; the switchboard of her own agent was actually asking if he had her number!


“Just tell him if he doesn’t come on the phone right this minute, he can forget he ever had my goddamn number!”


A second’s pause was followed by a hastily nervous: “I’m sorry, Miss Peters – could you hold while I talk to him again, please?”


“You’d better talk to him!”


Laurie had started to tremble.  Half anger: half fear.  Anger because she had no right to be treated this way.  Fear because she still nursed all those memories of rejection and disregard during all those years of struggle.


“Laurie, honey, forgive me.  I’ve got a new girl started to day.  She didn’t tell me it was you.  How are you doing?”


He was lying.  She knew it.


“I’ll talk to her.  The kid’s new.”


“So talk to her.  She could lose you business.”


“Don’t tell me.  So, how’re you doing?  I haven’t heard back from Paramount yet.  They said they’d call to-day.  Listen, if they don’t go with it, they’re crazy.  I’ve told them that.  They know it.  As soon as I hear anything, I’ll call you.  Don’t worry about it.  They’ll go with you.  Hell, they need you.  Where else are they gonna find another Laurie Peters?  The part could have been written for you.  They know it.  I know it.  It’ll work out.”


The conversation lasted twelve minutes.  She knew because she timed it.  Four minutes less than last time – but then she had dragged him out of a meeting so, maybe she shouldn’t read anything into the fact that he was giving her less of his time than before.  By the end of the call, Laurie was no further forward in knowing whether or not her demand for Pepe on set had been agreed – but she did feel better.  And that was all that mattered.


It was only when she replaced the receiver, she realised she was not alone on the patio.


A dwarf was standing there with a gun pointed at her.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


Arno had no intention of shooting her.  That would have destroyed the excitement, the fulfilment, the gratification.  But she wasn’t to know that.


Laurie felt her stomach dissolve into the taste of vomit.


Arno smiled.  He liked it when they were afraid.  She’d milked the Great Dream.  He’d followed her career in those movie magazines, religiously.  From being discovered as a waitress at Café Figaro to her role in a daytime soap, through to her stardom in the CBS serial: “F.B.I Girl” – right up to now and her first lead in a movie.  It seemed like she epitomised the Dream but he knew better.  She was dirty.  She contaminated the Dream.  She was an insult to everything that was America.  She was a lie.


“If it’s money you want…?”  Her voice sounded unreal as though she was in a dubbing session.


The dwarf said nothing.  He simply leered at her.


“Just don’t kill me … or hurt me.”  She could not believe she’d said that.  It had just slipped out.


Still the dwarf said nothing.


Laurie could feel her heart pounding: bad for the blood pressure.  This wasn’t happening.  It wasn’t real.  Anytime now, the phone would ring.  Someone would call by.  Her housekeeper, Maria, would be back from the store soon.  And the pool boy was due.  Anytime now.  It was just a matter of humoring him; playing for time.


Arno swallowed.  He felt like he ought to say something.  Before, it had been easy.  This time it wasn’t.  There was something wrong.  She was too – too – shit, what was it about her?  Too beautiful, maybe?  The others had been beautiful.  But not like this one.  Suddenly, he felt self-conscious.  She was frightened; sure.  She was frightened.  But … what the hell was it about her?  As terrible as it was to admit to himself, he didn’t actually want to kill her.  So, who was she anyway? – some two-bit soap-opera actress who’d desecrated everything good about America.  How had she? – that was something he’d never questioned before.  She was a bitch.  She sneered down at him.  She was … she was … hell, who was she, really?  Suddenly, he didn’t know.  All he did know was that he was standing there pointing a gun at her and she was scared of him.  That was normally what he liked.  Power.  Make the bitches squeal!  But this time? – this time something wasn’t … it wasn’t like the usual.  Why?  Which was the reason he didn’t say anything.


He felt trapped.  She felt trapped.  Only their reasons were different.


“Take off your clothes,” he said.


She did.  The silk robe slid from her body and there she was before him … naked and beautiful.  She had such a clean, gorgeous body: every line, every movement of her flesh was exquisite.  Her breasts were so firm and pointed, her waist was so supple, so sinuous, and her legs … her thighs … and – well, he’d never believed she was a natural blonde, anyway … but – oh, she was so utterly, so totally wonderful, it was hard to know what part of her he should mutilate first.  The shivers of desire surged through his dwarfed body.  If only she could be what she was not and love him … love him for himself.  If only … Such a shame to destroy, to butcher such perfection … and he, alone, had the power to do it – because the bitches deserved it.  They insulted Uncle Sam and American morality.   And worse – they laughed.  How could you laugh at the greatest nation in the world?  The greatest Way of Life?  The greatest –


But she wasn’t laughing.


“Put your robe back on.”


It made him feel safer.  Her nakedness was too distracting.  Too distracting for his Divine Purpose; to cleanse the world of such Jezebels.  And Arno wasn’t fooled.  She was a Jezebel.  He’d read his Bible.  He could recognise sin a mile off.  And sin was anti-American.  He knew that.  Just as he knew Commies used to be the enemy but now it was Iran – or was it Iraq? – whatever – somewhere out there was the enemy.    Sometimes, when they changed things, it got confusing.  But one thing he did know for sure – whatever was said – America was always right.  The President, the Constitution and God – the Holy Trinity!


He tried to apply his mind to more practical things.  How was he going to kill her?  Tying her up and disemboweling her slowly?  He’d done that before.  Gradual dismemberment?  That could be fun but, somehow, he felt that this one should get special treatment; something new, original; something creatively stimulating. That was the problem with fantasies: eventually you started to discover the limits of your imagination.  Only artists ever seemed to surpass that.  And Arno was no artist.


Maybe God would tell him what to do with her.  But God was silent.  It was all down to Arno – and that frightened him.  As the greatest dwarf in the world, he could do anything.  But as just another person…?  So, he continued to stand there, pointing his gun at this latest victim; confused and not really knowing what to do next – and starting to wish he’d never gotten into all this in the first place.


Meanwhile, Laurie was now starting to accept this whole bizarre and scary confrontation.  She felt her own natural sense of ruthless survival surging back.  She even felt just a hint of enjoyment as the initial shock abated.  Yes, she could handle this now.


“So, what’s your problem?” she purred.


Arno stared at her.  They didn’t normally talk back like this.  Why was she interested in him instead of in simply staying alive for a few moments longer?


“Talk to me,” she said.  “If I’m gonna die, I might as well know why, at least?”


Arno was feeling even more insecure now.


“Why?” he asked.


“Why?  I don’t know.  I just thought you might want to talk a bit … it doesn’t hurt to talk, does it?”


It was true.  It didn’t hurt to talk.  And why not?  It would fill in time till he’d worked out what death-fantasy he considered suitable for her.  So, what was wrong with talk?


He agreed.


From then on, she’d got him.


Poor Arno.  Poor stupid, bigoted psychotic little – very little – Arno.  He’d murdered women by the score; now he was about to get his just desserts.  Poor Arno.  Even psychopathic killers feel things occasionally.  More than Hollywood glamour queens.


She showed him photographs, videos, portraits of herself.  She showed him the gold-plated bathroom and the Picassos on her living room wall.


She showed him her walk-in wardrobe housing over seven hundred outfits.  And the marble reception hall – and the sauna and the swimming pool and the tennis courts and the whole exotic fantasy-built Dream.


And then she slipped a certain powder in his glass of champagne and watched him die horribly.


Laurie Peters was a true Hollywood star.  Nothing got in her way.  She lived the American Dream because she was the American Dream – and God help any sodding little dwarf who tried to interfere.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

I Was a Middle-aged Werewolf


It wasn’t easy – hitting forty, I mean.  Turning into a werewolf was simpler.  Physically more uncomfortable … but simpler.


The first howl was the worst.  I had a sore throat for three days afterwards.  Maybe with proper voice training it would have been less painful but, after that first time, I was okay.  And growing hairy at inconvenient moments wasn’t too much of a problem, either.  A little embarrassing occasionally but, overall, not something I couldn’t handle.


But hitting forty?  Oh, boy! – that was traumatic.


It wasn’t that I suddenly looked different; it was just, I realised there was more of me.  Most people didn’t notice.  But I did.  Lines like: “You haven’t changed a bit!” … or: “Forty? – Gee, I’d never have guessed!” didn’t work on me.  I knew the truth.  Despite their kind efforts, I felt the flabbiness starting to manifest itself.  I, alone, knew I’d had to move my belt along another hole.  I, alone, saw the start of a second chin and lines beginning to crease the skin around my eyes and mouth.  I, alone, knew my hair had once sprouted from a slightly lower point on my scalp.  I felt the shortness of breath and the mysterious ache of muscles I never even knew existed.  Of course, being a chain-smoker didn’t help.  Actually, I had to give it up once I became a fully-fledged werewolf.  It was too dangerous.  All that fur.


And that’s another thing about hitting the dreaded four-zero: you start to become aware of a decrease in your bladder control.  And that’s worrying.  It’s bad enough turning into a werewolf every full moon without having to worry about rushing off to the john every five minutes.  In fact, in a lot of ways, discovering you’re a blood-sucking, carnivorous monster is a whole lot easier than facing middle-age.  For one thing, you begin to worry about the decline of your physical sexuality.  Whereas, when you’re covered from head to foot in hair, have blood-shot eyes and sport two enormous fangs, you accept the fact that you’re not the ultimate turn-on.


You might ask how did I become a werewolf?  I’d like to come up with all kinds of bizarre supernatural explanations: tainted family blood, a gypsy’s curse, dabbling in the Black Arts.  Unfortunately, the truth is real mundane.


Sylvia, my brother’s ex. had decided to take her kids to the zoo.  She was a keen preservationist and wanted to ram into her little brats’ minds the ecological significance of wild life.  Why she thought my presence would enhance their education in this area still remains a mystery to me even now.


It was a pleasantly warm and sunny day.  She was wearing a thin cotton blue dress and an anorak.  She looked ridiculous.  I don’t remember what the kids were wearing except – oh, yes – little Attila had sneakers, kiddie designer jeans and one of those tee-shirts with an “Alien” chest-burster sticking out of it.  Little Jeannie was dressed identically except her tee-chest had a hatchet protruding from her stomach, out of which dangled blood-painted rubber intestines.  No wonder my brother had got the hell out of his marriage.  Sylvia was one of those progressive mothers who objected to her offspring being sexist or watching Tom & Jerry cartoons because of the depiction of violence against animals, yet she encouraged them to watch rented videos of splatter-movies and pornography to give them a progressive and realistic outlook on Life.  They sure had that okay.  They were the most selfish, vicious little bastards I’d ever met.


Normally, I stayed clear of Sylvia but, on this occasion, she’d called me during a moment of extreme vulnerability.  I had a hangover and, in order to get off the phone and back to sleep as fast as possible, I’d agreed to accompany them the following day.


So, there I was at the zoo with Godzilla and her offspring.


For the first hour or so, it was simply a case of trying not to listen to her incessant chatter and ignore the infuriating antics of the kids.  She had no control over them.  She didn’t believe in restricting their natural impulses.  She also prided herself on feeding them nothing but high fiber foods and fish.  If ever there was a justification for eating junk food in abundance, Sylvia’s kids epitomised it.  A solid month at McDonalds would have worked wonders for their sickly, avaricious little faces.


Well, I survived the lions and the polar bears.  I staggered through the reptile-house and the elephant-ride … and then we came to the wolves.


Now, wolves – far from popular belief – are not ravenous, vicious creatures.  They’re actually extremely family-orientated.  The male sticks to a single female throughout his life, helps to rear the kids – or cubs – goes to work, brings back the food, looks after his family – in fact, wolves and middle-America have an awful lot in common.  Except wolves don’t drive cars.


As we stood and stared at them and Sylvia expounded some half-remembered information to her kids from an article she’d once read in “Time” magazine, I found myself, hypnotically, drawn to the large grey male member of this canine group.


He was a particularly handsome fellow: thick grey fur, muscular shoulders, bright shining eyes, perfectly white teeth without cavities.  A real macho wolf in every sense of the word.  He’d never have eaten quiche or sipped a sweet sherry.  He was a wolf’s wolf – a kind of Sam Shepard with fur.  And suddenly, I envied him.  He wasn’t worried about losing his hair or getting a pot-belly.  He was lithe and agile.  His body was firm and strong.  His demeanor was cool, confident and extremely laid-back.  No mugger would have dared take him on.  And it was obvious his she-wolf adored him and his cubs looked up to him and – well, he’d got it made.  He wouldn’t have allowed his boss to move him into a smaller office just to accommodate the Vice-President’s nephew who’d only been with the company a couple of weeks.  They wouldn’t have dared do that to him.  No way.  In fact, by now he’d have quit the accounts department and become President of the whole goddamn company.  He wouldn’t have reflected on the emptiness of his life; or wondered what had happened to all those dreams he’d had when he was a cub going through wolf High School.  All that potential wasted.  All those aspirations dissipated.  But not for that wolf in the zoo.


And I envied him.  I wished I could be him.  He had what it took and, after forty years, I didn’t.


That night I went to bed with a mental picture of him in my mind.  I’d like to say I had some fantastic dream, which was more than real.  But I didn’t.  Rather, I woke up late for the office and received a phone-call from my mother reminding me to send a birthday card to Uncle Elijah who was eighty-seven years old and if I failed to acknowledge that, I was likely to be cut out of his will – if and when the old fart ever died.

It was my fingernails I noticed first.  they were not only growing at a rate faster than usual; they were decidedly growing sharper and more pointed.  I cut down on my calcium intake and thought no more about it.

Then hair started sprouting in peculiar places: like on the palms of my hands.  I went to a pharmacist about it and ended up, embarrassingly, with a tube of ointment for ladies who suffer from unwanted hair in unwanted places.  I knew I was embarking upon a change of life, but this was ridiculous.


I guess the first time I really started to get worried for the first time was during dinner with Audrey.  She’d been one of my “all-right-for-the-odd-night-but-marriage-or-anything-permanent-forget-it” girl friends,


She sat opposite me in the slightly-more-than-I-could-afford restaurant, looking incredibly sexy with her new nose job and silicone breasts.  Imagine; they actually shove a bag of silicone in there just to make them bigger!  I once saw one of those bags.  It was just that! – a plastic bag of transparent Jell-O – and she had one inside each breast!  I kept looking at her, trying to put that image out of my mind.  I could never nestle against them without feeling I was fondling the abnormal.  I mean, who can get turned on by a couple of bags of Jell-O?


It was when we ordered the meal I sensed there was something wrong with me.  Audrey ordered her usual diet, vitamin-enriched, nutritional, low cholesterol, sodium-free, high-fiber nut and spinach salad without dressing.  I ordered a steak – rare … raw, actually.  I didn’t mean to say it.  The word just spilled out.  “Raw”.  And the waiter, with predictable politeness, did as I commanded.  Waiters do that kind of thing in the right restaurants.  If they don’t, they get fired.  It pays to be nice to people.


When the meat arrived, I devoured it, ravenously.  Audrey was quite shocked.  Of course, she was too polite to say anything.  She simply smiled, displayed her recently capped teeth and muttered something about me drinking too much.  A second glass of wine, in Audrey’s book, meant you were an instant candidate for the Betty Ford.  As she gave me a long lecture about the effects of alcohol, high cholesterol from animal fats and the virtues of an organically grown high fiber diet, all I could think about was the extreme satisfaction I’d had tearing into a blood-soaked piece of flesh.


But, worse than anything, she told me I was over-weight and she could see a double chin forming.


And, my God, she was right!  Before I went to bed, I checked myself in the mirror.  It was true.  My jaw-line was becoming indistinct.  I turned away from the glass in horror and revulsion to stare out of the window at the full moon.  Then I howled a couple of times in despair at my plight and went to bed.


I hadn’t imagined it.  I really did have a double chin!


I shaved the palms of my hands and my entire face and went to work, disconsolate.  The old legends and myths were true!  Forty is the turning point.  It really is the change of life.  I was terrified.  Was this really happening to me?  I’d read about it in books.  I’d heard old wives’ tales about it and – now – it had finally happened to me!  For real! – my God!  I had turned into a … middle-aged man!  Where, once, my attentions and overtures towards a young girl had been the mere dalliances of a roué: now they would be the lusts of a dirty old man.  Where, once, my nights of drinking and partying had been the sport of a wild, impulsive Bohemian: now they would be the embarrassing follies of mutton dressed up as lamb – or, rather, as wolf.


Horror upon horror!  Terror upon terror!  Disgust upon disgust!


It was a full moon, so I went out and killed my first victim; just to make me feel a bit better.


Actually, it was simpler than I’d anticipated.  But, then again, compared with my real problems, ripping open a complete stranger’s throat was easy meat – to coin a phrase.


The first glimpse I had of him was as a pale blue ghost gliding towards me.  In fact, he happened to be wearing faded blue denim and, in the moonlight … and with his gliding motion was – well, he was stoned out of his head.


We were the only people in the street.  As I neared him, something seized hold of my very soul.  It was a bit like that feeling you get after you’ve just eaten a large Mexican meal or a particularly hot curry and suddenly, despite yourself, your bowels take on a life of their own.  When it happens, you don’t question it; you just rush to the nearest john before irreversible devastation occurs.


So, with that feeling in my gut, I relieved myself.  Oh, God! – was it good as I leapt upon him and felt his slender, frightened body within my grasp.  The sheer ecstasy as his flailing arms and legs battered against me, hands clawed at my fur, mouth opened in a screaming agony.  My claws pulled his head back by the hair and my fangs sank into the delicacy of his throat.  I could feel-his flesh-covered skeleton squirm, bonily in my embrace of death.  This was so much better than anything I’d ever experienced with Audrey.  This was better than sex.  This was feeding!


His body twitched against mine for several minutes before it finally went limp in my grasp.  Suddenly what had been living and easy to hold became heavy and cumbersome.  Its warmth vanished quickly.  I let him fall to the ground in disgust and let out a loud howl to the moon.


Then I looked down at my victim, more out of curiosity than anything.  After all, it isn’t every day you get to rip out somebody’s throat with your bare teeth.


He lay at my feet; a twisted tangle of limbs.  I crouched over his corpse and mused on what I had done.  Strangely, I felt no conscience.  No more than any animal would have felt about its kill.  My paws reached out and touched him.  Instantly, an overwhelming desire gripped me.  My claws scraped over his contorted limbs, feverishly.  Just touching him, physically feeling him increased my desires till I thought I was going to explode with a passionate need I’d never known before – a need, a desire for his body … no – to be honest – for his flesh … meat … tender red meat – growing colder by the moment but still there … waiting for my mouth  … flesh … warm … hungry … and it was all there for the taking – and I wanted to take it … all of it.  My claws and teeth dug into the softness.  It was good … it was gratifying.  He was thin but he was juicy … delicious.  Yum yum!  I rolled my meal over and set about selecting the choicest cuts … oh, he was yummy! – even better than Duck a l’Orange – and he was freshly killed.  Tearing the tender flesh away from his bones … oh, God, the ecstasy … those thighs, arms … breast…


Actually, there wasn’t much left of him by the time I’d finished.  I was starving.  I’d had nothing since breakfast except a croissant and coffee.


When I got home, I was sick.  Too rich.  That’s what I reckoned.  I’d gorged and made myself ill.  Next time, I’d know better.


I read about the murder the following day.  The cops were baffled and not saying much.  Hardly surprising with nothing more to go off than a pile of cleanly picked bones.


I brushed my teeth and felt sudden pangs of guilt.  I hadn’t visited my dentist for over a year now.  Cavities were probably splattered around my mouth in abundance.  As I washed my hair I noticed with dismay, the unusually large number of matted hairs clinging to the plughole in soggy abandonment.


On the T.V., they were talking some more about the mysterious murder as I struggled to do my morning exercises.  It was frightening.  I’d worked up a sweat after only two sit-ups.  After forcing myself to do ten, I was exhausted.  Only a year ago, twenty, thirty would have been no problem.  Now? – dear God, I was going to the dogs – or, in my case – the wolves.


Okay, so we all get to hit forty eventually – unless something happens to you, like getting eaten by a werewolf.  But so what? – it doesn’t make it any easier knowing that; believe me.


I checked out my scalp in the bathroom mirror.  Why I should be worrying about baldness, when I now had to shave my entire face and body every day, seemed slightly ridiculous.  I packed my razor in my briefcase.  The idea of having to work late and suddenly discover I had stubble growing from every part of my visible anatomy might prove to be somewhat embarrassing.


Time passed uneventfully.  Then it was full moon time again.  I don’t want to bore you with repetition but, for the ensuing six months, the police got their fair share of cleanly picked bones on which to ponder.


As panic engulfed the city, even Audrey began to get worried.  She’d just had her first face-lift.  Lift? – listening to her, you’d have thought she needed a full excavation and re-settlement.   But I was too polite to tell her it was all in her mind and that I thought she looked okay the way she was.


“Do you believe in werewolves?” she suddenly asked as she nibbled on her nutritional meal of brown rice, raw onions, fresh broccoli and lightly grilled scrod.  If ever a name was likely to put you off fish, that was it.  Scrod.  It sounded more like a diseased scrotum than an appetising delicacy from the sea.


I gulped into my red wine and glanced down at my plate of raw liver, awkwardly.


“That’s what they’re calling him,” she continued.  “Eleven victims.  Personally, I don’t believe it’s a pack of wild dogs roaming the city.  Do you?”


“I wouldn’t know,” I replied, feeling distinctly uncomfortable.


“A werewolf,” she repeated, emphatically.  “It sure makes you think, doesn’t it?”


Anything that made Audrey think would have been a miracle.


“They don’t exist!” I exclaimed a little too loudly.


“But if they did? – and, then again, how do you know they don’t?”


“Audrey, honey, if you’re that concerned, go tell the cops.  I’m really not that interested.”


She shut up.  Thank God.  But when she next opened her mouth, it was to chill the marrow in my bones.


“You’re looking tired,” she said.  “Your eyes are kind of puffy – you know?  You’re getting bags under them.  It’s your drinking.  I’ve told you before about it and what would happen.”


Bags?  Puffy? –


I fled from the restaurant in a panic, stopping only to kill and devour a passing teenager on the way.


How could she have said that?  Was it so obvious?  Was my dark secret (I’d told everybody I was only thirty-seven) finally to be revealed?


There was no way I could sleep that night.  Time and time again I’d leap from my bed and scrutinize my face in the mirror. It was true.  I did have bags under my eyes.  They were puffy – indeed, my whole face was puffed out.  Bloated.  And the chins!  Was it a nightmare from which I would never wake? – or could I really make out the beginnings of a third chin forming?


Panic swamped me.


I was no longer truly human.  Never again would I be able to mingle freely with the rest of the human race or wear tight jeans or fitted shirts.  How could I go on?  Death had to be the only solution.


I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep; I became a recluse.  I called the office and told them I was sick.  How could I face life again?  What kind of terrible monster had I become?  The only trips I dared make out of the house were to go to the store or rip open a few throats and savage people’s flesh.  Other than that I just stayed home and watched T.V.  (It’s amazing how quickly you can get hooked on daytime soaps)


The end arrived quicker than I’d anticipated.  I’d imagined it being brought about by a silver bullet.  But no – it was by Audrey.


She just kept knocking at the door and ringing the bell until I was forced to answer.


“Hi.  I’ve been real worried about you.”


I did everything to dissuade her but she was determined to come in, so I let her.  It was so typical of Audrey.  Her sense of timing – just happening to arrive on my doorstep when there was a full moon.


For the first hour we sat and chatted.  I sat.  She chatted.  We covered the predictable subjects:  my absence from work, from social functions, my not answering the telephone…


I wanted her to go – but she stayed.  The night was dragging on and I was starting to get the munchies.  And then, suddenly, I didn’t care anymore.  “What the hell,” I thought.  “Let her face the truth about you.  It’s certainly the right night for it.  The moon is full.  Let her see what a real middle-aged slob you’ve become!”


So, I opened a bottle of whisky and threw it back.  And I chain-smoked.  And I rolled a couple of joints.  I even ate a whole Sara Lee cheesecake in front of her. And it made no difference.  She stayed.  She watched me do everything possible to revolt her – and she stayed.  I didn’t even bother to hold in my stomach – and she stayed.  And, as she sat there still talking, I began to realize she didn’t care what I looked like.  She didn’t care about the way my body was gradually deteriorating or my final realizations of failure.  In fact, she didn’t seem to care about anything except lecturing me over my lifestyle and the way in which I was destroying myself.  And, somehow, she believed she had all the answers.


At that point, I surprised myself.  I began to find her attractive, comforting, even … reassuring to be with.  Even her face-lift and her Jell-O-bags and her crazy food fads began to merge into something resembling common sense.  Maybe if I adopted a few of her notions, I might revert back to some kind of human normality? – look good, feel good, find a whole new life ahead of me.


Then it struck midnight!


Audrey’s first reaction to my violent convulsions was that the Sara Lee cheesecake was taking its toll.  Then, when my skeletal structure increased my height to ten feet and my body erupted with thick grey fur, she began to realise there was a little more happening to my bodily metabolism other than a simple case of indigestion.


By the time my teeth had lengthened into sharpened fangs and I towered over her, saliva dripping from my massive jaws, she had finally got the message.  And then what she did astounded me.


She laughed!


“Oh, Herman, really! – you’ve been trying to gross me out all evening.  So now what are you trying to prove?”


To say that I was halted in my tracks is an understatement.  Especially as she continued on, unperturbed.


“I know what you’ve been going through – but we all have our problems, Herman.  We all of us have to go through the change of life.  And it’s even worse for a woman.”


I stared at her and stopped drooling.  Suddenly, it all made sense: her Jell-O-bags, the dieting, all that dental work, her face-lift … my God!  What a fool I’d been!  Audrey…!


I leant forward and licked her snout, lovingly; nuzzled into her soft fur.  Then, together, we howled at the full moon in perfect harmony – happy, at last, in the knowledge that Life truly can begin at forty.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

Thalia Fair


The sunlight fluttered downwards through the thinly leafed branches of the tree under which he lay and warmed his skin with dappled gentleness.


“What a poetic thought,” he mused.  “On the other hand, it’d probably look pretty twee on paper.”

Defining sensation was never easy and for Jon Costello it was proving especially difficult.  Every descriptive thought in his head, once he had crystallized it into words, seemed to result in either a cliché or pretentiousness.  Had it been this difficult for Milton or Keats, Walt Whitman or Shelley?  Maybe their poetic imagery was just unsuitable when applied to prose.  The last thing he wanted was to have his work evaluated alongside the flowery prose extravagances of Oscar Wilde at his most “aesthetic”.  And definitely not now: in this age of short sentences like sound bytes and brusque narrative.  Then again, on the other hand, a book critic had once compared him with Jackie Collins!


No, he must stop that.  He was thinking commercially again.  How to sell a book: not how to write one.


Silently, he prayed to the Muses to enlighten him and endow his soul with the kind of artistic truth which could sweep through the grand computer of the brain and burn itself on the written page and into the hearts and minds of Mankind forever.


He’d been out here two weeks now, away from the noise and distractions of city living.  Back to the peace and solitude of nature where time is in concord with the seasons and not at odds with man-made bureaucratic schedules.  In the city, there was never enough time to do things.  In the countryside, it wasn’t a commodity in short supply.  Time became generous in its allotment of hours and, somehow, was always sufficient for that which was necessary.


The whole idea of taking a log cabin, having no telephone and isolating himself this way was to free him from all those urban rat race pressures.  Nine best-selling novels in as many years! – unprecedented, for Christ’s sake!  Even Stephen King hadn’t done that! – and all garbage; every last word, pure garbage.  He’d been told not to knock what the public wanted but, hell, the public also wanted Tolstoy and Dickens.  That sure wasn’t garbage.  No, sir.  And their work would live, no doubt, continue to live forever.  Not so the hitherto output of Jon Richard Costello and his three and thirty years.


He sat up and opened a can of beer from the multitude of six-packs he’d brought with him.  It was then that he heard it: a faint, melodic sighing afar off … drifting towards him through the clear, sunlit air.  He strained his ears to identify its approximate location but it had ceased as suddenly as it had started.  Jon frowned.  He hadn’t imagined it.  It had been the voice of a girl; echoing across the lake, haunting and mysterious like the sirens Odysseus had once heard luring sailors to their doom.


His enthralment with the mystical beauty of the sound was quickly replaced by the cold thoughts of actuality.  Obviously, he was no longer alone out here in this idyllic wilderness.  Images of the movie, “Deliverance” flashed through his mind.  Suddenly, he wished he was back in Charlesville with the security of people around him.  But Charlesville was over sixty miles away.  Suddenly, the idea of isolation in the countryside ceased to be romantic.

He scrambled to his feet, instinctively glancing about him, half expecting to see a hideous horde of horror-movie hillbillies heading towards him through the trees.  But there was only the serenity of Eden and the glistening water of the lake below.  And the deafening silence he had never noticed before.


He quickly gathered up his belongings and started back towards the cabin.  Maybe he should just get in his car and drive back into town?  He did have a rifle in the cabin but if there were a lot of them…?  Jesus! – he wasn’t even on the goddamn phone! – what chance would he stand against … against … against what?


He stopped his hurried retreat and began to laugh.  What the hell was the matter with him?  That was one of the handicaps of being a writer; your imagination tended to have a life of its own.  All he’d heard – or thought he’d heard – was something that sounded like a girl sighing or singing even, miles away probably, echoing through the mountains.


He was being ridiculous, becoming frightened, sensing danger and death where, clearly, there was none.  “There was none” -?  What kind of phrase was that, for Chrissake?  He thanked God he’d not actually put it down on paper.  What was the matter with his mind? – suddenly disgorging these phoney, self-conscious “literary” phrases!  If he was going to write a great novel he’d have to do better than that.

He continued on his way at a leisurely pace, deliberately involving himself in observation of the fading light and the lyrical effect it had upon the trees and fauna he passed, producing a fascinating chiaroscuro of abstracted shapes in the twilight.  And, musing thus, he was able to feel quite grown-up and in control of his childish fears until he reached the security of his log-cabin and –


Security?  What security?  The tale of the three little pigs suddenly sprang to mind.  So, where was the big bad wolf?  What was wrong? Why was he suddenly feeling so nervous?  Why? – there was no reason!  He’d never felt this way before – not even in New York!


He entered the cabin and slammed the stout wooden door behind him firmly … and a short while later, darkness fell.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


Her hair slid through his fingers like silk.  Once again, he was conceiving everything in mock poetic images.  But it was true.  It was soft.  It was smooth.  And it did feel like stroking silk.  And her face – so perfect; so beautiful.  And her firm warm body, so supple, so desirable.  Suddenly, the name Thalia was the most erotic name he had ever heard.


She slid away from his nakedness and sighed.  It was the same echoing sigh he’d heard earlier but, this time, it didn’t frighten him.  This time it evoked memories of delights once savoured.  She was a fantasy come true.  She was unreal.


The burning logs in the fire spluttered into sparks.  The sharp noise jerked him out of his reverie and back to reality.  But was this anything to do with reality?  He’d been asleep.  He’d heard this tap-tap-tapping at his door like Poe’s raven, had opened it and there she had stood – so helpless, so vulnerable, so utterly beautiful … Thalia.


They had drunk wine together.  And now they had slept together.  She was lost, had been with friends, somehow got separated from them … something like that.  His actual recollection of the details was a little vague.  But then what did it matter?  A gorgeous girl arriving at the door of your log cabin, miles from anywhere and in need of help?  So, who needed explanations?


“Do I frighten you?” she suddenly asked in a soft whisper.


Jon stared at her, momentarily jolted by the strangeness of her question.


“Frighten me?  No.  Arouse me?  Yes,” he replied with a slight laugh.


She sighed once more.  He gazed at her, contentedly.  Her breasts were so firm and well rounded … so perfect in the flickering warmth of the log fire.


“Why did you ask that?” he queried.


“I can always sense fear in people.  It has a very distinctive odor.”


Jon, instinctively, felt self-conscious.  Was she trying to hint that he had a personal hygiene problem?


As if reading his mind, she laughed.  God! – her laugh was so delicate; so alluring.


“Or, perhaps, it’s Life you fear?”


This kind of philosophical questioning was the last thing he had anticipated after heavy-duty sex.


“ … or death?” she continued.


Jon groped for his shorts and proceeded to slide them over his hips.  For some reason, he did it beneath the covering of the blanket.  Why he was, suddenly, so self-conscious about his own nakedness, having already made love to the woman, he didn’t know.  But that is what he did.  And, once he had them on, somehow he felt more in command of his own being.


“You write novels, don’t you?” she asked.


“Best-selling novels.”


Why had he said that?  It sounded pretty pathetic but – hell – it was true.  But who was he trying to impress?  Why should he suddenly feel a need to justify his own success in life?


Thalia simply smiled.  “I’m sure,” she said.  “Are you an Artist in your work?”


Jon slid out of bed.  He had his shorts on.  He felt safe.


“You want to know how much I make each year as well?”


“No.”


“Do you want to know?”


“Is it important to you?”


Jon stopped.  Was it important?  Actually, suddenly, it wasn’t.

She was standing, beautifully silhouetted against the firelight.  They were centuries away from everything.  Just the two of them.  It was their exclusive world for their exclusive moment and nothing outside it should be mattering – yet here he was trying to drag in the material values of that outside world he was trying to reject.


“I have been very successful,” he heard himself saying.  Again, material values!  What was he trying to justify about himself? – and to whom?  He hastily tried to amend what might have appeared a statement of pure ego: “I guess what I mean is, I’ve been lucky – you know?”


She simply nodded: “And happy with your luck?”


“Sure … as happy as most, I guess.”


“Fulfilled?”


What the hell was this? – all these questions?  Who was she, for Chrissake?  What was she after?


“Everything’s cool – okay?  I don’t have any problems.”


“So why are you living out here on your own?”


“Solace.”  That was a good word.  He liked it.


“Solace?”


“Sure.  I wanted to get away from everything.  To … to…” –


“Discover if you were real or just another phoney?”


He stared back at her.  She was starting to touch on things … He poured himself a substantial Jack Daniels.


Thalia merely smiled at him, innocently, and curled up on the floor beside the fire.


“Tell me about Art,” she purred.


Jon savoured his Jack Daniels, thoughtfully.


“Echoes,” he said, “echoes of voices in my soul.  Is that what you want me to tell you?  I don’t know.  What do you want to hear?”


“I’ll hear whatever you choose to say,” she replied quietly, “even if you lie.”


He froze.


“Did you hear that?” he asked.


“Hear what?”


“Out there … it was like a cry … the death-cry of some animal.”


“I heard nothing.”


“Listen!”


“There’s nothing.  Please continue…?”


Jon took another swig of his Jack Daniels and looked back at her, curled up so exotically before the burning logs.


“Who are you?” he asked.


She smiled sweetly.  “I was lost.  I saw your cabin.  You offered me shelter.  Isn’t that all that matters?”


Her heard the wail of the wind against the windows and tried to dismiss the warning whispers it brought to his ears.  Was it really trying to communicate with him? – some desperate message before it was too late?

Her eyes were those of a tiny fawn as she gazed up at him.  She said nothing and he began to feel useless and wretched.  Finally, she opened her mouth and her voice competed with that of the wind outside.


“Would you like me to leave?” she asked.


Jon forced a laugh.  “Don’t be crazy.  Where would you go?”


“I seem to disturb you.”


“No, you don’t.  It’s just – I don’t know – things are starting to get complicated.”


“Why?”


Jon couldn’t answer that.  There seemed, logically, no reason for anything anymore.  From the simple act of allowing Thalia into the sanctity of his log cabin and sleeping with her, reality had ceased to exist.  This was some strange, hallucinatory experience.  He would wake up and it would be gone.  The only question was – who would wake him up?  And how could he handle things in the meantime?  And still she was there: radiant, innocent, challenging … alluring.  And words began to besiege his brain:  Art, truth, sell-out, integrity … His mind began to buzz in tormented disarray.  And Thalia just lay there before the open fire, gazing up at him, questioning and yet … and yet seeming to ask nothing of him.


He drank down his Jack Daniels.  The sharp liquid burned into his throat.  He quickly poured himself another.  This time, it felt smooth and soothing.


“You hungry?”  Suddenly, everything he voiced sounded absurd and self-conscious.


She shook her head and laughed.  Her laugh was as the tinkling of a music box; gentle and disarming.


“Has Life made you so very suspicious of everything?” she asked.


He hesitated.  It was true.  Survival in a big city had meant the forfeit of such natural joys as trust in one’s fellow man.  How sad.  Mental images flitted by of his childhood … how much, in those days, he had trusted.  But now?  Was that really what growing up was all about? – replacing trust with suspicion and cynicism?


“I’m sorry,” he said.


“For your attitude towards me or for what you have been taught to be?”


He scowled.  This was starting to get heavy.  Why did women always do that? – try and get at you, personally?  It was so they could get a hold, tie you down, make you their property.  Suddenly, he wanted her out of there.  He didn’t need this kind of self-searching shit!  Who the hell did she think she was?  What did she get off on?  She’d blown it!  Brother, had she just blown it!


“First thing in the morning, I’ll drive you into Charlesville.  I expect you’ll find your friends there wondering what happened to you.  Do you have money?”


She didn’t answer.


He sought refuge in his drink.  By now, he was feeling most uncomfortable, if not a little drunk.  All he wanted, now, was to get rid of her.  Maybe, at first sight, she had appeared to be the perfect object of all his desires, but the cold harsh reality of the actual situation pressed in on him.  Dreams were all right on paper.  In Life, they were fantasies – and fantasies were destructive.  They’d devour your very soul if you weren’t up to dealing with them.


Now, he hated her: hated her for what she was, everything she represented, every man she’d ever had and who’d had her.  Worse: he feared her.  And the more he examined her beauty objectively, the more cynical he became.  Who was he trying to kid?  For a while there, he’d been fooling himself.  She was no more his idea of perfection than – than the very concept of perfection itself: a myth in the minds of men.  And, like all myths, a mere wishful imagining; the pursuit of which was futile.


He’d fuck her once more, drive her to Charlesville and that would be the end of it.  How could he ever have thought it would be anything different?  And after that? – he’d head 

home to New York and get back to where it was at.


And yet as these thoughts filled his mind, he also became aware of sadness in his soul: that self-same sadness he had often felt when a dream had been swept away by the acid purger of cold logic.  Discarded dreams … like the day he discovered Santa Claus was a lie.  For how many had that been the beginning of a journey into the land of adult disbelief and disillusionment?  The death of fairy tales always heralds the birth of sorrow and the growth of bitterness.


Now he felt cheated: cheated of his dreams throughout his adult life.  And it could only continue.  It was a world to which he was denied return: a world which had ceased to exist once he had become aware that it had never ever existed in the first place.  One gigantic delusion.  And there was nothing to replace it.  Make money, pay the bills, make more money, pay more bills, make sure you don’t get screwed: mistrust, mistrust, mistrust!  Was this really the world into which one was forced from childhood? – where the only choice was to succeed at other people’s expense or be crushed without mercy?  Survive or die?


To die, to sleep; to sleep, perchance to dream … no, there was no sleep.  Nothing to awaken from anymore … only death.  At the end of all this futile struggle, what was there?  No fanfares, no happy ending, no sequel, even.  Just a terrible blank.  Nothing.  Oblivion topping futility  Utter futility.  What was there for anyone to achieve when the ultimate achievement was a big fat nothing?  What had Mozart really achieved?  He died a pauper and for what?  What benefit had he ever gained from his genius?  There was no prize at the end of the race.  Just emptiness.  Not even a crowd to cheer you for having finished.  Finished.  Not won.  Finished.  Finis.  Nothing.  And that was the bottom line; the goal for which one was striving all one’s life? – nothing?


He looked across at her and realized she was crying.  Softly, silently …she was crying.


Suddenly, he felt terrible.  Cruel.  How much city life had corrupted his sensitivities.  Wasn’t this the very reason he’d come out here? – to get away from all that Life-hype where one survived by the invulnerability of one’s image?  Hadn’t he come here to re-discover those things most natural to the human psyche, to re-evaluate his own being and find that truth which had once existed inside him so very long ago and was now a hideous distortion of what had once been so pure and full of joy and hope and love?


He touched her hair, gently … reassuringly.  Soft, like gossamer.  Gossamer?  God! – how could he conceive such a cliché?  Every poet since and before Shakespeare must have used it.  How symbolic of his cluttered cliched mind.  In settling for “gossamer” he’d merely tossed out an easy user-friendly image not spoken the truth.  Not “gossamer” … no … there had to be another way to describe her hair.  Silken was another memory-bank word … and all the store of previously used images instantly flooded into his mind.  He had to get rid of them.  Avoid them.  Deflect them from dropping onto the page.  Exorcise them from his very way of being.  Where – oh, where was his own, personal and unique means of expression and comprehension?  It had been there as a child.  Where, indeed now, was his identity?  Had it truly been suffocated by an accumulation of sound-byte knowledge?  Had he now become so blind he could only see the representation of things and not their actuality?  


Gossamer … Froth … froth?  No, her hair wasn’t frothy.  What the hell was it?  What was the correct word to describe its look and texture exactly?  There had to be one.  Downy? – no!  Flaxen? – forget it!


Then an image hit him: that of gentle, sprinkling water as from a shower of rain… caressing his skin as it fell lightly through his limp fingers…


She stopped crying.  Looked up at him.  Her eyes were wet and large.


“You still don’t really trust me,” she said.


“I do,” he heard himself saying.  He wanted to believe it.  He had to believe it if anything was ever going to mean anything to him again.


“No … I make you wonder … about me … about yourself.  But it’s late … too late for me to be here.  I should go.”


He quickly held her in his arms to prevent her making any kind of movement.  She felt so good pressed against him this way.  She made him feel protective; like a man.  She re-affirmed in him his own sense of virility and purpose.  Now she was everything to him.  His fear vanished as his childhood sense of power over his own fate re-asserted itself before her frail and submissive form.


“Thalia,” he whispered, “I want you here with me … forever.”


“Forever?” she whispered back.


“Forever …”

Her tongue played on his lips for a moment then slid gently inside his mouth, caressingly, before slithering down his throat and sucking out the contents of his stomach, to feed herself…

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

A Letter From the Studio
Dear Will,


Sorry to be so long getting back to you but I’ve been taking meetings solidly for the past six months and with five of our slated projects in turn-around right now, you can imagine what it’s been like.  I’ve barely had time to do lunch.


I finally read your latest script, “Hamlet – Prince of Denmark”.  Frankly, Will, I don’t see it.  There’s so much wrong with the piece, it’s hard to know where to begin.


First, the title stinks.  Remember, at the end of the day, some poor slob in marketing is gonna have to sell this baby.  I’m telling you this for your own good, Will, cos I believe you’ve got talent.  You’ve just got to think more commercially if you want to make it in this business.


Incidentally, neatly computer-printed manuscripts are what’s needed.  I appreciate the amount of time it must have taken you handwriting it with a quill pen but no studio’s ever going to look at it unless it’s in an acceptable format.


I’ve gotta tell you, the basic concept’s not bad:  mixed-up kid out to try and avenge his father’s murder.  It’s corny but – hell – you can’t beat good corn.  Of course, the script’s way too long.  No audience is gonna sit there for over four hours.  Okay, you can quote me “Gone With the Wind” – but that’s a classic movie so it’s an exception  and, with due respect, Will, you ain’t no Margaret Mitchell.

So, the first thing you need to do is get it down to the right length: 90 -100 minutes, that’d be fine.  The script’s over-written, anyway.  I mean, all those long speeches!  Gimme a break!  It’s padding and quite unnecessary.  I mean, some of those speeches go on forever.  Jesus!  Sharp, snappy dialogue, that’s what’s needed.  Maybe a few punchy one-liners.  Take my word for it, Will, cut out the talking.  It holds up the action and no one’s gonna listen to it, anyway.  Get a good actor; he’ll do it with a look.  Take Sly Stallone; he’s a writer.  He never gave himself long speeches to say.  A grunt or two – who needs any more?  If it can work for Sly, it’ll work for Hamlet.  You can’t argue with success, Will.  Keep your dialog down to the minimum.  If you don’t cut it, the actors will.  Nobody’s gonna want to learn all that lot.  Jesus, the way you have it, Hamlet never stops talking – and half the time it’s to himself.  Be ruthless.  I know it hurts but nothing’s that precious – and you’ll end up with a tighter script.


Okay, now let’s get down to basics.  As a storyline, it’s not bad.  The ending sucks but that can easily be fixed.  By far the most serious problem you’ve got is Hamlet, himself.  He doesn’t have enough going for him.  I mean, what’s with this guy?  He finds out his old man’s been murdered; what does he do? – mopes around for over four goddamn hours!  The guy’s a loser.  Who the hell wants to identify with a loser?  I think you’ve gotta find some good strong reason why he doesn’t just get out there and beat the shit out of his uncle right off.


Maybe if he didn’t actually know who killed his pa?  That’d keep the audience guessing, too.  You know – make it into a mystery: lots of suspects, a few red herrings then, right at the end – whammy! it’s his uncle! – and his mother! – double-whammy!  It also means you could lose the ghost stuff.  Boy, does he go on and on!


Having said that, I quite like the creepy opening as a grabber, but you tell the audience who the killer is up front and you’ve got no suspense.  It worries me when you don’t seem to know these basic rules of story telling.  There’s books written on this stuff, Will.  Maybe you should invest a little time and money in your career and buy one.  I’m sure it’d improve your writing no end.  Nothing personal, you understand.


Now, regarding Hamlet and Ophelia  - forget it!  How do you expect us to root for a guy who tells his girlfriend to get lost and for no reason?  You have to give your characters reasons for doing things, Will, or you’ll lose your audience.  


I suggest he sends her to the nunnery so as to protect her.  After all, there’s a killer on the loose; he’d want to know she was safe – right?  And it shows he cares – you know? – makes him more three-dimensional.  If you want to learn how to flesh out characters, take a look at how the pros do it.  Any episode of “Little House on the Prairie” or “Baywatch” will show you how it's done.


Now, Will, how you could make the next cardinal error bewilders me.  You set up the girlfriend’s father, Polonius – nice cameo role there; bit of comedy – maybe someone like Rodney Dangerfield – or George Burns, even.  And what do you do? – you have Hamlet kill the guy – and in cold blood! – his girlfriend’s old man! – this cute loveable old guy!  Right there, you’ve lost your audience.  How can you expect them to root for a character who goes around killing nice old men like George Burns?

C’mon, Will, you should know better than that!  Better let Claudius kill him.  So now, Hamlet’s got a second murder to solve.


I hope you won’t take these suggestions of mine too personally, Will, but I think you’ll agree, they do improve it a whole lot.


By the way, I like the scene with Hamlet and his mother.  Obviously it needs a lot of tightening and the old man’s murder taken out of there, but with the right stars and letting them improv around with the dialog, I could see it working.


Having said that, I think you can cut the whole business of him being sent to England.  It’s unnecessary and breaks up the thru-line of the narrative.  Also, I’m not sure about the players’ scene.  It’s a kinda cute idea but the way Claudius reacts is a dead give-away he’s the killer.  Maybe it should be Osric freaks out? – he needs to be more integrated into the story, anyway – maybe provide a nice cameo for someone like, say, John Ritter or Michael J. Fox..


So, now what happens?  You have Ophelia go mad and drown herself.  That’s one helluva downer.  I think it’d play better if you put her in some kind of danger.  Maybe have the killer stalking her in the nunnery.


Of course, with Ophelia still alive, it could alter the graveyard scene a bit.  I quite like the fight between the two boys, Hamlet and Laertes, but all that self-indulgent crap where Hamlet picks up that skull? – I mean, so what?  Who gives a shit about some goddamn jester called Yorick?  All we wanna know , as the audience, is whether or not Hamlet’s gonna get the killer before he strikes again.  Believe me, Will, lose the graveyard scene.  There’s nothing in there that’ll be missed.  Unless, of course, Yorick had been, maybe, the killer’s first victim – like, when Claudius was a kid.  Maybe show it as a pre-credit sequence, the way they did in “Halloween”?


As I mentioned earlier, the ending sucks.  The final massacre’s okay but you’ve gotta have a feel-good ending.  You should have heard what the marketing guys said when I told them Hamlet actually dies at the end.  You’ve just killed yourself any chance of a sequel right there.  How do you think it would have been if Sly had killed off Rocky or Rambo first time round?  


Listen, Will, it’s not that I’m being insensitive but I hate to see writers wasting their time on something that’ll never sell.  Not that I’m a writer, myself, but with my background in legal and accounts, I’d say that qualifies me for knowing what I’m talking about when it comes to what works with the public.  I see the figures every day.  I don’t need to, actually, go to the movies.  I know what sells.


I’m also passing on “Othello – Moor of Venice” as a possible vehicle for Eddie Murphy.  No star’s ever gonna want to play that part, Will. Again, you’ve written about another loser.  Lighten up, Will.  Go see one of the “Police Academy” movies.  That’s the kind of script you should be writing if you really want to make your name in Hollywood.


Anyway, take care of yourself.  Love to Anne and the kids.  Give me a call sometime when I’m less busy and maybe we can do lunch.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

Strip Girl


She went to The Rainbow every night.  She got laid.  The old man she lived with didn’t like it but she could handle him okay.  He was convenient and it didn’t cost her.  He lived in this seedy motel on Sunset Boulevard, right opposite The Roxy.

What could be better?  Since that first night, ten weeks ago, when she’d crashed out on his floor with nowhere to live; he’d never laid a finger on her.  And when he complained about her untidiness: hairs and make-up stains all over the bathroom, clothes scattered everywhere, dirty dishes, cigarette ends and burnt matches on the floor, she’d just rub her body up against him real close, give him a cheap thrill, play up the “poor lost waif”, make him think she found him attractive in a fatherly kind of way.  And that kept him off her back so she could get on with what really mattered in her life … being fucked by rock stars.


She didn’t give a shit whether they were young, old, clean, dirty, stoned, drunk, perverted, riddled with disease, alive, dead – who cared?  Rock’n’Roll was rock’n’roll!


And, at some point, they all went in there – The Rainbow on the Strip; right next to The Roxie. Just be there and flaunt yourself and flaunt yourself real good, gal! – Cos there’s lots of competition around! – Bitches!  Star-fuckers!


But Cindy wasn’t like that.


She wasn’t a groupie or some unpaid hooker.


No, Cindy wasn’t like that.


For one thing, it had never crossed her mind.  Thinking was too much like hard work and who needed it?  Mitch, the old man who was keeping her – he was a thinker and look what it had done for him! – Beethoven’s Ninth, highlights from “La Boheme” and a couple of Pavarotti albums he’d picked up in a garage sale.  And he’d sit and listen to that shit every night!  So how come he thought he was so fuckin’ superior just cos he liked that kind of stuff?  He didn’t have no money; just bullshit.  Now, Lez Brock of  “Dirty Psychos” – he had money.  And he was cool.


Lez Brock! – some dude! – he was forty pushing twenty-eight, stood six feet off the ground in his high-heels, had long black hair which straggled in unwashed abandonment way below his shoulder-blades, sniffed coke like it was fresh air, downed booze like it was saliva, wore black leather like it was cling-film around his skeletal shape and had even played the Universal Amphitheatre as a support band to “Ugly Friction” before the drummer had o.d’d on heroin and they’d had to re-form as “Groping Jon Goulie”.


Shit! – he was a Rock’n’Roller!

The minute he’d walked in, every girl there had been after him: but Cindy had played it cool.  She’d waited for, at least, three minutes before deliberately brushing past him, elbowing all competition away then abruptly swinging back to face him so that she could collide into him and thereby ensure her tits pressed firmly against the metal chains dangling from his male protuberances.


“Shit! – oh, fuck me!” she’d said, coyly.


“Fuck off, fuckin’ bitch!” he’d replied, tantalizingly.


“Fuck you, ass-hole!” was her immediate witty response.


“Fuckin’ bitch!” was his rhetorical answer.


“Ass-hole! she countered as a subtle riposte.


Romance was in the air and she knew it.  You always sensed when there was a good chance of getting laid – that was called Life Experience.  She’d read that somewhere in “The Star”.  Just as long as she could fight off these other stupid bitches slobbering over him, she’d get him to fuck her to-night.  Whatever happened, she was going to make sure that there wouldn’t be a repeat performance of the previous night when Paula – that bitch, Paula – had punched her in the stomach just as she’d been about to climb into Dick Rozzi’s car – Dick Rozzi of “Bad Vibes” – no less!  And then, while she was still lying on the sidewalk, gasping for breath, that bitch Paula had clawed her way into his car along with eight other girls! – into his car! – Dick Rozzi’s car! – and she, Cindy, had been left behind!  Shit! – she hated that mother-fuckin’ bitch!  And she’d thought she was her best friend.  They’d known each other at least two whole months now!  Fuck her! – to do that to your best friend! – Fuck her! – Bitch!


By then, it was twenty after two.  The Rainbow had shut down.  Californian law stated you couldn’t buy or serve liquor between two and six in the morning.  And all Californians were law-abiding citizens.  So, The Rainbow shut down and the meat-market of the parking lot emptied.  There was fuck all left to do now!  Nothing!  Shit!

She’d stood around for at least twenty minutes, hoping somebody; somewhere would still be around to party.  But no one asked.  And any longer than twenty minutes was risky.  The cops on the Strip were bastards.  They’d pull you over and haul your ass in just for the hell of it.  They’d say you were a hooker; anything they felt like and – man, you were in jail!  Shit! – those bastards were mean!  It was like they didn’t care if you was a lady or not! – Ass-holes!

So, she'd crossed the road, real pissed and climbed the jaded stairs to crash in Mitch’s seedy motel room once again.  At least he’d be asleep.  Thank Christ!  She wouldn’t have to put up with him babbling on about what was good music and how she should try listening to some sometime and how he’d been a millionaire in Australia and had a big deal all ready to go, any time now, that was going to put him back up there where he belonged.  So, if he was such a big-shot, how come he never had any money?  How come he was working, illegally, in a hamburger joint on Santa Monica Boulevard?  What kind of shit was that?  Los Angeles was full of guys like Mitch.  Every one of ‘em just about to be important.  Every one of ‘em on the brink of being rich.  Every one of ‘em on the brink of that big deal that was gonna turn their lives around.  Don’t look what I am: believe my fantasy. She’d met them all.  She could tell them a mile off.


Not that she didn’t like him.  He was an easy touch.  She always liked guys – people like that.  It was nice.  No problem.  Nice, kind people were okay.  She felt kinda soft towards ‘em cos they was easy; you could trust ‘em – just as long as they didn’t start to keep criticising her; being negative; making her feel bad.  She really hated that.  Fuck, she was nineteen years old!  What right did some goddamn old man of fifty-five have telling her how she should live her life?  When she came in late after The Rainbow, he even asked her what she’d been doing!  The next minute and he’d tell her she was grounded!


So, as always, she’d slunk into the darkness of his single room, groped her way across to the hot plate and picked at the cold remains of his chicken supper, cut herself a slice of French bread lying on the table, finished the last of his milk in the refrigerator and staggered across to collapse on his bed where he lay, gross and snoring heavily.


And that night, like so many when she hadn’t scored, she just lay there and imagined what she’d missed out on: laughing and sniffing coke, drinking real French champagne and having her body grabbed by Rock’n’Rollers … Party-time! – and then the lead singer or one of his band members – who cared? – sticking his tongue down her throat – stoned – out of his mind – and squeezing her tits and tearing down her pants and fucking her and fucking her and fucking champagne and fucking coke and champagne and coke and fucking and …


Cindy liked to party.


Mitch gave a grunt and farted beneath the bedsheets.  Cindy didn’t care.  Jim Prince of “The Slimes” didn’t just fart; he’d get so wiped out, he’d actually take a dump in his bed sooner than try and make it to the bathroom.  He’d fucked her … in the ass.  It had hurt but that was his trip, man.  He’d played Hong Kong.  Shit! – he was something!  A number one album – three weeks running!  “Rolling Stone” had even done an interview with him.  Was he hot!  Shit!  That had really been something when he’d taken her back to his hotel room.  And there’d only been another three girls with her!  That made her feel, like, she was exclusive.  And the other three had to make do with his lead guitarist and his cousin and some other fucker.  Jim had – himself! – in person! – fucked Cindy! – up the ass!  That was something she would always remember and treasure for the rest of her life.  Jim fuckin’ Prince had actually stuck his dick up her ass!  It was things like that you wanted to be able to look back on in years to come; tell your kids and your grandchildren, maybe.  She could still recall that tingle of excitement as she’d stood in the shower, washing away his excrement.  (She’d been asleep beside him after he’d buggered her and woken up to find him taking a dump on top of her)  And she was the one he’d picked instead of the other three!  True, that kind of honour was pretty rare.  Usually you ended up with one of the Roadie’s mates who fell asleep on you before anything happened.


Mitch farted again.  Cindy rolled over on her stomach as she lay on top of the bed beside him.  He’d be waking up soon.  He had to.  He had to be at the Diner for seven.  Then he’d be away till four in the afternoon.  That was his shift.  And that was okay by her.  It meant she didn’t have to pretend for all those hours.  She could be herself for once.  The fact that she’d usually just sleep for most of that time didn’t matter.  She’d nothing else to do that was of interest.  For Cindy, drugs, booze, partying were simply an anaesthetic against the realities of Life.  She was young, so why worry? … about anything?


It had been ten after eight when she’d finally woken up.  Ten after eight in the evening.  That only gave her two hours to do her make-up before it was time to head back to The Rainbow!  She vaguely remembered Mitch had tried to wake her around two in the afternoon.  He’d taken time off work specially to come back and wake her.  That was because she’d told him she had to see someone about a job.  Not that there was a job but she’d told him that to let him think he was having some constructive influence on her life and so he wouldn’t get the impression she was just using him as a convenience.  And he believed her.  He always did.  Because he wanted to.  Which was why she could get away with anything she wanted, as far as he was concerned – even when others saw through her lies and all the other shit she laid on people.  Not that it really mattered whether he believed in her or not, just as long as he didn’t mess up her life and what she was into.  Anyhow, with her tits and ass he’d never have the guts to throw her out.  That’s how she knew she was safe.  Because Mitch didn’t have the guts.  Not like the guy she’d lived with before Mitch.  He’d taken a fuckin’ baseball bat and – Shit! – he could have fuckin’ killed her!  Ass-hole!


And the guy before –


And the guy before that.


Cindy had sure moved around in the City of Angels.


So, she woke up, finally.  She struggled into a shower, making sure that Mitch saw her, briefly – her exposed firm young breasts and her tightly rounded little ass.  She knew that would excite him.  Old men were so fuckin’ easy.  Too self-conscious to do anything and too frustrated to deny you anything.  Flash it, tantalize and – that was it! – you never had to do anything more.  Secretly, they all knew they’d reached that age where they was just nothing more than dirty old men.


Rock stars? – now that was something else!

She set about spiking her hair up into a towering bristle which stood a good fifteen inches above her scalp.  She then proceeded to plaster her normally pleasant, if sullen, features with layers of make-up: vivid purple eye-shadow, thick black mascara encircling her eyes.  Then on with the costume: a tight-fitting lime-green tee shirt with “Sleazebags U.S. Tour” scrawled across the front in violent pink.  The night before she had taken a pair of nail-scissors and carefully cut away the neck-line to ensure that her bra-less breasts were so amply displayed as to offer the promise of popping out over the top at any moment.  Then, on with goose-pimple squashing jeans, fitted so tight that the mere displacement of a single pubic hair was discernible beneath that snug-fitting denim.  She didn’t wear panties anymore.


Cindy liked to look good when she went out.


And all the while she was getting ready, Mitch rambled on at her.


She’d said she was going to get a job for the past eight weeks – how come she’d done nothing but come back every few nights at the crack of dawn, crashed out until make-up time in the evening and disappeared out again to carry on partying?


Yes, she was seeing someone about a job – tonight – at The Rainbow.  It was for real.  That’s why she was rushing to get over there.


What was she doing with her life?  Didn’t she realise he cared?


“Sure.  And I really care.  I just need a bit more time.  Don’t lecture me.  You’re sounding like my old man.  I’m trying!  Shit!  I know you care but, Mitch, I’m nineteen years old, man – you know? – I mean – yes, I care … you know I care.”


“I’m not trying to lecture you …”


“I’m gonna get a job! – okay?”


“I’m only saying this for your own sake …”


“I’ve told you I’ll get a job!  Fuck! – you don’t have to go on about it! – okay?   So, do you think this shirt looks all right – or should I wear this gold shiny coat on top? – I mean, you don’t think it makes me look like cheap trash?”


“Cindy, do you think it’s getting you anywhere, what you’re doing?  I know what you’re up to every night.  I’m not stupid.  When you don’t come home – “


“I stay with this girl-friend, for fuck’s sake – in the Valley.”


“You’re out getting laid.”


“Why don’t you believe me?  Why don’t you believe what I’m saying?  I have this girl friend in the Valley.  She’s called Paula – okay?  We’ve known each other a whole three months now.  She’s like my best friend – after you, that is.  And the reason I didn’t come back the other night was because I’d had a couple of drinks and she gave me this aspirin.  So, I slept.  I guess I must have been allergic or something and I didn’t know.”


“But it’s every bloody night!”


“No, it isn’t!  I was here last night; I came back last night – but you was asleep.  And I’m not getting laid.  I’ve only had sex once since I’ve been in L.A. – and that was with my ex boy-friend.  He’s an asshole!”


“So why don’t you just stay in one night? – listen to a bit of decent music for a change instead of all that - ”


“I will.  I like it.  It’s just I don’t understand it, that’s all.  I do like it.  I’d love to go see an opera.  I really like all that kind of singing and all that shit.  It’s just I don’t understand it.  Maybe this silver jacket looks better?  What do you think?”


Do you ever think of cleaning up after you’ve finished?  There’s hairs in the sink, on the bathroom floor, you leave your make-up and your clothes scattered about everywhere – “


“I clean up.  I vacuumed only the other day.”


“Once.”


“Why are you always getting at me?”


“I’m not.”


“Shit! – I don’t need all this crap!”


“Then start doing something about it.”


“I will!  I am doing!”


“Cindy, I don’t care about feeding you and clothing you and keep lending you money and giving you a roof over your head; just so long as I feel you’re using the help I’m giving you so you can get your life together.  That is what you said you were trying to do?”


“I am.  Just get off my back!”


And then:


Go up to him, give him a cuddle, wiggle your legs against his dick a little; just enough to give him the start of an erection – then pull away fast, having said, meekly; oh so meekly, oh so helplessly:


“Do you still love me, then?”


And the assured response:


“Yes, Cindy, I still love you.”


Great!  That’s enough of that!  Finish the hair, finish the make-up, humor him by pretending you really like that classical music shit he puts on and then off to The Rainbow and party-time!


Men were so fuckin’ easy to manipulate.  Pussy power got ‘em – every fuckin’ time!  Even the rock stars she pursued.  Deep down they was all ass-holes.


So, that had been the night before and now? … she’d met Lez Brock!  Oh, man, was he cool!  She was now gonna do everything she could to make sure he’d pick her to party with later.  And no bitch like Paula was gonna stop her this time!  But she didn’t want to appear pushy.  Shit! – she didn’t want him thinking she was, like, some fuckin’ hooker! – then she’d never get to party cos he’d think he was gonna have to pay to fuck her.


So she drank and laughed and pushed out her tits and wriggled her ass and shoved everybody else away who was remotely within touching distance of her goal.  And Lez sat there with his mates and drank and popped pills and laughed raucously all the time at the scintillating repartee around him, stopping only to look puzzled when words longer than four letters invaded their conversation.


Cindy could feel the excitement mounting within her.  Yes! – she was sure she was gonna end up back in his hotel room – one of the Chosen! – partying!  Oh, man, this was it!  This was where it was at!  Screw Mitch and his bullshit!  Couldn’t he remember what it was like to be nineteen and when everyone wanted to fuck you?  Okay, so he’d fought in the war – not even Vietnam but that one with Hitler over in Europe – way back in history.  But Mitch was – he was living in the past.  Opera, Beethoven – all that shit!  He’d forgotten what it was like partying and watching MTV and living and rock videos and real superstars like Lez Brock – Man, when he’d had his hair dyed pink…!  That was when he’d been with “Schizofrenix” before they’d split up.  Now his hair was back to its natural colour – greasy black.


Suddenly, he threw up over the table.


Cindy gazed at the dribbles of vomit still trickling down his pockmarked chin and felt a kind of orgasmic sense of privilege at being so close to him during such an intensely personal moment.  She hoped everyone was watching so they could see how close she’d got with him and so, later – after he’d taken her back and fucked her – she could tell all her friends about it and show off and teach that bitch, Paula, a lesson.  Really make her sick with jealousy; knowing she, Cindy, had actually got laid by none other than Lez Brock!


And then Grif Harris walked in!


Grif Harris! – bass guitarist with “Suckabutt Missile”.  It was only yesterday, she’d seen their latest album on display in the window of Tower Records!  Imagine! – Grif Harris and Lez Brock in The Rainbow on the same night!


Cindy could hardly contain herself – as, indeed, could any of the other Cindy’s crowded into the packed venue.


While, across the street, in his seedy motel room, Mitch finished the solitary meal of pork chops, stuffing, mashed potato and green beans he had just cooked, before removing Beethoven’s 4th Symphony from his turntable and slipping on a slightly worn LP of “Dark Side of the Moon” … And, over a large glass of cheap wine from Ralphs, he listened and tried to reflect on where his life had gone so horribly wrong…


It was two o’clock.  The witching hour when club life ceased and, for a few hours, liquor became an illegal substance to peddle.


Cindy hovered amidst the crush of human bodies, not knowing which way to go – Lez or Grif?  Shit! – she hated having to make such Life-effecting decisions!  Maybe she could squeeze both of ‘em in: but, deep down, she knew that was pure fantasy on her part and Cindy was a realist.  She wasn’t stupid.


She’d told Mitch that lots of times.


“What do you think I am? – you think I’m fuckin’ stupid or somethin’?”


But he was old.  What did he know?  He was probably senile by now.  To Cindy, anyone past the age of twenty-five was old.  She wouldn’t want to live that long.  She didn’t want to be old.  No way, man! – Let’s party!


The Rainbow crowd was thinning out now.  Cindy hovered, nervously, beside Lez, clinging onto any part of him that was available, to make sure she didn’t lose him – while, at the same time, keeping a watchful eye on Grif who was close by.


Paula – the bitch! – was making her way over; trying to get in on the act!  So, screw her!  She’d even had the fuckin’ cheek, once, to muscle in and put her hand on Geek Provo’s dick just as be was about to give Cindy’s crotch a quick grope.  Some fuckin’ friend!  But she’d dealt with her.  She’d fuckin’ fought the bitch off! – scratched her fuckin’ tits – that’s what she’d done.  For weeks later, Paula had shown everybody the scars; told what Cindy had done.  Cindy was real proud of that.  No one was gonna fuck with Cindy no more!


Lez got up to go with his friends.  Cindy clung on.  The moment of truth would come soon enough – when they piled into their car and drove off.  If they left without her? – Shit, man, that’d be worse than death!  He was heading for the parking lot and – suddenly! – oh, my God! – he was joined by Grif!  Lez Brock and Grif Harris together? – they were talking.  Maybe they were gonna do an album together?  Maybe she’d go back and party with both of them?  To chalk both of ‘em up in one night?  That’d really put Paula on her ass!


“Sure, I got laid by Lez Brock – and Grif Harris!  So, fuck you, you bitch!  You think I don’t know where you’re comin’ from, star-fucker?”


That’d teach her!  So, she hovered about in the parking lot, trying to conceal her desperation and stand out from the crowd.  For now, the meat market was underway.  Teenage girls smothered in make-up and wearing what they imagined to be provocative clothing, pursuing every guy within grabbing distance.  On the make.  To party.


Lez threw up again against the wall but was carried forward towards his car by the sheer weight of numbers surrounding him, despite the fact that his vomit was dribbling down his shirt and trousers.


Cindy pushed herself forward with an even greater desperation when - suddenly – hands grabbed her.


“This one?”


“Yeah – sure! – she’ll do! - who gives a fuck?”


And she was in!  Crammed into the back of Lez Brock’s limo with five other drooling bitches.  And then – to her horror – Cindy suddenly saw that one of those fuckin’ bitches was …Paula!


As the limo swept off along Sunset Strip away from The Rainbow, Cindy caught a brief glimpse of the Sunset Doheny Motel – where she knew Mitch was sitting alone, probably listening to more of that classical shit.  Fuck him!


Mitch replaced “Dark Side of the Moon” with a slightly scratched record of Supertramp’s “Breakfast in America” and sadly reflected on the fact that to day was his fifty-sixth birthday.


He lit a single candle on a tiny cake he’d bought.


“Happy birthday, Mitch,” he said to himself and blew out the candle.


Then he cut himself a slice of the cake and squirted a bit of instant cream over it.  “The Logical Song” was playing.  It reminded him of so much that had been.  The wild times.  The parties, the girls, the night clubs … his disastrous marriage.  She’d taken him for everything.


“The Logical Song” continued and Mitch idly munched at his cake and thought back to all those concerts he’d attended:  “The Who”, the “Stones” … and Solti conducting at the Proms in the Royal Albert Hall in London … Joan Sutherland singing “Norma” at the Sydney opera … magic!


He leant across to look at the sleeve of Beethoven’s “Missa Solemnis” … maybe after “Supertramp”? – and then he felt it: a dull pain across his chest.  Then his left arm went numb and – oh, dear God! – it couldn’t be! – this was ridiculous! – it couldn’t be! – he didn’t even have medical insurance! – and in America! – dear God! – as the pain increased steadily and – as one always does when it actually happens – he knew exactly what was wrong!


Lez Brock’s limo stopped outside the Hyatt and they all piled out.  She’d actually made it!  Cindy’s heart was thumping with both excitement and a sense of achievement.  Then Paula came over to her.


“Hi, honey, fancy seein’ you here!”


“Hi, Paula, you still mad at me?!


“Fuck, no.  You’re still my best friend, Cindy.  I love you.”


“And I love you, Paula.”


They cried, they hugged each other, they kissed, then they laughed, then they cried and hugged each other all over again.  Maybe Paula wasn’t so bad after all.  After all, she was her best friend.


Mitch lay stiff and cold on the motel room floor.  “Breakfast in America” had stopped playing.  There was no music; only silence when Joe discovered his body.


“Shit!” he said.  He was a man of few words and the few he uttered always contained the most basic of meanings.  “Shit and fuck me!”  Admittedly, his vocabulary was limited but, at least, it was to the point.  No one could ever accuse Joe of using flowery language.  He spoke like he thought.  Which also said a lot for his mental capacity.  And, like so many millions of Americans, he too had the right to vote.


Joe went and called the paramedics.  He’d seen the T.V. shows so he knew what to do.  And the paramedics came and they removed the body with customary efficiency while Omar, the motel manager speculated – after having been dragged out of his bed in which he had been laying two sweet sixteen year old virgins; first time in L.A. – that he would now have to re-decorate the goddamn room before he could rent it out again.


And so Mitch’s body went to the County morgue.  But not so his spirit…


Cindy held her breath for an instant.  She was actually about to enter Lez Brock’s actual hotel room – albeit with four other bitches and her best friend.  As she entered, she could see the display of his rock genius: there was filth and disarray everywhere.  Fuck! – he was one of the greats!


“Can I use the bathroom?” was her first plea.  Very necessary to apply yet another layer of make-up to her devastated face.


“Fuckin’ do what you’ve gotta do! – fuckin’ hell!” was the reply.


He really was into her.  She could tell.  Above and beyond the others.  He’d actually spoken to her directly – that was sufficient proof in itself.


She went into the bathroom and set about examining the degree of her allure in the mirror.  It was only when she glanced down that she noticed hairs in the washbasin.  Black female hairs – or, to be correct – long blonde hairs with black roots.


And then they moved.


The goddamn hairs actually moved in the wash basin.


She saw it and yet she couldn’t believe it.


The next moment and they had leapt up and – shit! - they were, somehow, attached to her hands.  She gave a squeal of fright as the hairs slid rapidly over her skin to wrap themselves tightly around her wrists, severely restricting the bloodflow.


At the same instant, her bag flew open – she didn’t quite see how – and up-ended itself, splattering her make-up and other belongings about the bathroom.


Cindy was in a panic.  What the fuck was going on?  Shit! – the place looked like the way she’d left Mitch’s bathroom every night just after he’d cleaned it and she’d been in to do her hair and make-up and left everything the way –


The elastic on her tights went; slid down her legs and dropped to the tiled floor with a dull plop.  The number of times she’d left her tights in a state of abandonment on the floor at Mitch’s place didn’t bear remembering – along with everything else she’d –


Shit! – what was happening? – this was scary! – now there were hairs all over the place – and her make-up – and bits of her clothing that she’d left back at the motel – all suddenly appearing as if from nowhere – the place was looking like a tip! – all her belongings were being tossed about the place … and then Mitch’s stuff started appearing along with it! – his old vinyl recordings – spinning through the air like Frisbees – Cindy screamed and ducked to try and avoid the onslaught – went to run and was brought crashing to the floor by the wraggle of the tights entwined around her ankles – stared about her as more and more items from the motel room manifested themselves in the hotel bathroom –


Screaming and crying with fright, Cindy managed to partially disentangle her feet from her tights and made a lunge for the bathroom door –  opened it – and threw herself out and back into the party – away from Mitch’s gathering bequest behind her.


Back into the party – where drugs, booze, deafening music and sex reigned triumphant – back into the glittering world of Rock’n’Roll – back into the world of the Paulas and the other Paulas and the other Cindys and she wasn’t really a bad girl – how could she be? – she was only nineteen – and what was so wrong in only wanting to party and have fun! – what else was Life for? – miserable old farts! - so fuck you, world! – and fuck off everyone and everything that won’t let me do what the fuck I want! – it’s my fuckin’ life! – 


At which point, a stoned Lez Brock and an equally stoned Grif Harris saw her fly out of the bathroom and – just for a gag – they caught hold of her, spinning her round and round as they laughed and laughed and laughed and then threw her out…


Of the window…


Nineteen floors…


Straight down…


Crying out her epitaph to the world at large …


“Ass-
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s…..…p..……l..……a..……t   -   !!!    

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

Griselda's Man


“It was my husband’s,” she said.


“Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly,” was his response.


“Take it.  It suits you.”


Walt took the sweater.  It wasn’t really to his liking but he was so poor right now, any gift was more than welcome.


“Maybe it’ll be a bit big on you but – what the hell – it’s better than being too tight.”


“It’s very kind of you.”


“You’re welcome.”


And she disappeared back inside her apartment.


Walt tucked the sweater under his arm and returned to his own apartment.  He called it an apartment.  Actually, it was a tiny single motel room with a single bed in it and a tiny kitchenette and and an even tinier bathroom with barely enough room for the toilet and shower.  Once safely inside, he tossed the sweater down on the bed and gave a long sigh of weariness.  It was a whole lot tougher than he’d ever imagined – running away from home to make your fortune.  Sixteen years on a small run-down farm in Connecticut with a step-father who hated him and beat him regularly and a mother who didn’t care.  No brothers, no sisters, not even a friend in whom he could confide or share a thought with, let alone his multitude of feelings about things that – well, his ma and her new husband just didn’t seem to have.  Like – wanting to be someone people looked up to and had a nice home – not some run-down farm – but a proper home with real nice furniture and paintings on the wall and … the kind of things that real Americans had.


Walt so desperately wanted to be like real Americans were.  He’d seen enough of them in the ads and the shows on T.V. to know how you was supposed to live.  That was why this country was so great.  The country of opportunity.  The land of the free.  Liberty and Justice for all.  Amen.


But his arrival in the City of Angels had been a sore disappointment to date.  It sure had.  He’d been told he was a good-lookin’ kid – and he’d believed it – till he’d come here.  Walt had never seen so many movie stars in the making – and all over the place: in the bars, on the Strip, in the cafes, in the supermarkets, never mind on Santa Monica beach … a “good-lookin’ farm boy”  - he sure as hell weren’t worth nothin’ when it came to them beach boys.  An’ that were the truth!


And here he was broke and living in a motel room which kinda served as an apartment exceptin’ you didn’t have the same kind of responsibilities but you still had to come up with the money on time and …and he didn’t have it no more.


So Walt had a problem.


Griselda had no such problem.  She had secured her space.  A long time ago.  When Jerry had … well, he’d moved on.  He hadn’t really left her.  He’d just gone ahead till it was her time to join him.  That’s all it really was … death.  It was a transition.  She’d read that somewhere in a book a friend had given her about coping with bereavement.  And she’d liked that because it had made her feel a whole lot better.  So, she was able to get on with her life – for what it was – comfortable in the knowledge that there was no such thing as death.


Walt reminded her a bit of Jerry.  He had the same open kind of face … and blue eyes; clear blue eyes - like pale moonlight - the kind you get in the desert on a warm summer’s night.


So, two days later she baked him an apple pie.


It was more than a welcome gift.  He hadn’t eaten for two days and he was ravenous.  He could barely handle the time required to thank her politely before rushing inside, slamming shut the door and stuffing the browned, crumbly pastry and smoothly juiced pieces of hot – oh, still so hot it burned off the skin of his upper palate – but he didn’t care because he was so hungry it hurt.


After, he’d gulped it down so fast he had stomach cramps and felt sick and it made him cry … cry for the hopeless situation he was in, cry for the hopelessness of his future and cry for the hopelessness of a world in which he was trapped and surrounded and which he had never even imagined was there.  And, lastly, he cried for his own loss of dreams.


That night, Griselda also wept.  She was sixty-four.  Not that old, really.  Not that young, actually.  She wept because she hadn’t kept her looks.  Not that she’d ever really had any – but now, even what she’d had had pretty much gone.  Her neck was scrawny and her hand were scrawny and sometimes, she wondered if even her mind had been made scrawny by the withering dessication of her life.  When Jerry had been there, things had been different.  She’d had a reason for being, for living, for everything.  Now she was spending each day kidding herself by grabbing hold of quick substitutes with all the desperation of one who is slowly but inevitably drowning in the rapids of modern society.  Not that she’d ever really had a life.  An existence, yes.  It had always been a struggle.  First there was looking after her pa when he’d took ill with cancer.  She’d had to give up her schooling to look after him.  Her ma was incapable of doing it; in fact she was incapable of doing anything, having hit the bottle years earlier.  Eight years she’d nursed her pa before he’d died.  Then just as she thought she could start to pick up her life once more, her ma had taken ill and so that was another seven years gone.  Finally, at the age of  twenty-eight, she was free to think about herself.  But she didn’t.  She met a travelling salesman and fell in love and so, from then on,  all she did was to think about him instead.  That wasted another four years of her life before she realised he had a wife and three children safely stashed away in Wisconsin.  Thirty-two came and went as did thirty-three and that’s when she’d met Jerry.  He was younger than she was by ten years - but what did that matter? – he loved her or he said he did and that was enough for Griselda.  She married him, sold her home and went with him to Los Angeles so that he could fulfill his dream of becoming a movie star.    


If only.

But then, wasn’t Life nothing else but a series of “If only”s?

Griselda bit into a chocolate chip cookie and took a sip of her tea.  It was too hot.  It burnt her tongue.  She scowled slightly and was about to rise and go to the refigerator for a bottle of water when a knock at the door prevented her.

She answered the door.

It was Walt.

As a mother greets her son, as a wife greets her husband, as a lover greets a lover, as a spider greets a fly, she welcomed him in.

And as a fly greets a web, he entered.

“Have another cookie, honey.”

And he had another cookie.

“Another beer?”

And he had another beer.

“How’re ya doin’, honey?”

“Okay, I guess.”

“Glad to hear that.”

Neither said anything of import.  Small talk pervaded the atmosphere of the stuffy motel room like a cloud of imperfection dissipating the fresh air of truth.


It was only after a polite offering of more cookies and herbal tea that Walt finally could no longer contain himself and his struggle with life and he burst into tears, uncontrollably.


And it was only after a polite offering of sympathy and comforting cuddles that Griselda was able to bring his emotional  traumas into an acceptable and quantifiable level of sociological coherence.


In other words:  he cried and she got to get her hands on his young body to dispense platitudes of apparent concern. 


She poured  more booze down him.  He drank it, trustingly – so glad, finally, to have met someone he could, at the very least, just talk to, who would listen to him, who was prepared to listen to what he felt, what he thought, what he feared, what he … the list was endless.


And Griselda did listen – not to what he actually said - but to her heart.  To the deepest of her feelings now newly aroused in her concern and caring for this youngster; this child of the Age, this helpless inncocent about to be defiled by the wicked world, ravaged by the corrupt, raped by the perverse, torn asunder by the greedy and finally murdered by the world.


She determined she wasn’t going to let it happen to him.  She had stopped it happening to Jerry just before he’d called her a “fuckin’ psycho” and tried to leave her.  

Now she felt that Walt, too, needed her to intervene and prevent him from being destroyed by the terrible world she saw around her each moment of her life: that terrible world that had turned Jerry against her – and all the others.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


Walt’s last recollection was of a numbness in his limbs, just before they started jerking about in ways over which he had no control, and an excrutiating pain blurring into a total departure of his senses.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

It was in the desert, on a warm summer’s night, where she laid his body to rest with all the others.  She’d been told that death was only a transition.  She liked that.  It gave her comfort … like the T.V. programs she watched.  Like America itself … that gave her comfort too because whatever people said was wrong with it; they were only ever really talking about a transition.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

Jake the Obscure

It was 1969.  They was hippies! – fuckin’ hippies! – so he shot ‘em.  Stone dead.  Clean through the center of their foreheads.  Fuckin’ drug-abusin’, free-love thinkin’, anti-American bastards!

Jake Trubrow was first and foremost an American – and proud of it – greatest country in the world – and then a Christian!  Hallelujah!


He hated Jews, hippies, homos, left-wingers,


And he believed in the Good book – every word, word for word, cos that was God’s truth and anyone who refused to accept that was a goddamn pinko fuckin’ homo Jewish bastard and anti-American and that was the same as bein’ allied to the Devil.


Our good Lord had cast out devils in swine and, if He’d been around today, He sure as hell would have cast out them goddamn pinko Jewish homo bastards too!


It was because he thought this way that Jake Trubrow knew he was God-fearing and therefore immune from ever thinking or voicing a thought which was not absolute.  And as a consequence of such a conviction, it meant that any subsequent action he took had divine sanction.


That’s also why he hated niggers.  (You wasn't supposed to call 'em that no more)  In the good old days when his great granpappy was alive, good decent white folks'd chase and catch them runaway niggers then torture, mutilate and hang from a tree just a couple of miles from ol' Barney’s Farm.  After all, it hadn’t been nothin’ more and nothin’ less than the kind of action the good Lord had taken when His righteous anger drove them guys from the Temple.  They’d most likely been niggers too.  No wonder the Good Lord had been driven to such righteous anger.


Jake knew Jesus had hated niggers and Jews and homos, and everyone else Jake felt threatened by, just as much as he did – and that’s why he knew he was right and no fuckin’ city smart-ass fuckin’ bastard was goin’ to tell him anythin’ different.  Jake may not have had some fancy education but he sure as hell knew the difference between what was right and what was wrong – and that’s what everythin’ finally came down to!

Ya didn't need to think about it.  It was all right there in the Good Book.

Jake didn't like them thar Muslims neither.  With their strange ways.  Worshippiing some heathen god called Allah.  If Allah weren't mentioned in The Good Book then he had to be something to do with the Devil - and that was all Jake needed to know.  Not that he was actually too sure what a Muslim looked like - but he'd sure as hell know one if he see'd one!

And so it was, with the kind of supreme irony which only Fate and Life can provide, that Jake met an alien.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

Luckily for Jake, it wasn't one of your jaw-champing, salivic acid-dripping chest-bursting ever-hungry variety.  Nor was it one of your ugly but cutesy magical bicycle-riding types forever wanting to phone home.

No:  Glurp - which is the nearest a human-being could get to pronouncing his name - was extremely - well - non homo-sapien in appearance.

It was, also, completely without gender and only able to transmit language by pressing two large pouting lips against the object with which it was attempting to communicate.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


Jake was first aware of Glurp's presence when driving home in his truck after a Saturday night's drinking at Al's.

He and the boys had had them a fun time joshin' with Big Suzie and the gals and drinkin' and playin' cards.  Poker.  That was a man's game.  And there'd been a fight.  Nothing serious.  Just the usual.  Hank had gotten himself all riled up over something Li'l Benjie had said about him and the Beevers boy actin' like they was homos and the next thing there was bottles and glasses flying everywhere and chairs and things and then Big Suzie had fired a shotgun in the air and everything had settled back to normal again.  Course, Li'l Benjie had only been kidding. How could Hank and Danny possibly be homos?  Danny Beevers had only just turned fourteen last Fall.  And Hank was a married man whose only interests in life outside of his work as a sports coach at the local school was body-building and running the local Boy Scout troop.

Jake and the others all knew Hank's interest in young boys was solely because he and  Dorothy hadn't any children of their own.  It was a personal and human tragedy they all understood and sympathised with, especially as they knew it was a situation which could happen to any one of them - marryin' some woman incapable of breedin'.

* * * * * * * * *

Of course, this was a problem completely alien to Glurp - it being a non-gendered alien.

* * * * * * * * *

So, there was Jake - a little worse for wear - driving home; the headlights of his truck creating a pathway before him, when suddenly they illuminated this ethereal but strange figure standing at the side of the road, waving what resembled its right arm in hitchhiker mode.

Jake was so taken aback, he stopped dead with a screech of brakes.

At first he thought he must have imagined it.  Jeez, he didn't think he'd drunk that much.  Then, cautiously, he put the truck into reverse gear and started backing along the dirt track while keeping his eye on his wing mirror.

Nothing but the night.

He stopped the truck and sat there for a moment trying to regain a consciousness he could trust that would provide a rationale within his addled brain.

Then there was a tap-tap-tap at his passenger door.

For a moment Jake froze, then he reached into the glove compartment for his gun and, pointing it at the door, slid across onto the passenger seat and looked out into the darkness beyond.

And that's when he first saw Glurp.

And that's when Glurp first saw Jake.

It was love at first sight.

Jake fired a bullet into Glurps's head at the same moment that Glurp planted his succulent red lips onto Jake's mouth like a sucker.

The bullet just went straight through Glurp's head like a soldering iron through butter; with no effect whatsoever as the wound promptly healed itself even as it was being created by the bullet.

Whilst Glurp's lips remained so indelibly fastened to those of Jake's that Jake got the biggest erection he had hitherto experienced.

As far as Glurp was concerned, it had just encountered an inhabitant of this Earth planet on which it had inadvertently crash-landed, had received the alien equivalent of anal penetration from this Earth species at the moment of stating that it had come in peace and had subsequently requested to be taken to the Earth-thing's leader.

But then, most of Life's dramas arise as a result of  miscommunication.

And the night was still but young.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

It took a while for Jake's mind to rationalise the situation.


Exactly how much time had passed since Glurp had first clamped his  lips onto Jake's mouth, Jake didn't exactly know.  All he did know was that he'd never had such a huge erection for such a long period of time and it was killing him.


He finally managed to pull away, somewhat in the manner of a teenage girl in the Fifties on her first date.


Glurp stared back at him.  It couldn't blink as it didn't have eyelids.


Shaken but not stirred, Jake stared back at Glurp and, for the first time, was able to take in his passionate companion.  At first glance he looked like - well - the lack of eyelids and the fact that he had tentacles rather than arms tended to make Glurp difficult to stereo-type.  He was also bright pink, six foot nine in height and weighed about 750 lbs.  Of course Jake knew that however alien Glurp might appear, that still didn't necessarily stop him from being some foreigner trying to infiltrate and overthrow the American Way of Life.


Clearly, if a bullet at close range clean through the head had no effect then the idea of shooting Glurp was out of the question.  Glurp's weight and size, also, meant beating the shit out of it, man to alien, was also out of the question.   As these were the alternatives Jake usually gave himself when faced with anyone or anything he felt was challenging to his limited outlook on Life, it meant that he was completely at Glurp's mercy.


Not that Glurp knew any of this.  It just thought that this rather peculiar looking thing standing before it was deliberately being defensive and playing hard to get.   So, deciding to cut to the chase, as it were, Glurp repeated his earlier question more firmly by applying his aforementioned huge succulent red lips to what he assumed to be this Earthling's protruding antenna …


To cut an otherwise long story short, Jake quit his job the following day and, leaving no forwarding address, moved to Los Angeles, where he and Glurp rented an apartment together in West Hollywood.  Jake got a job as a life-guard at the beach and Glurp became an agent.   Later they moved to Venice Beach,  where they could often be seen out for a Saturday morning stroll together, hand in tentacle, with passers-by not so much as batting an eyelid … those that had them, of course.  

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

