Chapter I

Sascha was beginning to get very tired of listening to the man in the front of the room, and of having nothing to do: every once in a while Sascha would glance away from staring at the backs of people’s heads and towards that man in the dirty khakis and vest standing at the blackboard, drawing maps and diagrams and listing proper names and places and talking to himself very loudly.

He looked at his cell phone for the fifth time in the past hour. 4:25. Class was over already, had been for at least 300 seconds. Around him he observed the expressions on his classmates, either bored or anxious or attentive and some with odd combinations of the above. Sascha considered just taking his things and walking out, but he would be noticed and noted by the professor. Sascha was never good at being inconspicuous, being well over six feet tall. Even now, sitting at the very back corner of the classroom, he felt exposed and uncomfortable.

4:30. Sascha was considering the window as a means of escape when in the front of the room he saw the tussle-haired guy who always sat in the front take a gold pocket watch out of his jacket and look at it very conspicuously, shutting it after a few moments with a snap. The professor noticed this and apparently realizing what time it was started wrapping up: “Alright class, that’s your introduction to dialectics. Have a nice weekend everyone and don’t forget to visit the library reserve before next week for the reading. They have my personal copy of this most wonderful monograph by—oh just go home.”

And with wordless shuffling the thirty-something students began placing books into bags, turning on cell phones, and making for the door. Sascha, eager as he was to leave mere seconds ago, took his time getting up and leaving, choosing not to push against the crowd, coming to the slow realization that in spite of his desire to leave he had no place to go.

“Sascha.”

But standing up now Sascha took in his typical view of his peers, gazing at hats and haircuts. Was it just him, or were these Southern Californians unusually shorter than average? It’s probably some sort of carcinogen or something in the air or water or ground that they’ll discover in 15 years, he thought. 

“Hey Sascha! Down here buddy.” Sascha snapped out of his reverie and realized that David Roland was talking to him. “Hey man, got any grand plans for the weekend? Here.” He shoved a glossy card into his chest, which Sascha reluctantly accepted. “Big party tonight in Hollywood. Jamie Redmond’s birthday. The Two-One. Very Big Deal. Wear a costume. You should see mine—“


“Thank you, David, but I don’t think I can make it.” He stuffed the card into his inner jacket pocket without looking at it. “Got a whole bunch of stuff planned,”


“Oh? You know a bigger party than this one?”


“No. I’m sticking around here. Sooooo much reading to do you know.”


“Oh you’re kidding me. It’s Hollywood man. Nice-looking girls and an open bar. You need a ride man?”


“No, I’m just not interested. But thank you again.”


David seemed disappointed. “Alright man. But if you can come, you should come. You need to get out more. Now if you will excuse me I gotta run home and get ready. Bye.”


“Bye, David.”


And now the room was empty save for Sascha. Even the professor had left with the crowd. Sascha headed out the door without much of an agenda. So by default he decided to go to the library to get an early start on the reading for next week. 

*

At the library reserve desk Sascha gave the girl behind the counter the information about the reading and waited patiently while she retrieved it. He meandered over to the nearby newspaper rack. There were around thirty publications from different parts of the world. He gave the first few a brief gaze and decided that he did not want to read further. For the past few years the majors had been recycling the same stories about wars in distant countries and corruption in the highest levels of the federal government and the impotence of any being or power to stop either. Sascha let out a great sigh.


“Don’t like bad news kid?”


Sascha looked off where the voice was coming from and saw a man in a purple trench coat hovering at the other end of the newspaper rack.


“I guess not. Not when it’s consistently bad.”


“Ah, but that’s what makes it news. All news is inherently bad you know.” He looked at the highest shelf on the rack with a look of chagrin and disappointment. “Hey dude, you’re all the way up there. Can you hand me the Arts section of the Times?”


Sascha was not amused. “Sure.”

“Thanks.” He took the Arts section and started scanning it intently from the back page. “Anyway kid, as a society the only need for us to consume news is to find out about bad things. In a perfect world there would be no need for newspapers. Well, maybe with the exception of lining birdcages and making paper mache casts. And I guess it’s useful for fishmongers too.”


Sascha was a bit confused. “What?”


“Ah, I take all that back. Here’s some good news. Here’s what I’ve been looking for. They’re reviving Social Kabuki at the Slash Bar tonight. Kid do you like performance art?”


“Maybe.”


“Well these guys are awesome. Thursday night is the night when you kids go out right? Well if you’re in the neighborhood stop on by. Hollywood.”


“That’s where everything is it seems.”


“Well, it’s more like in West Hollywood.”


“There’s a difference isn’t there.”


“Well to be perfectly honest it’s really between Hollywood and West Hollywood.”


“Between?”


“Yeah. I don’t know how they managed to do it. It’s weird and groovy.”


“Yeah.” Where was that girl behind the counter? The prospect of this monograph was looking more enticing. “Are you a student here or something?”


The man, at the moment busy stuffing newspapers into his trenchcoat, let out an innocent smile. “Hell no kid. But I need to keep up with the world somehow. I have a reputation in parts for my knowledge.” He looked a bit nervously towards the reserve desk. “Is that library woman coming back?” Sascha looked behind the counter. Indeed she was. “Oh lord I gotta run. But yeah kid, the Slash Bar. An exciting place. Toodles.” And then, as subtly as he could, he tried sneaking out of view of the reserve desk. 


The girl behind the counter noticed him. “Hey!” And then he took off in a jog, looking behind him and waving with a cheerful smile, and then he was out the door and gone. “Yesterday that guy was in here stealing newspapers. He’s been banned.” She stood behind the counter, monograph in hand, as if she was expecting a response.


“What a mean thing to do. What a mean guy.”


“Just what I was thinking. Here’s your monograph. You have it for two hours.”


“Thank you.”

*
Sascha haunted the library for around ten minutes before he found a spot adequately secluded for his tastes. There, in a far corner on the highest floor, he sat down and opened the monograph.

THE PASSIONATE REAPER TO THE POET

This looked bad. 

Come walk with me and you shall see

The fate of poets just like thee,

Artists who told their tales (or tried)

Until they met me. Then they died.

The Greeks’ old master of the stage

Was slain by a bird most unsage:

It dropped a tortoise from the sky

Upon his head, and there he lie

In Deptford was a tavern fight

That claimed all England’s brightest light.

This golden boy was snuffed out by

Someone who stabbed him in the eye.

Poesy does not a sailor make:

So learned a man the sea did take.

Like Ozymandias the king

Nothing there remains past drowning.

A famous poet, wanting more,

Went off to Greece to fight a war.

But rain, not bullets, his fate sealed:

He died of fever off the field.

A crooked election’s doomed pawn,

A writer stricken, stumbles on

The darkened streets of Baltimore.

Now he shall scribble Nevermore.

This great feminist of the land

Went to a nearby river, and

With pockets full of stones, walked in

To flee the madness from within.

Now meet the man whose manly charms

Began with A Farewell to Arms.
He took a shotgun, shot him dead,

And he said “farewell” to his head.

And all the paper, all the ink

Will never restore healthy pink

To writers taken down by me:

They run their mouths but never flee.

So Poet, fear the reaper’s groan

That heralds the end of this poem:

“Tear up your sheet, put down your pen.

For you will never write again.”


Sascha was thoroughly depressed after finishing the poem, although he knew a few poets himself and part of him could understand the Reaper’s perspective on things. What really bothered him was the notion of an unstoppable, unbeatable force. Though he figured that if there was such a force that had to be taken seriously it was indeed Death. There might be a paper for this stupid class somewhere in there, he thought. 


Downstairs at the reserve desk Sascha handed the monograph back to the counter-girl. She was in a better mood than before. “Can I see your I.D. please?”

“Sure.” He took his I.D. out of his back pocket and handed it to her.

“Great poem isn’t it? It’s so inspirational.”


Sascha was confused. “What?”


“Yeah, especially that ending.”


“Death triumphant?”


Now both of them were looking confused. “No…” She flipped open the slim volume. “Ah, that explains it. You’re missing the second half. I thought you had read it really quickly.”


“Shit. Do you have the rest of it on reserve here or something, or where can I get it?”


“Hm…” She tapped in a few queries on a computer. “Downtown has it on their shelves. And they close in another,” She looked at her watch, “hour and a half.” 


“No way.” Sascha was wide-eyed in disappointment. “Are you sure?”


“Sorry, guy.” They shared a pause. “But you know if you’re going off campus anyway a friend of mine is having her birthday party tonight in Hollywood.” She picked up a glossy card from under the counter. It looked vaguely familiar. “You’re welcome to come you know, mister…” She looked at his I.D. “Mr. Alexander.” She looked down in disbelief. “Your name is Alexander Alexander? Wow.”


“Yeah I know.”


“Wow. You must have been made fun of a lot in middle school, especially being so tall too.”


“Yeah I know.”


“Well at least you don’t have a lazy eye or something.”


Sascha had no way to respond.


“I’m sorry. Here’s your I.D. back. Anyway, come to the party. Tons of fun. Dress up.”


“Thanks. Bye bye.” Sascha felt that his response was adequately vague. 


*

It was overcast in L.A., unusually monochrome even for a low-ceiling day. Outside the library Sascha began walking north towards his apartment, not having any plans beyond getting home and napping or something. Then he remembered that Thursdays were the nights that Duke and his friends did their cooking. Duke was a friend of Sascha’s roommate Irvine. Duke was a rarity in that he was both gay and an unapologetic carnivore, cooking briskets and steaming salmon and roasting huge slabs of beef and chicken with Irvine and a semi regular crowd of hangers-on. Every Thursday at around this time they were there in the kitchen, roasting a pig in pepper sauce or grilling a side of veal, trading what seemed to Sascha to be an endless stream of fashion advice and gossip and jokes about dead babies. It also didn’t help that Sascha was a vegetarian. And tonight it was Cornish game hen. Later though they were sure to be out of his apartment, prowling one club or another in some other area code, returning late at night smelling like everyone’s bad habits. But right now Sascha was sure that if he went home he would be walking into an orgy of Blood and Barbecue sauce.


Well, thought Sascha. The bus is just a quarter up and a quarter down to the library. Can’t think of a better way to kill some time productively.  And in another few minutes a bus came by and picked Sascha up.

Chapter II


The downtown library is not an imposing structure at first sight from any angle you might look at it, being dwarfed by tall glass-and-steel structures from all sides. But once you walk inside, past the homeless people sitting near the fountains at the western entrance, the large scale of the structure gradually becomes apparent, after a nearly mall-like hallway with checkout counters and a gift store gives way to the book stacks: seven stories of books of all kinds stretching from above ground into a sub basement, all connected through a massive atrium overlooking the nearest street. Sascha’s monograph was somewhere in here, waiting for him before the library closed for the night.


Sascha began his hunt on a computer terminal on the highest floor, the one where they keep all the literature, typing in some information and getting a call number spit out for him. It was in a special collection in B4. Sascha took the nearest elevator down, trying to distract himself from the dubious smell by reading the old cards from the analog card catalog that decorated the walls. The doors opened and Sascha was in a dimly-lit corridor, someplace where the light from the atrium dared not steal so close to twilight. He walked down the corridor and into the bookroom, and was greeted by the mammoth array of bookcases and bookshelves that awaited his search. Sitting in the midst of it all was a youngish-looking library worker, conservatively dressed, seated at a desk with a computer, reading a textbook of some sort under lamplight and taking notes on a nearby legal pad. 


“Hi.” Sascha said silently as he walked past her.


She didn’t seem to notice.


He walked down aisle after aisle, passing walls of book spines, some faded, some still colorful. He went past a bizarre selection of various short run publications that apparently had all been relegated into this basement. Finally he reached the shelf he wanted, but after a few moments of uncomfortable stooping (the aisles in the basement collection were prohibitively narrow) he came to the grim realization that his book was not there. He was not surprised, but disappointed, and walked to the girl sitting at the desk.


“Excuse me, miss?” Sascha said


She looked up tentatively from her book. “Yes?”


“I am looking for a book that I cannot seem to find.”


“Tautological yet amazing.”


Sascha was confused. “What?”


“Of course you cannot find this book. That’s because you’re looking for it. If you could find this book looking for it would not be necessary.” She was looking back down at her book again.


“Maybe. I guess so.”


“It’s funny how that works out though.”


“So can you help me find this thing?”


“Yes, but what is this book that you are searching for?”


Sascha handed her the scrap of paper with a call number on it.


“Funny things with books, don’t you think, how each one has that unique number, that stamp.” She said while tapping at her keyboard. “Each one has that unique identity, cross-referenced on this database. I guess they have a one-up on us in that respect.”


“What about social security number and stuff?”


“Oh but that’s not quite the same. Your social is your secret. It’s between you and your priest. It lives in your wallet. But the call number… everyone knows what a book’s call number is. That’s open information.” The computer must have been querying or something. “And look at the superstructure above the call number. Look at the lord god Dewey Decimal system. Books fall into only one of those categories you know. And you can walk into any library in any city you go to and it’ll be in the very same section as in any other library. It’s a glorious consistency… Of course, I’m not going to insist that mankind out to be Dewey Decimalized or something. That would be nuts. It would take a while too. To compile.”


“But it already works like that doesn’t it? Man woman and child. Animal, vegetable, and mineral. Winners and losers. Scientists and politicians and lawyers and doctors.”


“Ah, you have some learning that you need to do. And not necessarily in this library either. Not like you can anyway. The machine says that the book you’re looking for was checked out 4 minutes ago. Tough break.”


“God dammit. I needed that for a class.”


“Maybe it was a friend of yours, someone you know. Anyway I wouldn’t get my g-string in a knot over it. Isn’t it the weekend coming up? I know that my weekend starts in…” she glanced at her computer screen. “Another ten minutes it looks like.”


A voice came from above. “Patrons of the library, the library will be closing in… ten… minutes. Please go to the checkout counter with any books you have. Thank you.”


“Ah, the voice of God visits us. Hey, You aren’t doing anything between now and closing time are you? Want to do me a favor?”


Sascha weighed this. He really had nothing to lose at this point. “Sure. What is it?”


“Excellent. Hold on for a sec. There isn’t anyone else down there is there?” She looked around a bit.


“I didn’t see anyone.”


“Okay. I’ll be right back.” She walked off into the book stacks, carrying a backpack she pulled out from under her desk. Sascha looked a little closer at the book she was reading, lying open on the table. The content meant nothing to him, but he recognized what she was using as a bookmark, resting rigidly between the pages. He had been given two of them earlier in the day. 


He heard her voice reverberate through the wood and paper of their surroundings. “Anyway, like I was saying, not everything you can learn can be learned here. It’s Thursday night now, and your education lies outside of reading room. Trust me. I know this stuff. Actually tonight I’m going—“


“To a party in Hollywood.”


“Yeah, exactly! How’d you know? Are you coming too? I thought you looked like the kind of guy who would know about it” She emerged from the darkness, still dressed like a librarian, but like a sexy librarian, and holding a pair of tall boots. “Here.” She handed them to him. “I always need help getting these things on.”


After some initial struggle Sascha was able to manipulate the rather strange pieces of footwear, tall black leather things. They seemed to have both zippers and buckles and straps and snaps, and Sascha wondered why someone would buy something so impractical, and with such a massive heel.


“Anyway, there are choices to make in your development to maturity you know. On the one hand you have literature and book-learning, and on the other you have fun and real-world experiences. One makes you smarter, one makes you grow… I can get it from here.” Sascha stood up while the girl finished putting her boots on. She stood up, an imposing figure. “Not that one is better than the other you know. I’m a party animal as well as a bookworm you know. How does my hair look? Oh don’t answer I’ll do it on my way there. Speaking of which we need to get out of here. Let’s take the elevator up together.”

*

Before the elevator doors opened and they parted ways the girl said to him, “Thanks for the help. You’re a doll. C’mere.” She beckoned him to lean downwards. “Mwah. See you around.”

*

Outside the sun was setting between the buildings and over the freeway, spreading a red-orange over that part of the sky, and reflecting a glare through the smog off of some scattered houses lining the distant foothills. Sascha, walking along the sidewalk towards his bus stop, was ready to admit defeat at the hands of the library system. Now he truly had nothing to do but go home and take a nap. But he was invisibly considering doing something that evening besides napping. He whipped out one of the glossy cards from his bag. It depicted a crowded party with flashing lights and revelry. Printed on it in large letters was, “THE ROCKINGEST PARTY YOU’LL EVER SEE” and “You’re due… in COURT” (“Court” was the name of the club apparently). Sascha felt a minor twinge, mostly out of curiosity, with the words of the bookworm still fresh in his mind, to go to this party, to see what it was all about, to escape another Thursday of napping and reading at home. The question was how to get there.


Just then as Sascha was caught up in his thoughts someone ran into him, jostling him into reality. “Excuse me.” It was a guy in a white suit. He was looking at a pocket watch. Sascha recognized him from class. The pocket watch. And the tussled hair. He had never spoken to him though. In a rush of spontenaity he called out to him while he was walking away. 


“Hey!”


He turned around. “Hey.”


“Hey. We have class together.”


It took him a brief moment of recognition. “Oh yeah. You’re the tall guy. Hi. Hey, I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you but I’m trying not to be late and you know downtown, and how when you’re around here you try not to look at people directly. You know.”


“Oh yeah.”


“Say. The name is Ren.”


“Sascha.”


“Nice to meet you.”


“You’re dressed awfully nice for being in a place where you’re not supposed to look at people directly.”


“Oh? This? I’m going to a party right now. Far off.”


“Yeah, that’s where everyone is going. I’m going there too.”


“Oh? Really? Awesome. I guess I’ll see you there.”


“I hope so.”


“Yeah, but I have so much stuff to do before then. I’d like to stop and chat but—“


“Oh. Yeah, I understand. Run along now.”


“See you later man. Bye.” And he took off again.


Something occurred to Sascha. “Hey! How are you getting down there?”


Ren turned around. “From here? Take the Metro. Red Line. That’s where I’m headed. Tah tah.”


“Thanks Ren!” Sascha watched as Ren went down the street, eventually taking a left down an escalator. Sascha saw a square sign with an “M” on it. Metro, he thought. Sascha would have just walked with Ren down to the subway be he thought that might have been awkward since he was in such a hurry. And they already had said goodbye. And Sascha disliked giving double goodbyes. 

Sascha wondered where Ren had gotten such a nice suit that looked so good on him. And why he was wearing it on the subway. I guess he has no other choice, Sascha thought. And finally deciding to check out the sights and sounds of where the weekend goes, Sascha followed Ren’s path down the sidewalk to where the Metro was.

Chapter III


And down the escalator and into the subway station went Sascha. After honestly and diligently buying a ticket he went down another escalator and stood on the platform, waiting for the Red Line that would take him to Hollywood and beyond. The subway platform was at the bottom of a cave of stone and metal, dingy with grime and fuzzily reflective like a mirror in a public bathroom. His fellow subway patrons were not faring too much better. Many of them had terrible posture as if they spent their waking lives looking down, looking at spare change fallen on the sidewalk or at bratty children growing up. Or, perhaps they just had no reason to look up. 


A low-frequency squealing steadily approached the platform with Doppler-like regularity. There was a faint light down the tunnel that grew brighter (but never grew truly into brightness) and brighter. It was a train, of course, rumbling down the tracks, slowing down, braking. With an exhalation it opened it’s doors and let out a few people, tired people with suitcases and shopping bags. Sascha got in the frontmost car and took the first seat he found. 


The intercom buzzed a solid tone, closing the doors. The train continued through the tunnel. The hurtling darkness groaned a click-clack that got successively faster as Sascha traveled farther and farther underground. The yellow and white light in the subway car illuminated only so much in front of the train, but Sascha could see strange and bizarre things ahead of him: graffiti, subway tags that stretched around curves, mobiles hanging from the ceiling of the tunnel like so many prop solar systems in a third grader’s diorama. Every few hundred feet on one side of the tunnel was the same mysterious door and the same ugly sign hanging on it. Sascha tried reading it each time he passed it but couldn’t make out the meaning. 


The train slowed down as Sascha came to an island of light in the dimness of the subway and it occurred to him that he didn’t quite know how far he wanted to go (he realized this was true in both a physical and in a metaphorical sense) so he decided to wait for a few more stops until he got off. Each new station brought a whole new collection of sights and sounds, however fleeting: benches shaped like dinosaurs and cars, old men with plastic shopping carts, tiled floors with permanent puddles. When he arrived at a station colored in cool grays and blues he decided that it was far enough and he stepped off the train. He looked at the name of the station. Didn’t mean much to him. He figured that the best way to find out just where he was was to get to the surface and ask someone.


Sascha went up the escalator and found himself dumped onto a street teeming with people and neon lights and junk being sold on carts and expensive cars, limousines, and hummers slugging  slowly along in the middle of it all. The sun had set while Sascha was underground and the sky was turning a faint shade of green and yellow from all the light being reflected off the low clouds and smog. Sascha walked down the street in a momentary state of awe, forgetting for the moment that he was not quite sure where he was. 


Sascha passed a woman dressed in gold, juggling fire with her feet. There was a man dressed in black and lavender, standing on an upturned vegetable box, preaching sin and hellfire to people exiting a souvenir shop. Sascha walked along a line of people on the sidewalk that stretched past two intersections until it reached the end. And by then Sascha had forgotten what the line was for.


But this reminded him that he didn’t know where he was, or where he was in relation to Jamie Redmond’s party, or what might lie between them. He looked around to find someone to ask for directions. He saw walking towards him down the sidewalk a pair of ballerinas, one with a collar around her neck, the other holding the end of the leash attached to the collar. He decided to ask the person who looked like she was in charge for directions.


“Excuse me, miss?” She looked at him, sultry-eyed. “I’m looking for a club called “Court”. Do you know where it is?”


She smirked. “Court, you say? Don’t know the place.”


“Sounds like a bore.” The girl on the leash said.


“Not our kind of hangout.” The other girl said.


“Sounds like a place where people dance themselves stupid.”


“If they aren’t stupid when they get there.”


“We have different sorts of tastes in clubs, as you may have guessed.”


“We’re more performers than club-goers.”


“Especially when the going is to a club called ‘Court’. What a silly name.”


“Indeed silly. Allows for all sorts of silly puns.”


“Like, let’s go courting at Court.”


“Or, don’t stop dancing or I’ll take you to Court.”


“Or, more of a racket than a tennis Court.”


“Tell me, my tall friend. What’s a boy like you going to a place like that place?”


“Do you like performance…what was your name again?”


“…My name is Sascha.” Sascha said. 


“Well, Sascha. We perform. Would you like to see our performance?” Said the one holding the leash.


“…I need to get to this club actually, so…”


“It’s called, ‘The Poststructuralist and the Teaching Assistant’.” Said the leashed one. “It’s our latest masterwork. Ahem.” 

“They’ve made our love a hanging crime—“
“Is this a terribly long piece, because I need to—“
They smiled gently, and began again.

“They’ve made our love a hanging crime,

For I see that you’re hung.

And with this rope I’ve brought with me,

I’ll see that justice done.

Your arms, your legs, your other bits,

Will be together strung.”

So thus declared the balding man,

Untying a length of rope,

Addressing a man standing close

And wincing at the joke,

But giggling out of nervousness

For fear of being broke.

“Behold my labor on your limbs:
Your struggle is my smile.
As you can't move to save yourself,
I'll make up slack a while,
I'll work this cat all down your back
And then your front defile.”

So tied up to a waiting “X”
The bottom stood upright,

Which would be nigh impossible

For an entire night,
If not for the sturdy ropes
All bound up very tight.

”You are my bottom, lowly slave,

And you serve only me.
But take a moment, appreciate
That I'm in slavery,
Dependent on submissiveness,
A lock in need of key.”

And taking out another rope

The top took his own wrist,

And tied it to his bottom’s own,

Tied as tight as a fist.

And then with the very same rope

Their legs together kissed.

”We tie ourselves together now,

A harmony of knots,
A symbiotic tapestry
That's living, breathing, hot.
And here in bondage do we find
The freedom which we've sought.”

(This fellow, a philosopher,

Was always fond of talk,

Of making musings on the rack,

While fastening the lock,

And to never ever ever

Shut up about his cock.)

”My hand to yours, your leg to mine,
Are bound by chains of hemp.
But ah, my soul is bound to yours
By bindings Heaven-sent.
Our spiritual link is stronger than
A chain that can be bent.”

And so the pair resided there,

Until the morning came,

One tied upon the other one,

Until they were the same,

Reciting in repetition

The very same refrain,

“They’ve made our love a hanging crime,

For I see that you’re hung.

And with this rope I’ve brought with me,

I’ll see that justice done.

Your arms, your legs, your other bits,

Will be together strung.”


“Tah Dah!” they said, and took a bow to the clapping of one hand. 


It was a slow clap.


“That’s such a mean thing to do to someone.” Sascha said, upset.


“What was?” One of them said, inquisitive.


“Well everything pretty much. With the ropes and the whips and the rack and the torture and all. Eew.”


“No no no, you silly boy. He -wanted- to be tied to a rack.” The girl on the leash said. She looked different somehow.


“It’s just a game really.” The girl holding the leash said. She also looked somehow different.


“It’s a metaphor for power.”


“It’s play-acting.”


“It’s really tons of fun.”


“It’s a terrific escape from the everyday.”


“But you need to know what you’re doing.”


“It’s not easy just to pick up you know.”


“There’s a lot of sensitivity involved, and communication.”


“Yeah, and it’s all based on consensuality.” 


“Safe. Sane. Consensual.”


“And love too.”


“It is based on love.”


They gave each other a big hug. Sascha thought he was going to vomit.


“So do you have any idea where this club is? Do you know anyone who would know?”


They looked a little perturbed, but only slightly. “Keep walking until you see this symbol:”

They drew a “/” in the air.


“Someone will know what you’re looking for there. They’re in the middle of everything you know.”


“Thanks.” And Sascha went on his way through the green evening. He turned around once and saw the pair of girls behind him in each other’s arms now, skipping.

Chapter IV


Sascha kept walking, like the girls said. Gradually the scenery around him morphed from neon lights and souvenir shops to incandescence and storefronts. This was a part of Hollywood less frequented by people. Or was he in West Hollywood? He wasn’t sure. But he did know that he wanted to get to this party. This was his determination, to see what the girl behind the counter and the bookworm and what Ren would be doing there. But he felt sort of underdressed for the occasion. 


Walking on the sidewalk he looked at the storefronts, some selling furniture, others peddling clothing, still more selling food to passers-by, all of them built in the same anonymous shoebox-like proportions. But in an alley about ten feet above the ground Sascha saw this: “/ (”. It was the symbol, he thought, and walked into the alley, where there was a small black door with light coming out from under it. The same symbol was there, painted in a single white stripe. Sascha opened the door and walked in to a medium-sized room with about a dozen tables and chairs and a few sofas scattered around, with a small makeshift stage at one end. The only people inside were a woman tending the bar, and a trio of customers crowded at the same table in the middle of the room. They looked preoccupied. Sascha timidly made his way towards their table. One of them, wearing an obnoxious jacket and a hat that didn’t quite match, was leading the conversation, making wild gesticulations while another one, a girl in a party dress, kept nodding incessantly. Between them was a dreadlocked guy, slumped over onto the table, holding onto a hookah. 

“Excuse me.”  Sascha said.

The dude with the hat looked up, and seeing Sascha, stood up to greet him. “Welcome sir. Welcome to the Slash Bar. And how are you doing sir? Good I hope.” All through this he was shaking his hand. 

Sascha remembered that name. 

“C’mon tall stranger. Sit down.”

“Well actually I was just looking for directions for—“

“Nonsense sir.” This guy was insistent. “If this is your first visit to the Slash Bar you need to stick around a little bit. Now have a seat.”

Sascha complied a bit begrudgingly, sitting next to the party dress girl. “The name’s Sascha by the way.”

“Well Sascha, My name is Sylvia.” She indicated the man in the hat. “This is Ted.” Then she looked at the man with the hookah. “The quiet one is James.”

“Sascha, what are you having?” Ted asked.

“I don’t know. What’s good?”

“Columbian. Very good stuff.” 

Sylvia added, “That’s true, but what kind of Columbian are you recommending?”

“This guy looks like he can go either way.”

“Excuse me?” Sascha was puzzled by the way this conversation was going.

“Do you prefer coffee or hash?”

“Coffee. Yeah. Coffee.”

“Good choice. I’ll get us the hookup. I need a refill anyway. Be right back.” Sylvia left and went to the bar.

Sascha asked Ted, “This place is called the Slash Bar, you say?”

“Sure is.” 

“Why is that?

 “It’s like no other bar in L.A. It sells coffee slash liquor slash hash. Hence, ‘The Slash Bar’. It’s the greatest bar on earth dude. It also consistently gets ‘A’s from the county health inspector.”

“Three bars in one, one bar in three. A bar like the holy trinity. “ The slumped-over man mumbled.

“Yeah, it’s exactly like that. It’s the bar that transcends the mere temporal nature of all other bars. It exists in the tenth sphere of bardom. It’s not quite a coffee shop and not quite a regular ol’ bar and not quite a hash joint. And I don’t know if you realize this, but you are sitting in a spot that lies between Hollywood and West Hollywood. Needless to say, right now we are here and there and… everywhere, really. They cannot pin us down. Because we won’t let them, will we?” He took a swig on his coffee, and then finished it. 

“I guess that is a theme, then.” Sascha said.

“Anyway, I come here for the bottomless cup of coffee, but when this place is packed (you’re here kind of early) everyone’s drinking and smoking everything.” Sascha noted the empty coffee cups and tumblers littering the table. “Wonderful company you’ll find here. Great conversation. I once talked to a guy here about the shit that’s going on in the Defense Department for well over an hour before he got up and left. You won’t believe the stuff that they’re getting away with there. And don’t get me started about the EPA. Man, let me tell you, it’s a tragedy going on there each and every day.” Ted took another drink from another coffee cup sitting nearby.

“Hey, here’s your coffee big guy.” Sylvia came back with a Long Island iced tea for her and a cup of coffee the size of a grapefruit for Sascha.

Sascha stared wide-eyed at the cup. “I don’t think that I’m going to have enough time to finish this.”

“Oh relax. Take your time. And take a sip. It’s good. Don’t even have to add sugar or anything.”

Sascha picked up the mug and took a drink. He tasted the liquor immediately. “Wow. Is there even any coffee in this thing?”

“Aw. You’ve never had Kahlua before?”

“Maybe. Yeah. But wow this is strong.”

“A strong drink for a strong boy.” She smiled. “I got one of these things. It reminded me of you.” She took a sip through the straw out of her tall Long Island iced tea. “And the straw too.”

Sascha continued sipping his coffee, carefully.

Ted, meanwhile, was inhaling his. He seemed to have changed subjects, slightly. “Haven’t you noticed how much this country has changed in the past decade? Red states and blue states, more like lazy states and stupid states. They’re just giving up all of their rights and freedoms because they’re convinced enough that it’s a good idea from the people in power who are taking them away. There’s no resistance at all against the oppressors in this country. And that’s what we’ve got to do—resist. Sylve, you know what I mean right?”

“Yeah man, totally.” 

“Do you know how vulnerable the freeways in this city are to an attack? It’s wide open. Huge amounts of collateral damage to be made. The whole national economy can be brought to a halt in a single day around here. It’s a good thing I don’t have a car.”

“Yeah, since you’ve never made payments on anything ever before in your whole life.” James muttered.

“Hey. There’s better stuff to spend money on, isn’t there? I mean marijuana doesn’t grow on trees now does it, eh?”

“It’s a plant you know.”

“Well. Close enough. Anyway, I don’t need a car when all of my hangouts are walking distance from my flat.” Ted stopped long enough to take a drag on his coffee. “Do you know the crazy rent I’m paying? It’s nuts. I wish I was living with a corpse so I could get some rent control going on.” 

Suddenly the bartender appeared on the stage with a cowbell, clanging it over and over again. Ted and Sylvia were rapt with attention. “Ladies and Gentlemen, the Slash Bar is proud to present Social Kabuki.”

Amidst limited but enthusiastic applause a pair of actors, one male and one female, appeared on the stage, wearing makeshift kabuki outfits, complete with face paint. They stood there for a moment, and then began their piece, speaking and gesturing with an intensity that seemed unaware of the lack of people in the room. They began staring into each other’s eyes.

The female actor declared,


Our hearts beat together

Tuned sweetly, more than Chocolate

Love is in the air

And then, the male actor,

Sweat smells of honey

Nipples taste like scrambled eggs

You work at Denny’s?

And thusly they alternated for the rest of the performance.

Timpani rumble

Goosebumps emerge on your arm

My hand can feel them

Mysterious braids

Smelling of lemon and pine

Tide isn’t shampoo

The sound of ringing
A familiar voice speaks

Then, a secret smile
You carry me dear

You support me far and near

Now toss me a beer

Soot blows on green skies

Let’s go skipping down the street

I like your whistling



You’re dressed like a fruit

Do you want to be squeezed

Or be sucked upon?

I’ll see more of you

Part your lips a little bit
Dilate both your eyes

Sticky everywhere

Grunting lips licking fingers

Dinner at your place

Lips pursed together
Eyes strung on the same axes

Hearts beating sideways

The man’s expression melted from enthusiasm to boredom. 

Touch my perfect hair

I whimper a perfect gasp

You’re a perfect tool

The woman’s performance continued with the same affectionate tone it began with.

Lover in my bed

Moonlight makes you zebra-like

When you’re not a cat

Lover in my bed

Quiet sunlight on your face

What’s your name again?

I know you love me

Roll up into my life

We are a lone star

Frog hopping in pond

Your lips forming words and thoughts

Which is more boring?
My fallen angel

Forget past oaths and grudges

Our bower beckons
Now the man looked angry.

Informative tear

You’ve shown me what it looks like

A desperate girl
She did look desperate.

Inadequate words

Muted mind silent desire

Slate forever blank

Woman cry your tears

Though you lack the ocean’s depth

At least you’re salty

Easy to pick up


No substance, not built too well

You and your haiku

I tried and I tried

No haiku is squat enough

To describe your face

Blue jeans and blue eyes

Alabaster skin, red hair

Heart stained inky black

Her desperation transformed into a rage that matched his.

Hey you, you tiger

What immortal hand or eye

Framed your fearful face?

Carnage, plumes of smoke

News called it “an ugly sight”

So you were there, right?

Put on your face, dear

Hide those red twitching muscles

I prefer the mask.

Informative laugh


You’ve shown me what it looks like

A laughing asshole
Fiery angels rise

Nine horns play the devil’s scale

Sounds like your face looks

All that lives, Holy?

Everything living has holes.

Yours is in your chest.


She smiled like the devil. He smiled bigger.

Compact thrown at wall

Don’t blame the lipstick or blush

It’s your face’s fault


And now they took out stage knives, stabbing one another simultaneously, over and over again, with perfect syncopation. Then they fell down, one to each side.

Red hearts bleed away


Chocolate drops wither to dust


Love is in the air.


The four of them clapped while the actors got up, bloodstained, and took a bow. “Deep man.” Ted said. Sometime during the performance he had gotten a refill.


“That was intense.” Said Sylvia. 


“Did I ever tell you about the girl I knew once who broke my heart? I used to wish she was dead, but eventually it occurred to me that she probably had died sometime back so it doesn’t bother me so much.”


Sascha didn’t know what to say. He glanced around the table. Sylvia was drawing abstract art in the condensation on her glass. James was looking intently at Sylvia drawing abstract art in the condensation of her glass. Eventually, with a bored and dissatisfied look on her face she erased the whole thing with the palm of her hand. James looked disappointed.


“But that’s all over now thank god. I’ve gotten over people now, in general.”


Ryan tucked his head into his elbow on the table. “The more over people you get the easier it is for them to undermine you.” 


“No, to the contrary I think this country could do with less people. And not just in the parts of this country I don’t like either. If there were less people in LA I might get a car because it would be easier to get places you know. And I can think of a few very specific candidates right now.”


“What about driving on the freeways?” James lazily retorted.


“I’d stay off of those.”

Things were getting too weird for Sascha. “Where’s the bathroom around here?”

“It’s in the back.” Sylvia said.

“Thanks.”

At the rear of the bar Sascha found a short hallway with a couple of doors. One said “Humans” and the other said “Beings”. Sascha picked one and walked into a plain old bathroom. 

Sascha looked in the mirror. He was disappointed with what he saw. After all, he was about to head to a party in a few moments once he found out where it was (he was sure that it was around there somewhere). He washed his hands thoroughly and started washing his face, craning in close to the mirror. It was there where he first saw the grinning face of the man in the purple trenchcoat, silently observing him. Sascha was startled.

“Hey! It’s my tall friend from earlier.” He walked up to the sink next to Sascha and started washing his hands. “I see that you came. How did you like the performance?”

“It was interesting I guess. I don’t think that their depiction of Japanese culture was even halfway accurate though.”

“Ah but that’s besides the point.”

“And people around here really like reciting poetry don’t they? I don’t just mean in this bar. It’s like this whole zip code is populated with weird poets.”

“Not everyone around here. At least not great poetry. But this is a special place you know. It’s—“

“Yeah, I know. Somewhere in the middle of—“

“The middle of everything my man.”

“Well in that case it shouldn’t be too far from where I want to go. Do you know of a club called Court?”

Sascha saw the man frown for the first time. “Yeah, I know where that place is. But the question is why do you want to go there?”

“There’s a party there. You haven’t seen the glossy cards?”

“Ah. You pay attention to those? One day you’ll get sick of cards.”

“This is a special party. It’s one that I’m actually going to. It’s the only reason I’m around here.”

“Some kind of party. Well, most parties are some kind of party if you know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t. But where is this club?”

He sighed. “Just keep walking east and you’ll see it. It’s just another club though, nothing special in that part of town.”

“Well where do you suggest I blow my time? A weird dump like this?”

“It depends on what your poison is now that you’re in this part of town. In one direction you’ll find a whole bunch of desperate heterosexuals, frantic to have a good time. And if you go west, you’ll meet a crowd of similarly desperate homosexuals, equally distressed over seeking happiness.” He was drying his hands now. When he was done he took some paper towels and stuffed them in his trench coat. 

“Really. What if I don’t want to hang around desperate people?”

“We’re all desperate here.”

At that moment Sylvia walked into the bathroom. “Well I’ve had my five drinks so I think I’m good and ready to go clubbing. Know any good places?”

“Actually yes. This guy just told me how to get to this one awesome one.” He indicated in front of the towel dispenser, where no one was standing at all. Sascha realized that the room was empty with the exception of him and Sylvia.

“Oh cool. Who?” Sylvia seemed sort of oblivious.

“Oh no one special. Some guy that’s all.”

“Okay I see.” She was standing awfully close to him.

A terrible thought occurred to Sascha. “I’m not in the women’s restroom am I?”

“What? Oh you silly boy. There is no women’s bathroom here. Or a men’s. Didn’t you read the signs on the doors?”

“Oh. Oh yeah, right.” Unisex bathrooms. It somehow made sense.

“Anyway, is this a particular kind of party? You seem dressed pretty casually for a party—oh my gosh it’s a clothing optional party isn’t it? You creep I’m not going with you. Ugh.”

“No no no no no. It’s clothing required. Don’t worry. Actually, dammit. It’s a dress-up thing or something like that. Well I guess I’m going to be really underdressed. But you know I think you’ll be fine.”

“You think? I guess. This is sort of a sexy gothic peasant kind of getup.” She took a step back and did a turn.

“It’s cute. Say, how much do I owe you?” Sascha reached for his wallet.

“What? For spinning around?”
”No. For that fixed cup of coffee.”

“Oh. No, don’t worry about it.”

“Really? Oh okay.” 

“Anywho I’m going to get my things. You finish up here and I’ll see you soon!” And then she left. Sascha wondered why she had gone into the bathroom in the first place.

“You need to play dress up, kid?” It was the trench coat wearing man. He walked out of a bathroom stall and started climbing up onto the windowsill.

“What the hell was that?”

“What? Oh, I was just trying to mess with your head.” He was squatting in the window now. “Kid, here.” He pulled a hat made out of newspaper out of his trench coat and tossed it neatly onto Sascha’s head. “There’s your costume. It makes you look shorter. Well, at least cuter if that’s what you’re aiming for. More boyish. Also, even if no one there talks to you they’ll still be able to read you. Though it looks from this angle that you’re the one who needs to become literate.” Sascha had no idea what he meant. “And now I’m off. See you around.” And grinning gleefully, he jumped out the window. Sascha didn’t know what to make of it. He took a look at the hat. It was the personals section. But at least he had something resembling a costume now. 

*
“Ready to go?”

“Yeah. Let’s go.” Sylvia finished her drink.

“What about them? Are they coming too?” Ted was lecturing James on the importance of recycling in defeating third-world dictatorships.

“Those two? They live here.”

As Sascha and Sylvia walked out the door he heard Ted yell after him, “Hey buddy, that’s a nice hat!”

Chapter V

Sascha did as the man said and walked into Hollywood, keeping his eyes peeled for Court. Sylvia tagged along. “So Sascha, do you like parties?”

Sylvia was smiling. Sascha smiled back a little bit. “Oh, not really. Don’t go to them too much. Thought it would be fun. I’ve been kind of bummed lately.”

“Aww. And why’s that?”

“Oh, you know. The state of things. It’s upsetting. You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean.”

“It’s the kind of stuff that’s upsetting your friend back there a whole lot worse. I hope he finds some positive outlet for his anger instead of a negative one. Maybe a club or a mailing list or something.”

“Oh, Ted? He’s been complaining like that for years and years, ever since high school. He’s never going to do anything about it except talk louder.”

“You’ve known him for that long?”

“No, not really, but he’s told me a few times about how upset he was in high school for all sorts of stuff.”

“I see.”

“And it’s not like James is less upset. Ted thinks that he can talk the world away. James thinks he can smoke it away.”

“That’s positive. What do you do? The old fashioned drowning in a bottle? I guess that’s not as bad.”

Sylvia looked away, upset. “Well you don’t seem to be too much of a happy camper. And yeah, I party to get away sometimes. What else am I supposed to do? Stay home on the weekends and knit? Why the heck are you here anyway?”

Sascha shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess we’ll find out.” They walked in silence the remainder of the way.

*
Eventually they found themselves in a brighter and noisier part of town, where bigger cars lumbered past, reflecting a thousand lights back to the bulbs they emanated from. Sascha and Sylvia came up to a club whose façade was done up with mock-marble pillars. Sascha saw himself in his newspaper hat reflected in a warped, ultra-thin vision of himself as he walked by one of the pillars. He looked up and saw the name of the club in a twisted chain of LEDs: COURT.

There was a leprechaun dressed in a jurist’s robe and wig acting as the club’s bouncer. Noticing the lack of a line, Sascha approached him. 

“Excuse me. We’re here for the birthday party.”

The bouncer looked up, brooding. “How do I know that’s true?”

“I have this glossy card. I have like, a million of them.” He pulled them out of his inner jacket pocket and presented them.”

“Yeah, you and a whole gang of teeny-boppers, dressed to the nines. You’re dressed at something around a three. Sorry kid.” Sascha felt a little bit humiliated.

“C’mon guy. Let us in.” Sylvia gave the bouncer a big smile.


He gave a dread stare. “Ah, go ahead and go in. I don’t give a damn to be honest. This wig is itchy you know. I guess you get a bonus for being on time, here before the party really gets started. Think of it that way.”


“Thanks.” Sylvia said. They walked into the club, decorated in a style consistent with the gaudy façade of the place, with fake wood paneling and ornamental columns on the sides of the room. A DJ was perched in what looked like a Judge’s box, playing some new dance tune. The dance floor was tiled in lighted black and white squares that turned on and off, bathing dancers in a blaze of white one moment and blacklighting them the next. The place was teeming halfway with people. Sascha recognized most of them as being fellow students of his. Sascha checked out the crowd. They were dressed up in all sorts of costumes, as kings and princes, as generals and soldiers, as titans of business and plantation owners. Needless to say, there were lawyer-looking types. Sascha wondered where Ren was, or if he was coming later. Erstwhile Sylvia had disappeared from Sascha’s side, off to mingle somewhere. 

“Sascha!”


Sascha wondered why he was even there in the first place, costumeless save for a sheet of newsprint on his head, and not being the person who parties hard in the first place. But he was here to have a good time, and he decided he would make that happen no matter what. 


“Sascha! Hey, down here.” Sascha looked a bit to his left and saw David Roland for the second time that day. Now though, he was dressed like a background actor from one of a dozen action movies about Vietnam, wearing a red bandana and facepaint, and green fatigues. Sascha noticed that his dog tags were sticks of chewing gum. He was carrying a couple of drinks. “Sascha, buddy! You came after all.” 


“Hi David. What’s up?”


“C’mon over here. We’re planning our strategy.”


Sascha followed him, negotiating through a crowd of people, saying “excuse me” wherever he went, over to a corner of the club where he saw a young guy dressed up as a scientist, sitting at a small table the size of a manhole cover. He looked angry when he saw Sascha. “Hey Dave, what’s he were for?”


“Relax man. This guy’ll help us out.”


“But how? Look how good-looking he is. He’s going to ruin the field.”


Sascha felt a little embarrassed. He wanted his head to retreat into his jacket.


“Geoff, relax. It all works into the strategy.” David gave him a reassuring look. “Sascha meet Geoff. Geoff, Sascha.”


Sascha said “Hi.” and gave a half wave from his elbow.


“Nice to meet you.”


“Anyway, like I was saying—Geoff, here’s your drink by the way—this all works as part of the strategy. Sascha, don’t worry man. This will only help you out too. This is perfect man Sascha, you being here. It’s going to offset the fact that everyone here is dressed like a soldier.”


Geoff interjected. “Yeah, and they’re dressed like 90s soldiers too. What were you thinking Dave? The 60s are so lame. They’re two or three years ago lame. And why am I dressed like one of my professors again? Why am I wearing this labcoat? Should I have brought a pair of goggles and a speculum too? Would that have completed the look?”


“Relax man. You’re perfect, you’re going to do fine. This is how trends start you know. Anyway Sascha, let me let you in on what’s going down tonight. Now this should be easy for you where you are right now. Height-wise that is. Now do you see the Red General over there sitting at that booth over there? It’s underneath the sign that says “BAR EXAMS.”


Sascha focused his eyes in the general indication David was indicating. Sure enough there was a tall girl sitting in a booth, dressed in a red general’s outfit, holding court with about half a dozen other girls. “Yeah I see.”


“That is our objective, and you will be able to get us there. That’s the birthday girl, Jamie Redmond. And she’s sitting with her closest circle. It’ll be hard to get there. Every pair of male eyes in the whole room is focused on that one spot. Now I’ve been working on this one for upwards of a week and we cannot waste a move once it hits ten o’clock and the party actually starts. Around then they’ll emerge from their little cocoon there and get on the dance floor and it’s a game of survival.” Sascha kept his eyes on the far booth. It looked like they were having more fun than either he or David or Geoff were, giggling and chatting with one another. They were all in different costumes. 


David continued, pointing out individual girls sitting in the booth. “Do you see the one dressed as the attorney-bitch? That’s our first target. Geoff, stand up and get over here.”


“I know the plan already. You’ve told it to me a thousand times.”


“Now there are changes. Sascha is the ace in our sleeve. And that sleeve will be on a dress that’s going to be on the floor of your bedroom if you come over here so we can go over this game plan one more time.”

Geoff sighed and got out of his chair. 

“Okay then. The attorney. She will dance with the first person who asks her. It’s been her consistent policy every time I’ve observed her. Geoff, you will be that person (Make some sort of Doctor/Lawyer/Money comment; see? That is a useful costume you have on after all). Sascha, you will make sure that Geoff is that person by scaring away any other potential suitors. Just act taller than you already are and they’ll be afraid to go around you. I’ve seen this behavior at parties. It’s something weird and primal. Now when Geoff is on the dance floor with his new legal consultant I’ll go to the bar where Cardinal and the Equestrian-Girl will surely have gotten to by then. They are very picky about their drinks (Cosmopolitan and Black Russian respectively) and will probably charm the bartender there to giving them exactly what they want. When I meet them I’ll work my magic there and hopefully I can get them to give me what I want.”

Sascha had to turn away for a moment to gag in the other direction.

“Hey, pay attention tall guy. Now, for the big prize: Lucifer is inseparable from Eve and the Minotaur.” Sascha noted that to the right and left of a girl dressed like a demon were a girl dressed in leaves (Eve, presumably) and a girl with massive horns on her head (Minotaur). “Sascha, this is your moment to shine. You’re perfect for this strategy. All you need to do is stand in their way. They’re perfect bitches and will likely just walk through you. Try to make them run into you and they’ll say I’m sorry in the snooty way that they’re bound to do. Then you gotta use an awesome line on them. Something like, ‘any time darling’ or ‘there’s more where that elbow came from’ and you are golden. Try stalling them, chatting them up, at least two of them at once. If two will fall the other one cannot stand. If you can stall them for as long as it takes for me to get over to your position with the other two girls they will form a ring through which no one can enter. And we will be in that ring for the whole night.”

“Hey! What about me?” Geoff asked.

“Don’t worry. You and your counsel can get into the circle. Just bump into us and we’ll pretend we haven’t seen you for a while and just walk on in. I know these girls have a room or two upstairs or in the back for some privacy. That is the brass ring. That’s where the magic hour starts and ends.”

Sascha noticed that David had excluded someone from his plans. “What about the birthday girl?” 

“What? Oh. Don’t worry about her. She’s a lush. That means that she’s going to have to pee really really soon. She doesn’t figure into our plan because she’s off the dance floor. Not to mention that she’s totally out of our league. She’s out of everyone’s league. If her girlfriends were guys they still couldn’t get anywhere with her. She’s a difficult nut to bust. Likes playing games if you know what I mean. Try to forget that she’s even there. Geoff, what time do you have?”

“Almost.”

“Okay, let’s get into starting positions. I’ll be at the bar. Geoff and Sascha, don’t walk over there together or you will alert every cock in this zip code that you’re up to something. Godspeed.”

“Yeah man.” Sascha pretended to walk into the crowd towards the booth but didn’t. Instead he walked to the bar’s restrooms, walking into the one he was sure was the Guys’. It was strangely empty at the moment. Maybe David was right, and the party was getting ready to get started, prompting everyone who knew it, consciously or not, to get to the club’s main room and prepare. Like the dance floor, the bathroom had a black-and white theme. The floor and ceiling were white, and the walls, stall partitions, and sink counter were black. The only thing that Sascha could see that wasn’t black or white were the paper towels sitting in a black wicker basket in front of the mirror, which were colored primary red.

Sascha walked into a stall and sat down, not because he needed to but because he needed to hide for a moment, to escape. Which was sort of odd, he thought, because he had come all the way here to do just that, to escape. He didn’t even take anything off. He just sat there, staring at the black expanse of the bathroom stall door, listening to the distant beat of some other dance song rumbling below the background rhythms of all of those people in ridiculous costumes. He thought about what that guy said about desperate people being everywhere. Indeed there was wisdom in that madness, if David and Geoff were to taken as an example, one of them reliant on the plans and stratagems of the other, the both of them reliant on obsessing over girls. And in turn, he thought, those girls and those guys (everyone really) were reliant on going to a house party or a club or driving to Hollywood to justify their existences, to try to escape from their normal lives little bits at a time. But then they only become tied into a social hierarchy that makes them slaves to each other. Sascha let out a great sigh. He had lost a lot of time and felt out of his element. He realized that this was the second time that night that he had sought refuge from other people in a bathroom. What’s more, he had to share the company of the likes of David Roland out of class. And he hadn’t seen Ren at this party either. Probably took one look at it and decided to move on. Sascha was ready to go home. 

Then he noticed something on his pants. A shadow moving. He looked up, startled. It was a girl, red-headed, wearing an army hat, leaning over the stall partition. It took a fraction of a second for him to recognize the Red General.

“Hey, why did you move? I was reading your head.” Sascha was confused until he remembered that he was still wearing a newspaper on his head. “So many people looking for love in town,” she continued, “and through the newspaper too. How sad is that? When there are clubs to go to.”

Sascha was scared that he had walked into another unisex bathroom. He showed his anxiety on his face.

“Ah, don’t look so worried. I saw legs coming in and didn’t hear anything going on so I thought I’d take a look. It turns out you’re doing fine.”

Sascha tried faking composure. “You’re in the guy’s bathroom.”

“And you can talk too. You’re doing double-fine. That is really some awesome gear you have on your head there. What are you supposed to be? A pirate? A sea captain? A field marshal? A fireman? Or are you someone pretending to be one of those things? What are you?”

Sascha thought about this. What was he? A tall kid? A student? A party-goer? A guy sitting in a bathroom? A human? A being? An actor in a bizarre drama whose true existence he lacked the capacity to appreciate? “I don’t know.”

“Ah, well I know what are: a hottie. What’s your name? I think I’ve seen you around campus. Ah who am I kidding, I know I’ve seen you around campus. It’s too bad that no one has introduced us.”

“Sascha.”

“Jamie.”

“Happy Birthday by the way.”

“Thanks. Now Sascha, just wait for me a moment and we can talk some more. I did come in here for a reason you know, even if you didn’t.”

*
While the General was washing her hands Sascha built up the nerve to ask her a question. “Why are you in the guy’s bathroom?”

“Easy. Right now the girl’s bathroom is choked with a bunch of bitching bitches and I don’t need to handle that kind of company. And whenever guys see me in one of their bathrooms they tend to be shocked and awed into courtesy. But now I shouldn’t let you in on that secret should I?”

Sascha sort of half-smiled.

“You don’t get out that much do you?”

“I don’t really party that much, no.”

“Sascha do you give back rubs? I’ll bet it’s easy for you. I’ll bet you can reach anything. 

“Never really tried, no.”

“Well you’re going to learn, because I need to get one pretty soon. Usually this would be a Friday morning kind of thing but this fucking jacket is killing my shoulders right now. Must be lead stitching. C’mere.”

She took Sascha’s hand in hers. Her grip was warm and moist.

Chapter VI

Sascha was led by the hand into a back room of the club, sparsely furnished, with a large chair and a sofa and a plasma TV installed into the wall and a minibar. Everything was a shade of red, except for a massive marble chessboard in front of the sofa, serving as a coffee table, done in black and white, sort of a miniature double of the dance floor in the main room. No chess pieces were to be seen anywhere.

“I’ll be right back.” Jamie said. “Pour us a drink.” She walked out the way they came in.

Sascha looked at the stock available at the minibar. Not knowing his liquors too well, he grabbed one or two expensive-looking bottles and took them to the couch with a couple of glasses. Sascha turned on the TV and took a look at the bottles he had. He opened up the pink one and poured it into a glass. It was sweet and he liked it. He felt like he needed it. 

Sascha flipped the TV on with the nearby remote, looking for something to set some sort of mood. The first thing that appeared was a press conference of some sort. It must have been a rerun from earlier in the day.  Someone in the cabinet, looking not very happy, was defending the administration’s position on… something. Sascha couldn’t tell. He didn’t want to know. 

Sascha had a sip and changed the channel. Some dusty street in another part of the world came on. People were shooting at each other over the solemn intonations of some reporter on the scene. A roadside bomb went off. Heavy casualties and property damage.

Sascha had another sip and changed the channel. Seven guys sitting around a table, looking very serious, playing poker. At the bottom of the screen the TV said how much each person was worth. Sascha looked closely at their cards. Each one had the face of a national enemy on it. They were scowling.

Sascha finished his drink and changed the channel. Two women soldiers, blondes, frozen still in a photograph, pointing and laughing at a naked man, his identity blurred out.

Sascha finished his drink again and changed the channel. Four hooded figures standing behind a man kneeling on the ground. Off with their heads.

Sascha turned the TV off. For a second he was still, appreciating the remote control in one of his hands and the empty glass in the other: he could see the appeal of all of this for a brief moment: he had the power to turn himself off just as easily as he could turn the world off. He liked the feeling, and closed his eyes. He saw the cabinet member again, dealing cards at a poker table in the White House Rose Garden. Each card she dealt furiously tore at the players’ fingers. Their portraits had sharp teeth, dripping blood. Then the soldiers appeared in the garden and they cut the cards with their machetes. And the White House behind them fell with a shudder for it too was made of cards, thousands and thousands of little scowling heads printed on little pieces of paper, screaming as they fell one on top of another. They collapsed into a gigantic heap with the sound of a door slamming.

“See? Isn’t he a cutie?” Sascha opened his eyes and saw a general, a foot soldier, and an equestrian rider entering the room. The soldier looked excited, smiling really wide.

The rider responded, “Oh goodness he is. This is going to be fun.”

The general looked at the soldier. “Grunt, at ease. Take a seat over there.” She indicated the chair located opposite the table from Sacha. He complied. The general turned towards Sascha. “Hope you didn’t miss me; I was just gathering some company.”

“A company of soldiers.” The soldier said, unnecessarily. 

“Ha ha ha ha ha. I told you this kid was funny.” The equestrian said to the general. She looked at Sascha. “Well if it isn’t Alexander Alexander. We meet again.” Sascha recognized after a moment the girl at the reserve desk. “ Two Alexanders in one. Ha! Hey Jamie, if only there were two Alexanders then I’d be twice as happy.”

Sascha shrugged his shoulders and smirked.

“Hey boys I’ve got a fun game that we can play.” The general was digging in a cabinet beneath the minibar. “Ah ha!” she pulled out a small case, leather-bound. Sascha could see his soldier friend sweating in anticipation. The general sat on the sofa next to Sascha, opened the case, and produced from it, one after another, lined up on the edge of the coffee table, chess pieces. “This is going to be exciting. Whoever wins this one is going to get a big prize. I love chess puzzles.” She picked four or five pieces from each side and placed them on the board, either carefully or not Sascha did not know.

“Especially watching other people solve them.” The equestrian interjected.

“It’s you two versus each other, honies. I guess either of you can start.”

The soldier hunched over the coffee table, glowing a little bit. “Oh lord let’s see. My rook is opened up a little bit but his knight is totally open. Forget about the knight it’s the queen I need to take. That’s it, the one with all the power, who can do anything and go everywhere. She must fall. But look at my knights. Awful starting position oh what am I going to do what am I going to do. And his bishops! Oh lord.” He picked up a piece; Sascha didn’t register which one, and moved it, waiting several seconds before taking his finger off of it. 

Sascha saw the sadistic look in the general’s eyes. He looked at the equestrian. She was gently tapping her riding crop into the palm of her hand, and salivating. Sascha observed the board for a moment. He realized that the soldier was being setup for a loss. Sascha was being, in turn, set up for a win. But for what prize? This was not the escape he wanted to take. Was this the big prize? What you get for reaching the last file? Being the pawn of a girl playing dress up? He wasn’t sure that he could go through with any of this, in spite of the rum in his body. No. He reached out and moved his bishop to some silly place in the middle of the board, effectively giving his opponent the game. He saw the light go on behind his eyes when he saw the opening.

“Yes yes yes yes you are a loser yes!”

A few minutes later: “Checkmate buddy. Ha!”

Sascha stood up, feeling a little bit woozy. “I think I’m going away now, gals. See you later. Monday maybe. Bye.” They looked up at him, a little bit dumbfounded. Sascha had the feeling that they looked shorter now for some reason. “Do you like my hat? You may keep it if you like. But you cannot have the rest of me. Ha.” Sascha made his way out the door and into the black and white limbo again, shoving the girl with the riding crop a little bit to one side. 

The dance floor was going through a different pattern now. Drops of light expanded in ovoid forms in the darkness, sending wave after wave of blazing whiteness through the crowd. Some of the dancers got dizzy or lost their sense of balance and fell on their faces and on their knees. The Devil was there too, the only red thing that Sascha could see, laughing her fork-tailed ass off with her friends Eve and the Minotaur. Sascha walked past a girl wearing a party dress. She stared at Sascha, looking disappointed in him. Sascha didn’t know why. 

Sascha stumbled on. There was a guy standing in a white labcoat, stained with something sticky, brooding near the entrance. As Sascha passed him he got a cold stare. Sascha returned that stare while he was walking, only to slip and fall where he wasn’t looking on a layer of glossy cards that were cluttering up the doorway. The leprechaun helped him get up. 

While he was getting up Sascha saw a pair of boots facing him, their snaps and straps and buckles and zippers eyeing him. He remembered those boots. He remembered putting them on someone. Sascha looked up a little bit more and saw the bookworm, standing there in front of him, puffing on a cigarette. Her hair did look quite a bit better. She peered at him through a pair of librarian-looking glasses. 

“How’s the party in there?”

“Unbelievable. Incredible. Horrible.”

“That’s sad to hear. I hope that I like it better.”

“I am leaving this joint.”

“Couldn’t handle it?”

“What’s there worth handling? Some annoying, bratty girls, throwing themselves onto you? Seizure-inducing lighting effects?”

“I see that you have been educated a little bit.” She said. “Have you learned anything about yourself?”

“I think I might have learned something.” Sascha was thinking of what.

“If you had learned something you wouldn’t be here would you? But here is the only place where you can learn it.”

“Do you get pleasure out of this? Out of confusing me?”

“I’m just trying to speak the truth. It hurts sometimes. Sometimes that hurt is a headache.”

“And what do you mean?”

“You don’t look like you’re having fun. Maybe you need to move onto some other place.”

“Maybe it’s not the place. It’s the people.”

“Yes. And you’ve got to get one person in particular out of this place. That’s you.”

“Hey. I thought it was you who said that I should come here in the first place.”

“Yes. The first place. In the first place, this is the first place. And in the second place, it’s time for you to get to the second place.”

“The second place?”

“Listen to me, dearie. A library is a big building. Stuff in there is organized so you can find what you want, where you need it. Encyclopedias on one floor, history books on another. Literature in one section, poetry in another. The order is helpful, but some books need to find their places.”

“I think I’ve had enough of poetry for one evening.”

“That’s a metaphor. Maybe this part of town isn’t for you. ”

“As if that needed to be said. Got any suggestions?”

“Maybe over there is the end of your rainbow.” She pointed down the sidewalk, towards another part of the city. “Maybe.”

“Thanks, I guess. Party on now.”

“Good luck finding your place on the shelf.”

And Sascha walked into the night once again, hatless and alone.

Chapter VII

Sascha walked without a real destination but resolutely, his only goal to get away from that club. He walked where the bookworm told him to go, for what seemed like a very long time, as if he needed to be told to get away from that place. A car would periodically buzz by him, going someplace important. Sascha didn’t want to stay there, but knew that he could not go home now.

He thought about what that crop-wielding woman had half-drunkenly blurted out about his name. Alexander Alexander. Yes, two Alexanders. He had heard that one in high school, and middle school. And elementary. Fucking parents. The usual way it went was that he was tall enough to be two Alexanders. Those times he wished that his legs were telescopes that could retract inside of him. For with those telescopes drawn back and shut he would be able to see the world again from a new angle, one a little bit closer to the ground.  

There were lights ahead of him now, another island of people. Another strip of clubs and restaurants. Sascha felt like he had seen it all before. But he noticed something different. He remembered what the man in the trench coat had said about walking west. Line after line on the sidewalk was made up entirely of men. Sascha had walked to West Hollywood. With that revelation he was a little bit startled. This is what the bookworm had meant by “second place”. He felt an unseen urge to turn around and walk back. But he knew that he had nowhere behind him worth walking back to. An enigmatic vibe was telling him to walk forward and not look for the nearest bus stop.

 After all, he had gone this far for fun. To escape those images flooding into his consciousness over the TV and in newspaper headlines. As far as he could tell, with few exceptions no one around here wanted to talk about the news. They were all too busy standing in one line or another. Some of them would glance briefly in Sascha’s direction as he walked by. He could feel their eyes feeling him, all up and down his six and a half feet. He walked along a bit in a hurry, trying not to make eye contact. Cruel anxiety was welling up deep inside Sascha, to the point that, along with the walk he had taken, he was getting fairly sober. Or at least as sober as he could reasonably expect to be.

Those eyes, staring at him. Sascha remembered back to grade school, back when he was Alex. Until he was eleven years old, that’s who he was: Sascha was Alex Alexander. And no one would let him forget it. They never let go of it. On the playground they would stutter his name intentionally, calling him A-A-A-A-Alex Alexander. They thought it was funny, every damn day. 

Then Alex got a growth spurt his last year of elementary school. He was taller than half of his teachers, a willowy, lanky boy. In class they would poke him in the back and ask him to move over for a second because they couldn’t see the blackboard. Alex took to slouching. Eventually he went to the back of the classroom to keep out of everyone’s way and never left from there.

After school got out for the year he decided that he couldn’t handle middle school being Alex Alexander, of hearing scattered giggles seven times on the first day of school when teachers took roll for the first time, of having to introduce himself as Alex Alexander when meeting new people. Then he did some reading and discovered that Alexander had another diminutive: Sascha. True, he wasn’t even Russian, and it was a girl’s name as well as being a boy’s, but the thought of being Alex for another school year outweighed his trepidations, and Sascha was born that summer. Two Alexanders, ha. When Alex had ceased to exist a decade ago. 

Outside of a restaurant Sascha thought he heard someone giving him catcalls. He just kept walking, trying not to look. Then he heard his name. “Hey Sascha! Sascha! Over here!” Sascha whipped around. 

No. 

It was Irvine calling his name, exiting a delicatessen with Duke and a few other people. Sascha could feel his heart beating in apprehension. They were dressed almost the same, in black suits and white shirts. The only thing that distinguished them were their ties. Each one was a solid color: Irvine was orange and Duke was violet. And then there was Yellow and Green, Blue and Indigo. 

“Hey roomie. Odd seeing you here. Hey guys, this is one of my apartment-mates, Sascha, if you haven’t met him. Probably you haven’t, since he never leaves his room.”

Yellow said, “Duke, you’re right. He does sort of look like a flamingo.” They laughed heartily. 

Duke said, “Ah he ain’t that bad looking. Hey where’s Benton?”

“He’s coming out in a bit. Wait for him.” Irvine said.

“Ah okay. Totally. Exactly. Where’s this club we’re going to?”

“Just a couple of blocks west.”

“Did Ren go in the right direction?”

Sascha’s ears pricked up.

“Yeah man, I told him like, four times. Don’t worry.” Blue said. “He’d better have. No way that I’m waiting in a Thursday night line for the Flush. I have better things to do.” 

Indigo said, “Better boys too.”

Irvine responded, “Dude there should totally be a club around here called the Better Boy Bureau. And that’s the place where you’d go to file complaints about clubs with all the ugly people. Ohmygod Benton’s coming.” 

Duke more or less lunged to the door of the delicatessen to open it for a short guy, beautiful, wearing a red suit and a black shirt. Sascha recognized him from one of Irvine’s meat festivals. Benton Villar-Canza. He walked out and took a cursory look at the six guys, and at Sascha. “Let’s go.” He said. And then Duke and Irvine and the others seemingly forgot that just a second ago they were talking to each other and abusing Sascha, and started following Benton down the sidewalk, walking almost in lock step, One more line on the sidewalk moving parallel to all the others.

Sascha stared into the sky, into the gutter, looked at the nearby traffic light turning red. He just stood there.

What was Sascha doing in West Hollywood? He wasn’t so sure himself. This is not a thing that Sascha would do. 

Maybe Sascha wasn’t even doing it. 

Yes. That was it. There are indeed two Saschas. Sascha had gone home from the central library. He took the city bus, a quarter down from downtown to his apartment north of campus. Later he had confined himself to his room while his roommate’s company was over, eating and drinking. When they had gone out for the evening Sascha fixed himself a salad, and sat in silence at a single setting on his kitchenette table, eating, like most Thursdays, amidst the pungent odor of dirty beef.

After Sascha washed his plate and put it on the drying rack, he had gone to his room to watch some pornography and review his syllabi for the following week. Then he had called it a night and went to bed.

But at that very moment that Sascha decided to go home, the other Sascha split from his side, and hopped a subway train to Hollywood and beyond. This Sascha, unlike his homebody counterpart, was allowed to seek pleasure and escape from his dull and unrewarding existence, and to shut out the problems of the world from his sphere of awareness. This was the other Sascha: the one standing on a boulevard somewhere in West Hollywood. Sascha was forbidden to do this, but the other Sascha was permitted to do what he wanted.

Let them fix their eyes on me, he thought. This is why I am here. Sascha did not need to fear being himself anymore, because he was no longer himself. It was pleasing to think of it this way, and he walked down the sidewalk in a more confident, comfortable stride. Another person looked at him. He looked back and made eye contact while he was gliding past, smiling subtly. It felt good. He felt good. He walked with determination, walking west. He started looking for a white suit standing in line.

Eventually he spotted him waiting to get into a club called “Straight Flush”. It looked like he was in an argument with Benton. Duke and Irvine and the others were sort of idling around, looking disaffected and lobotomized, posing like so many mannequins in a showroom. Sascha walked closer. Benton was pissed.

“Ren. Blow me. I was the only person who was supposed to wear anything than a black suit and now you’ve made me look like a total fool. First you don’t drive up with us to the club and now you’re wearing that suit.”

“I like this suit. It suits me.” Ren was being cool about it. “Not to mention that all the other colors were taken.”

“You know, if you were going to pull something like this you could have done something with a tie. A white tie, Ren. Then I would be happy.”

“Oh get over yourself Benton. And stop wagging your finger before it falls off. I had places to go other than to hit the deli with you. Next time we hang out do you want us all to piss together?”

“Ha. Very funny. You know why it’s funny? Because you have the audacity to assume that there will be a next time that we hang out, as if you hold that power in your hand.”

“And it’ll be a whole barrel of laughs the day you discover that you don’t have that power either. It isn’t worth my time to go to clubs with someone who tells me what to wear. The last person to dress me was my mother and she had better taste than you.”

“I’m just doing what’s right for us.” He looked at his entourage. “Some of you guys look better with different color ties, that’s all. And if you all were allowed to pick again, everyone would be stuck arguing over who gets to wear the orange one, remember that? And I get to wear this red suit because only when I wear it, it makes all of us look better.”

Everyone smiled somewhat amusedly except for Ren. “It makes the rest of us look taller too.” He said.

The entourage fell silent. Duke and Irvine gave each other a fearful look. Sascha, standing outside of their circle, had a feeling that he had fallen in love.

Benton was enraged. “Oh blow me. Boys, don’t anyone help this one out tonight. He’s on his own in there. Feel free to whisper that he has herpes or warts or hell, I don’t know. Rabies! Anything goes.” 

“I’ll help you out with this one Benton. I don’t feel like clubbing anymore. You see, I am not your taint, and I don’t have to lay stranded between an asshole like you…” And then he tilted his head a little bit, indicating Duke, Irvine and the others. “And pricks like those. Good evening.” 

Ren walked away at a fast gait, parting people out of his way like buoys floating on a calm sea. Sascha followed him down the sidewalk, eager to catch up. He wondered what he was going to say.

“Hey. Hey! Hey Ren!”

Ren turned around. His stoic expression turned into recognition. “Oh. Hey, Sascha. Hi.”

“Hi.” Sascha felt nervous and self-conscious, and self-conscious about being nervous, and nervous about being self-conscious. It made it hard for him to speak intelligibly. “So yeah, hey. It was surprising to see you here too.”

“Yeah. Yeah. Oh yeah, I remember now, near the library. I didn’t know for sure that you liked guys. I guess I would have known if I had talked to you before that.” He looked back down the sidewalk. “It wouldn’t have surprised me if you didn’t, since some of them in particular are idiots.”

Sascha checked himself from confessing to Ren the following things at that moment: (1) That just now it had finally settled into his head that they were talking about different parties when they had chatted in front of the library; (2) That up until fifteen minutes ago he thought that he himself was straight; (3) That up until about twenty minutes ago he thought that Ren was straight; (4) That earlier that day at the library he, Sascha, had parted ways from the other Sascha in order to pursue other men. 

Instead, he said, “Oh yeah. One of them is my roommate. I usually don’t chill with him. I overheard what you said to them, mostly. Actually I’m not big on clubs in the first place. I’m pretty much in this part of town to get away a little bit. You know, to have a good time, escape. Meet some people. I went to a club earlier. I got sick of it quick. But now I’m done with clubs, definitely for the evening, maybe for the rest of my life.” Sascha discovered that in spite of his intentions to obscure the facts, he was telling more or less the truth. 

“Yeah, if there was ever a reason I was going out with those people, I’ve totally forgotten what it is. Well, I guess they’re mostly cute. But every time we come to places around here they go crazy. Benton in particular. He’s such a queen. And I mean that in a bad way.”

“Yeah.”

They continued walking. Sascha didn’t know where he was headed, but he didn’t mind.

“Hey.” Ren said. “If both of us are done with clubs then let’s get out of here. Have you ever gone for shopping trip up on the mountain?”

“No, never.”

“Want to do some late-night shopping together? Or browsing? From the nearest MTA station, there’s a lot of shopping and dining and stuff like that just one stop away, up into the mountains.”

“Sure, sounds like fun.”
“Excellent.” Ren pulled out his watch. “I’m willing to bet we can make the next train this time of night if we speed-walk there. Let’s go.”

“Awesome.”

*
Ren was right, and just as they raced down the escalator onto the platform (the same one that Sascha walked out onto a few hours ago) a train came by. Sascha was privately amazed at how far he was getting with Ren, even as his other self was sleeping in bed, at home, miserable just like any other Thursday. Here he had finally managed to escape the vulnerable, awkward, excessively tall boy named Sascha. In that pivotal moment in front of the library he had left himself. He felt ecstasy in the most literal sense of the word: Sascha was no longer Sascha.

As the train ran through the tunnel Sascha could feel the elevation. As Ren had said, this was indeed up the side of a mountain. As it sped to its destination, the train climbed higher and higher and higher. But Sascha was still underground.

Chapter VIII


The train pulled into the station and Sascha and Ren got off. 


“So you say you’ve never been here Sascha?”


“I’ve done a lot of new stuff tonight, yeah.”

“Cool. I’ll let you know right now that it’s as commercial as hell, but there’s some cool stuff to be done.”

They walked down a long corridor together and went out a set of double doors and into the outdoor shopping center on the hill. Bright signs painted in reds and purples attacked Sascha’s vision, contrasted against the bluish gradient tinting all the walls and the yellow bricks lining the walkways. Paths curved and branched duplicitously, leading shoppers in directions they were not expecting to go. The crowd here was getting thin, it being so late. Sascha saw that very few shops and restaurants were still open. After a couple of minutes Ren and Sascha wandered into a courtyard of sorts surrounded by cafes and other eateries.

“I could use a bite to eat. How hungry are you?” Ren said.

“Oh, I think that I’m hungry enough.”

 “That’s an okay place.” Ren pointed to a small bakery, a little bit more than a hole in the wall, a few hundred feet away. There was a large neon sign that flashed the name of the place over and over again, “Snickersnack”.

“Is this place expensive?”

“Look where you are. Everything is expensive around here. But it’s worth it. I’m sure that the two-dollar coke they have in the restaurants around here is way way better than the coke you’re used to buying for just a mere buck and a half at the grocery store.” Ren gave a half-smile. “I’m kidding of course. But this place is good. It’s tasty.”

“Okay, let’s get our baked goods on then.”

They walked in. There was a tired-looking guy in his late 20s on duty. “What’ll it be, guys?”

Ren looked up at the menu, leaning all his weight on one leg, crossing his arms and rubbing his chin. Sascha had no idea what he wanted, only that he was hungry. “I’ll have a white cream tart please.” Ren said.

“Yeah, I’ll get one of those too.” Sascha said.

“Coming right up.” And the tired guy went off somewhere to retrieve those tarts. 

“I didn’t know what to get. So I got what you got. I hope I wasn’t being too unoriginal.”

“Oh no, that’s cool. I’m flattered. I’m someone’s role model now.” He smiled. Sascha smiled back.

The man came back with a pair of warm tarts. He stuffed them each in their own individual wax paper wrappers. “Here you go you two. That comes out to,” he hit a few keys on the register. “Six thirty-five.”

Sascha saw Ren reach for his wallet. “I’ve got this one.” Sascha said.

Ren looked surprised. “You sure?”

“Yeah no problem.”

“Cool. Thanks.”

They walked back into the courtyard with their tarts. Sascha’s was warm in his hand. He realized just how long it had been since he had consumed something wholesome. While he was eating his he took furtive glances at Ren. He was a careful eater, bending his head so his mouth went to the food and not vice versa (He was probably taking precautions to keep crumbs off of his suit). He took small nibbles, and chewed them thoroughly.

They turned a corner and Sascha saw a woman even taller than he was, looking very serious and walking as if she was in a hurry. Her full-length coat followed her dramatically, like the shadow of a bird of prey. They passed each other, and Sascha couldn’t help but look her up and down. He saw for an instant that she was checking out Ren in much the same way. 

She stopped and turned around, facing them. “Excuse me, excuse me. Hey there! With the tussled hair.”

Sascha and Ren turned around.

“That is absolutely gorgeous. I’m sorry. I couldn’t help but notice. Oh god.” She came closer to him, and leaned over him, examining him from as many angles as she could. “The thread count on this is something beautiful. I shouldn’t stare at it for too long or my eyes are going to bleed. Oh! And all over that nice suit. What a tragedy that would be.  I’m afraid to touch it. I fear for my fingers. Percy must see you in this suit. Follow me.” She started to continue walking, turning around to beckon Ren with her gloved hand.

“Excuse me? Who are you?”

“Oh I’m terribly sorry. That was very rude of me. Shelley Gordon, pleased to meet you.” She extended her hand.

“Sascha.”

“Warren Renfield. My friends call me Ren.” 

“Oh that’s wonderful. Wonderful. Such interesting people you are! How would you like to come with me for a while, meet a friend of mine or two. Eh? We do enjoy meeting people very much.” She was grinning, pleasantly.


Sascha’s gut reaction was to grab Ren by the hand and run away, to keep him all for himself. But he kept from doing anything rash and realized that by triangulating himself and Ren around something it would give him an opportunity to rest from trying to impress him. He felt like a stupid girl.


He looked at Ren. He seemed cool with it. His eyes told him so. “Sure. Yeah, we don’t have much in the way of plans.” Ren said.


“Excellent. Good. Come with me.” Her legs carried her on long, graceful strides. “Have you boys ever been to a  “Masterthing”? There’s one right here actually. A most magnificent store it is. They’re a haberdasher for people like us. My partner and I go there all the time.” Sascha saw it not too far away. The outside was covered with metallic sheeting stained pink and purple in the hard glow of the surrounding environment. “Oh, I should explain: I sketch costumes and my partner is your classic all-around design figure. He designs all sorts of things, and stuff of all kinds. And oh, how he loves things.”


When they got there Shelley opened the door for them. “After you.” Inside Sascha saw guy wearing a patterned vest working behind the counter, diligently folding ascots into display boxes carefully sticking pins in them. And there was a stout looking man, neatly dressed, wearing a wool jacket buttoned all the way up, his hands in his pants pockets. He was looking down on a glass countertop at two different pairs of cufflinks, one studded with pearls, the other with rubies. He had a sad expression on his face.

“Percy, Percy. Are you still trying to decide which ones?”

He looked up, still frowning. “Darling, you saw the way each one twinkled at me. I cannot decide so easily, for I do not know what mood my wrists find themselves in at this moment: do they prefer the understated elegance of a gleaming pair of pearls or the bold bold beauty of a red red rock? Oh woe are the fingers that must labor upon these baubles, for they must do their task in grave doubt over whether their duty is done or not in vain. These things are so hard to get off once they’re on.”

“Dear I told you that I would help you.”

“I know I know but I so very want to learn to get them on and off myself without incident.” He sighed. “Oh, for an extra pair of hands with which I could manipulate these wretched things. And with more hands I would have more wrists, which means more sleeves, which means more cufflinks! And I would not have to choose any longer which one of these devils is my favorite pair.”

“Percy get your mind off of those things for a moment and look at what I found. Doesn’t that suit hang so well on this one?”

Percy looked closely at Ren. He didn’t move from his countertop though. “Oh yes oh yes. This one was stamped from birth to wear that suit. I wouldn’t take that suit off ever, young man. Well, I can think of one or two reasons you’d take it off…” Sascha could swear that this guy gave him a knowing look for about a millisecond. “Forget what those fools in the magazines say about Labor Day. That rule is old hat. And the only use I have for old hats is making chew toys and bird feeders.” He got a dreamy look in his eyes. “Oh lord the thread count on that thing must be in the four-figures.”

“At least.” Shelley said.

Percy looked at Sascha, and scowled almost imperceptibly. “But you. You’re wasting yourself in that thing.”

Sascha was offended. “I like my jacket.”

Shelley was looking in a nearby umbrella stand. She added, “And I think that my first cousin is a total babe but I don’t just tell the public about it now do I? Here.” She pulled an umbrella out of the stand and pointed to a rack across the store with it, looking down the shaft as if she was aiming a rifle. The umbrella was made entirely of glass and frosted purple. “Will you at least try on one of these beautiful casual jackets that they’ve got there? Your friend can help you out. Now I’ll be right back. I’m going to ask the boy if they have one of these things with a white frosting.” As she was walking away she looked down at Percy. “Darling lover, get the pearl ones. They will go so nicely with that necklace you like so much.”

He sighed. “Maybe. Oh Shelley, how did I ever part with that pair I had, my most favoritist pair? You know what I’m talking about. The ones with the molars set in them.”

“Remember how PETA got in a huff when you wore them to that restaurant opening?”

“And do you remember how I told them that they were my molars and I could do whatever I wanted with them?”

“Oh Percy. You silly silly sad sad man.” 

Meanwhile Sascha and Ren walked over to a rack of casual jackets. They looked almost too stylish, too tasteful to take them off the rack and wear them. Sascha thought it was kind of appropriate in a place like this.

“Ren, I’ve got to say, that I think you look rather dashing in that suit too.”

“Why thank you Sascha. You know what, that jacket isn’t bad for weekdays but I’ll bet you can get dolled up really nice if we can find something here that complements that impressive frame of yours.” Ren started shuffling through the different jackets on the rack.

“Oh don’t bother. Please. No.” Ren stopped looking through the jackets and looked at Sascha. “It’s hard enough being tall without wearing something that calls attention to you being tall.”

“Really? You think so? I guess. Yeah. You like being quiet in class, sitting in the back. Yeah, but people will notice that you’re tall regardless of what you’re wearing or not. And you’d might as well have something to wear that’s flattering.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

All of a sudden Percy yelled “Eureka!” from across the store. “Hey there shop boy! I’m putting on the red ones. I have the feeling that the gleaming beauty of pearls is far too understated right now. Not on a night like this, when I have such feelings conjuring up,” he looked to the ceiling, struggling to find the words, “so deep inside of me.” He looked very emotional. “So put those ones in a bag. Charge them both on my gold card.” But still he kept his eyes on those cufflinks, frowning crookedly.

“I don’t think I could ever take cufflinks that seriously.” Ren said.

“Me neither.”

“Buttons work just fine.”

“I never want to get to a point in my life when I need to make such a big deal over such a small thing.”

“Yeah. Anyway Sascha, how about you just try one of these things on. For the fit. I’ll pick one out for you. It’ll be easy.”

Sascha shrugged. “Sure. Suit me up.”

“Awesome.”  

Ren went through the jackets on the rack intently, while Sascha’s attention wandered back to the countertop where Percy was still perched. The shop boy walked up to him with a bag for his cufflinks. As he was putting one of the boxes in the bag Percy took one of his hands out of his pockets and grabbed him softly by the wrist, stopping him.

“Wait.” He paused for a moment. “I’ve got it. One white and one red. This is perfect. The white standing in for the purity of the spirit, and the red representing the fallibility of the flesh. I think.” He looked pleased for a moment, and then frowned again. “But oh, which cufflink on which wrist!?”

Shelley appeared from the stockroom with the umbrella that she wanted. “Percy how do you like this? Come over and help me open it.”

Percy was working on the first cufflink. “Oh why did you get that? It never rains around here in the first place.”

“Of course it doesn’t beloved. But when it does won’t this just be the most gorgeous thing to have?”

“It looks most heavy.”

“Well you said yourself that it hardly rains around here anyway. And look how it shines.”  She spun it around a little bit, to Percy’s evident delight.

“They don’t have a pink one do they?”

Ren went through the suits, examining them closely, pulling a few off the rack to see them from different angles. Finally he found one that made him whisper “Ahhhh…”: A dark gray one, noble-looking, cut to the knee, and with strong shoulders. It was double-breasted, with two long rows of buttons. “Try this one on. I have a feeling about this one.”

Sascha complied, taking off his jacket and throwing it on a nearby chair. He looked at himself in a nearby mirror with the jacket on. And he did look pretty good in it. And Sascha saw Ren in the mirror too, also looking very satisfied. Sascha saw his radiant figure and his own and the cheerful expression on his face and his own and knew instantly that he was no longer the real Sascha: that Sascha never got this happy over anything like buying quality clothing or spending time with someone else. 

Sascha noticed that Shelley was walking over towards him. “Oh, that looks fabulous on you. Ah, It’s so very rare when Vodka bottles like us can find something that looks so precious. Oh, I remember that I practically had to stitch this thing I have on myself.” She looked sentimental. “Kid, buy that thing. If you’re a college student it probably costs what you pay for every semester for books, or what you can pay the dean for a blowjob and a pat on the back. But don’t worry. I’ll take care of it.’ She looked a little bit towards Ren. “Good-looking couples should look good together.” Ren giggled slightly. Sascha felt himself turning pink. “Don’t worry about it. Come with me.” Shelley was smiling pleasantly.

Sascha took his new jacket off and took it to the service counter with Shelley. While the shop boy was ringing up the jacket, Sascha noticed two glass cases, each one containing a glass umbrella, one white, one pink, sitting on the counter. 

“And this is for the young man, I presume?” The shop boy asked.

“Yes.” Shelley replied.

“Yes mamn.” The store clerk put Sascha’s new jacket inside of a sturdy plastic bag and handed it to him. Suddenly Sascha heard “Oh dear, oh dear!” being shrieked across the room. He and Shelley turned around to see what all the trouble was about. It was Percy. “Lover, lover! I’ve gotten my wrists stuck together.” 

 “Oh lord not again. Dear, my partner needs help right now.” Shelley looked back at Percy, sighed and walked over to help him unstick himself. The shop boy followed her, looking worried. 

Ren walked over to Sascha, carrying his old jacket. They looked at the trio of people across the store, awkwardly bunched up together, working delicately to unbind Percy’s wrists from one another. “Oh woe is me,” he sighed. “I should have just worn something sleeveless, or strapless for that matter.”

“Something easy to put on?” Shelley asked.

“Oh yes dearest, and to take off as well.” Percy smiled mischievously.

Gently, the cufflinks finally became unbound from one another. The shop boy, Shelley, and Percy all breathed a collective sigh of relief. Sascha walked to where they were all standing, catching their breaths. Ren followed.

“Ah, well that was my bit of excitement for the evening. What an adventure!” Percy exclaimed. “Boy. Shop boy will you bring my partner and I the things which we have purchased this evening?” He nodded and walked back to the service counter, cufflinks in hand. Percy looked at Ren and Sascha. “It was very nice meeting you two young men but I am afraid that we must take your leave. Shopping can be so very tiring, as you have just witnessed.” 

“Yes indeed lover. And now we must venture homeward and delight in the fruits of our purchases. And maybe other things.”

“For a moment back there I thought that we had wasted our money a week ago when we bought those diamond-studded handcuffs.”

“Oh nonsense, Percy. No money is wasted if you but things with it.” She looked at Ren and Sascha. “Dears it was magnificent to meet you, even it was ever so briefly. I bid you now good night.”

“Good night.” Sascha said.

“It was nice meeting you.” Ren said.

The shop boy came back with the glass umbrellas in their cases, and the two pairs of cufflinks in a bag. He gave them to Shelley and Percy and they walked out of the store, handed.

Sascha took out his new jacket from the bag and put it on, placing his old jacket in the bag. “So what should we do now?” He asked.

“I’m ready to go home now actually. Yeah, this whole place is about to die really soon.” Ren replied. “And it is going to be quite a while before we get back to school on the train. We should start back now.”

Sascha was vaguely displeased with the prospect of going home. He liked it here, with Ren, far away from the other Sascha. He didn’t want to leave. “Sure, yeah. Let’s go back.” He said, hiding his displeasure.

Ren and Sascha walked to the exit. When they got there, Sascha reached for the door handle. The metal door opened with an “Ow!” from the other side. Startled, Sascha turned and saw buried beneath a few dozen newspapers a now-familiar purple trench coat and the man wearing it. “Watch where you’re going will you?” He moved his newspapers off of his head, carefully. They were behaving strangely, not like newspapers at all. Then he stood up, dusting himself off. He looked Sascha in the face and had a spark of recognition. 

“Well if it isn’t my tall friend again. It seems that one of us is following the other up and down town.” He looked at Ren. “And I see that you’ve brought a friend.” He smiled the widest smile that Sascha had ever seen.

Chapter IX

“Hello again.” Sascha said. “Oh, Ren this is…someone I met earlier.”

“I do not think that we have been formally introduced in this polite society.” He said. “Blake is my name. Nice to meet you, mister…”

“Sascha. Blake, this is Ren.”

“Hey. Nice to meet you.”

“Ren, we sort of know each other.” Sascha explained.

“We’ve run into each other a few times. And I see that this time you really were trying to make an impression with your greeting.”

“I’m sorry about that.”

“No worries. My work protected me.” He looked around at all of the strange-looking newspapers scattered around him and started gathering them.

Sascha was still trying to find out what the deal was with those newspapers. They weren’t like the ones that he was stealing earlier. “What do you mean by, ‘your work’?”

“Oh, well let me show you.” He picked one off the ground and handed it to Sascha. He and Ren examined it. It didn’t quite feel like a newspaper. It felt too solid, too dense. Sascha read the headline on the front page: PRESIDENT DECLARES WAR ON CLICHES. Sascha tried cracking open the newspaper, but it was as if the pages were stuck together. Sascha was confused. “What’s going on here?”

“It’s a newspaper of the imagination. I make them out of paper mache. I leave a few in places like this once in a while to freak people out. I’m sure a lot of them don’t get it though. Just like everything we hold dear, our news is fake. Everything. Especially in this town. Especially in this part of town. Especially the people who hang out in this part of town. If they aren’t mindlessly going clubbing they’re buying stuff they don’t need. Eventually the club becomes a prison. The shopping center sells you stuff that eventually owns you. These people, they are no longer themselves. They are the places they go to and the things that they buy.” He looked around a little bit paranoid. “I won’t ask what you and your friend are doing here. You seem like a nice enough guy. I’ll assume it’s all for curiosity’s sake.”

“More like boredom.” Ren said.

“Yeah.” Sascha said.

“I see. Anyway, once I’m done distributing these I can leave for the night. I can say goodbye to this purgatory on the hill.”

A spark shined in Ren’s eyes. “Say, where are you driving back to?”

“Oh, I’m headed all the way back downtown.”

“Hey. Can you give us a ride? We took the train here. You two seem to know each other well enough. We would get home a lot faster. We’re—“

“Yeah, really close to downtown. Hmm. Sure. I’ll give you two a ride. Just help me distribute these things.” He passed out the newspapers, giving a third each to Sascha and Ren. “This place shuts down very soon so I need to work quickly anyway. Put them in prominent places. My car is on the highest floor of the eastern parking structure. Level 7, red section, aisle D. I’ll meet you there. Promise.”

“Gotcha.”

“Thanks man.”

Sascha didn’t mind doing this too much. He didn’t care one way or the other.

“Hey, I’ll go north and you go south and we can get done with this faster and then we’ll be back home faster. Okay?” Ren said.

“Yeah. Sure.”

“Cool. Once I’m done I’m going to where he said his car was parked, so he doesn’t leave without us or something.”

“Good idea.”

“See you soon.” Ren walked off with his pile of fake newspapers, north.

Sascha walked south. He realized that with each step he took he was getting closer to campus. And with each passing second, he was getting closer to the time when he would have to face the Sascha that he had left behind. He would have to face his friends there, and eventually his family back home. They would eventually know about him, Sascha’s other Sascha, the Sascha that was more or less on a date with a boy named Ren. Sascha wanted to stay there, up in the mountains, far away from reality, with his fake stack of newspapers and his fake identity. There he could be with Ren on an eternal date, free from the real world. 

There was a choice waiting for him at school, back in the real world. It was a choice that he did not want to make: he could let the whole world know that Sascha likes guys, and live with the consequences of that, or he could keep everything under wraps, and live that part of his life in the shadows. Either way, he faced the likely ire of Jamie Redmond and her gang and/or Benton Villar-Canza and his gang. His choice was one between persecution and self-denial. Non-existence.  

Eventually Sascha ran out of newspapers, having put them on benches, on top of tables, sitting on the sills of storefront windows. He put the last one in front of a movie theater and then sort of realized that he had no idea where he was. He remembered taking a couple of lefts and going down a flight of stairs and being near a fountain you could walk through. He had the vague memory of smelling the smell of funnel cakes a few minutes ago. He looked around. He was in a fairly large-sized open area, but he was alone. The movie theater behind him was closed, the ticket windows shuttered. It was a story being told all around him: the candy stores, clothing shops, restaurants, everything was closed and shuttered.  Somewhat apprehensively, he tried to remember where he was supposed to go. He could only remember a chain of words, with some specifics. Nothing useful came to mind. 

Sascha started walking  in a direction he vaguely remembered coming from, looking around. Lights were turning off all around him. The city on the hill was shutting down. Sascha wanted to run, but he didn’t. He remembered that there was no rush for him to get home anyway. Anyway, this was probably the biggest sense of escape he was going to get all night. He remembered someone telling him earlier how great the city would be if it wasn’t for all the other people. He could see this point at that moment: the emptiness of the place, mere hours ago bustling with people, was utterly and sublimely empty. It sent chills down his spine. 

He reached a fork in the road and arbitrarily turned right, into another corridor, this one slightly narrower, bathed in twilight. The tighter space made him more nervous, especially since he was alone now. Sascha tried walking with his eyes closed. Now there was no one there in the city on the hill, not even Sascha himself. The whole world disappeared, and all of its worries and anxieties along with it. 


Sascha could not stay there, and he knew it. He had no choice but to be dragged back to his real life, to be reattached to the other Sascha back at the hip. He didn’t want to think about what Ren would think of him then. He would probably be disappointed in him. 

Sascha found a bank of elevators that linked the shopping complex with a nearby parking structure. Ren wasn’t there. Nor was Blake. He hit the call button and a pair of doors a few feet away opened. Sascha walked in and looked at all the buttons. He paused, trying to remember what floor he had to go to, or if he was in the right elevator. Then the doors closed and the elevator started moving of it’s own accord, going down. With the elevator rumbling, Sascha stared idly at the row of lights above the door, each one in sequence lighting up, 3, 2, 1, B1, B2, B3 B4, B5…

 The doors opened and Sascha took a few steps out before realizing how deep underground he had gone. The lighting here wasn’t so great. Sascha couldn’t see any far walls from where he was. He turned around and couldn’t see the elevator doors any more. Of the few cars parked here, most were ancient vehicles, bodies rusting, paint peeling and faded. The fluorescent light above him buzzed and shorted out, and he realized for the first time just how low the ceiling was, even for a parking garage. And every step he took forward reverberated into the darkness and back to him, parroting his footsteps. His eyes adjusted to the darkness. 

Sascha didn’t know where to go, what path to take, what magic words to utter, what potion he could drink to scatter himself into the wind or into the ground, to transform into a different person or animal or being entirely, anything to escape himself.

He was so confused. 

Sascha started crying. He hadn’t done that in a very long time. It was a long and powerful cry. He was afraid of drowning in it.

Sascha cried until there were no more tears. He found himself sitting next to the wall, underneath a fire extinguisher. He sat there for a minute more, then picked himself up and started walking. It looked like he was on the very bottom floor of the garage, so he should eventually find the car if he just kept walking up, he thought. There was no other choice for him. And they were probably waiting for him there anyway. 

It was raining by the time Sascha reached the top floor of the garage. Fortunally there was still a roof above his head. His eyes were still sore, but he could see clearly. Blake was next to a car, the only car on that level, a new-looking hybrid model, moving things like bottles of glue and stacks of newspaper from the back seat to the front seat. He looked up as Sascha was approaching him and he yelled across the structure, “Hey! Good thing that paper mache is waterproof right? Look at that rain!” It reverberated for a few seconds. Ren was nowhere to be seen.

Sascha walked closer to the car. Blake looked concerned. “Hey kid, what’s the matter? You look chewed up.”

Sascha looked at him for a moment, considering how to answer this question, “what’s the matter?” Somehow even while looking serious it looked like he was ready to smile. He seemed to know how this part of town worked its black magic on innocent tourists; an honest man, even if he stole newspapers once in a while. And besides, Sascha was probably never going to see him ever again after this car ride unless if he got a job at the library reserve desk. 
“You told me in that unisex bathroom between Hollywood and West Hollywood that everyone around here is desperate. I’ve become one of those people I think.”

“That’s too bad. And I thought you were a nice young man. Most of the desperate people I run into around here end up being creeps or total ostriches.”

“Ostriches?”

“They’ve got their head buried in the sand. Can’t see or hear shit. Don’t want to hear or see anything. Then there are people who are both creeps and ostriches. But they’re a rare sight, because in order to creep around and keep their heads buried in something they have to wedge their heads in their own asses.” 

Sascha stared at him blankly.

“Anyway, you don’t seem to be either one of those. And if you know that you’re desperate then you can’t possibly be desperate because part of being desperate is being totally oblivious about it. But what exactly are you desperate about?”

“I’m not sure how to put it. It’s like I don’t belong anywhere, but I need to stay here. It’s weird. Tonight I’ve tried out the hetero shelf and the homo shelf, and neither one wants me. Earlier today someone I met told me that I needed to find my shelf. Like I was a book in a library. I still haven’t found it. You know, evil, manipulative girls aren’t much different from evil, manipulative guys. So what’s left?”

Blake paused, looking thoughtful. “I don’t usually deal with books. Too important. But newspaper, hell. People just throw those things away after a day. But I have seen in my time the very people who you are talking about. Forget about those people. They look like the ones having the biggest time but they don’t know anything better than to be assholes. They’re the ones who need those shelves that this person referring to. What’s so important about putting a book on a shelf? Any book that I’m reading stays on my floor. Bookshelves are for books that no one reads anyway. Shelves aren’t important. I mean, just look at you. If you were a book they would turn you over and squeeze you on a shelf the wrong way, your bottom sticking out, anonymous to the world. You deserve a special display.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

“As if people don’t stare at me already.”

“Ah, not all of that is bad. Hell, are you even aware how much your friend has been checking you out tonight?”

Sascha was visible surprised.

“Must be a leg man. Anyway kid, forget about those people. You don’t need them or their shelves or their clubs as long as you’re a book with a cover. Because all books need covers. They make them complete. They’re the hard shell that keeps all the pulp in one shape.” He paused. “And you know kid, some book covers come in the form of white suits.” He was grinning.

“Oh God.”

“How do you like that one? I sort of improvised it. Just came up with it.”

“It was clever.”

“Anyway, just don’t worry about those silly labels of gay and straight in the first place. That’s the thing that makes those heterosexuals and homosexuals desperate in the first place. Just be yourself.”

Sascha contemplated this. It was sort of an unfamiliar thing to be, himself.


At that moment a car appeared at the far end of the parking garage, a functional, economical two-door Japanese number. It slowed down for a moment and barreled down the aisle, towards where Sascha and Blake were still standing. Sascha was momentarily apprehensive. It stopped right in front of them and Ren got out of the passenger seat. “Thanks man.”


“No problem.” The driver said. It was the man behind the counter at Snickersnack. Ren closed the door and the car drove off.


“I am so sorry that I’m late. I hope you weren’t waiting long. Do you know how hard it is to find your away around this place at night? And this place is creepy.”


“I know what you mean.” Sascha said.


“Oh. Did you get lost too?”


“Sort of.”


“Did you miss me?” Ren was smirking.


“You have no idea.”


“I see.”

“Hey guys, you don’t mind both sitting in the back do you? My front seat is way crowded.” Blake said.

“No prob.” Ren said.

“Yeah.” Sascha said.

Ren got into the car first. After he got in, and before Blake got in, he gave Sascha a quick smile. After Sascha got in, Blake adjusted his rear view mirror and started the car. They wound down the parking structure. 

Sascha looked out his window, looking at level after level of parking spaces. It was sort of depressing. He directed his attention the other way, where Ren was just reaching into his suit coat and producing a small book.

Sascha looked at Ren’s book. He had a hunch. “Hey, what book is that?”

“Oh, it’s the thing we have to read for class next week.”

“Ah. I see.”

“You can read it if you want to.”

Sascha shrugged. “Sure. Why not? Is it any good?”

“I’ve only gotten through the first part.”

“Same here.”

“What? How?”

“It’s a long story.” 

Sascha flipped to the middle of the book and there was the title of the second half:

THE POET’S REPLY TO THE REAPER

What can a poet say to death? What can anyone say to death, other than to beg for mercy, to accept it because it is natural?

As Blake’s car exited the parking structure and went down the freeway entrance the rain continued. Sascha read the monograph by the ambient light of the city and the freeway.

Oh reaper triumphant with your scythe,

Your majesty is expressed through the flesh:

The body of the man who reads and writes

Will terminate and perish at your whim;

The tool of his art, his awaiting pen,

By design is fragile, and made to bleed.

His paper or parchment, inky pristine,

Yellows and withers with the gaze of time.

The body and mind, artist and artwork,

Succumb to your supreme omnipotence.

But reaper of souls, keeper of the time

Of death that fates us all, know you now this:

Your master Death keeps his dread domain

On man but not mankind, on the poets

But not on poetry, for poetry

Is beyond even your immortal hand:

Although the poet eventually dies,

The eternal spirit of poetry

Can never perish. Death do not boast

Now of your blade, proved dull and impotent.

Like all oppressive machinations, Death

Prohibits other wills but lacks his own,

Denying freedom through encirclement,

But lacking means to invent or create.

The tools of tyrants are barriers

That don’t exist: taxonomies, and tribes,

And classes. But my Patron and my Muse,

Goddess of poetry, the holy art,

Creative spirit, spirit, gives me the sweet strength

To free the world that you seek to oppress.

Oh Muse! Descend from spheres intangible

And touch the world with your heavenly hands.

Shatter the iron sky above our heads

And break the concrete wall around our hearts.

Deliver us from fear and misery

And the barriers that separate us

From ourselves. Do this with your breath divine

And grant us inspiration through our souls.

Transform us into holy poets, Muse,

And sing to us, sing to us, sing to us.

Sascha looked up from the page. The skyline of downtown was visible ahead of him now, in all of its majesty of ice and steel, each building emitting glowing haloes of light in the rain. 

Chapter X

The car continued down the freeway. As they got closer and closer to their exit, Sascha recognized through the lifting drizzle the familiar sight of the globe sitting pompously atop the bell tower. 

By the time Blake had driven to the eastern gate of campus the rain had lifted completely. After Ren and Sascha got out he leaned out his car window and asked them, “Are you two sure you’ll be able to get home?”

“I know where home is.” Sascha said.

“Then you are a lucky man. Good night!” Blake said. And he rolled his window up and drove into the evening. 

They stood there on the sidewalk for a moment, and then Ren looked at Sascha. “So, want to walk me home? I live across campus.”

Sascha was silent for a moment, considering the potential implications of this. “Uh—“

Ren looked into his eyes. “Don’t worry. It’s okay to say yes.”

Sascha took a deep breath. “Yes.”

“Cool.” He smiled.

They walked together, walking close to the heart of campus. The place was empty, soaked in rain. As they were walking towards the quad, Sascha looked over to the all-night coffee place on his right. Lights were on. But the only signs of life were a couple of girls walking by, hand in hand. 

They walked across the quad. Sascha looked up. The rain had washed away the blanket of smog, and he saw stars in the sky for the first time that evening. He looked over to Ren. They were shining on his face.

They were walking towards a park, almost a garden, really. It had a large fountain in the center, depicting the spirit of youth triumphant over a quartet of bare-footed women. It was off now, and the water rippled quietly in the distant moonlight. The scene looked very still as Ren and Sascha approached it.

But then, from a colonnade behind them came a scream of rage, shattering the tranquility of the evening. Sascha and Ren turned around. It was Benton, with his cronies not far behind him. His suit was wet from the recent rain, and he looked angry and slightly smashed. He must have been walking the other way and saw them, Sascha thought.

Benton stood on the steps of the colonnade, yelling across the wide pathway, gesturing wildly. “I see. I see the little game you’re playing, you. Sascha, right? You are the one guilty of stealing away my Ren, I’m sure of it. It was your idea all along wasn’t it? You’ve made my whole evening miserable you know. Isn’t that right? You have taken my sweetest dish. And who are you to be the one anyway? What are you supposed to be?” 

Sascha did not respond. He stood closer to Ren. 

Lagging behind him, Benton’s minions looked tired and abused. Sascha could only imagine what going to a club with an angry Benton could be like, and then the subsequent car ride back home. But they were all there, in various states of awareness and consciousness, even if their ties were loosened now, or undone. The orange tie yelled out, “Ren. How could you leave us like that? Traitor.” They started lurching towards Ren and Sascha, not looking cordial. 

Suddenly Sascha heard a female voice coming from the direction of the quad. “You asshole, I found you!” It was a drunken Jamie Redmond and her crew, ambling crookedly towards them, not looking pleased. David and Geoff were there too, each one carrying a few purses, a couple of pairs of high-heeled shoes, and some half-empty bottles of booze. “How dare you leave me like that? Did you mean to upset me that much, or are you just retarded or something? What kind of a man are you to leave me in that room with an idiot like this? She pointed and David. He smiled awkwardly.
Now Benton stopped, and looked at Jamie, now standing between him and Sascha. “Hey there, you strumpet. Handle any beef you have with these two later. I got here first. Wait your turn and get out of our way.”

“Why you little homo! Shut up before I throw you over that hedge.” Jamie started directing more of her attention towards Benton and his gang.

“And I’ll bet you could with those beefy arms of yours.” Benton’s cronies started sizing up Jamie’s girls. 

“Oh, you didn’t just say that.”

“Blow me you breeder. I’ll say it louder. I’ll write it down and send it first class to your mom and what are you going to do about it?”

Jamie slapped Benton with the back of her hand. Benton screamed slightly and clapped his hand to his cheek.
“Oh. Oh shit. You whore! You hit me with your fucking ring! I see that all of those linebackers have taught you more tricks than just sitting up and begging.” His boys were ready. “Duke, Irvine, whoever the hell the rest of you are, get’em. But the redhead’s mine!”

And the fourteen of them ran at each other, palms flying. Cheeks were slapped, crotches were kicked, bras were sneakily unfastened and jackets were ruined past the point of dry-cleaning. David and Geoff looked scared, cowering against each other. Sascha was relieved. Ren was laughing his tail off. “Let’s give them some time to themselves.” He said. And they walked on.

Sascha looked over his shoulder. The carnage was still going on. “You aren’t curious to see who’s going to win?” He asked.

“Neither of them can win.”

“I can see that scenario. Though some of those girls are armed. I remember one of them having a riding crop.”

“Still, none of them are going home happy. Well, unless if those two boys walk away quietly with those purses and expensive shoes to play with, they might be able to have a good time. Not to mention all of that liquor they’re carrying around.”

“What about the shoes?”

“Well, you can be creative with those.”

Sascha raised his eyebrows slightly. Ren gave him a mischievous grin.

As they passed the bookstore, Sascha remarked, “I don’t think we’ll be clubbing with either of them any time soon.”

“Who cares? We don’t need them to have a good time, now do we?” 

“Need what? Those clubs, or those people?”

“Both, man. They’re ugly people, no matter how clean their complexions are or how long they spend brushing their hair. After all the time they’ve spent trying to impress themselves into someone else’s pants they can only see the world in terms of domination and being dominated. That is their love and rejection.”

Sascha shrugged. “I guess so. But I thought we were supposed to have a good time over there, in those clubs and on those streets. I thought the idea was escape.”

“Escape is the idea. But they’ve escaped from reality entirely.”

“Yeah.”

“Besides, there is a reality within you greater still than any vision or hallucination that they can tempt you with.”

Sascha felt Ren grab him reassuredly by the hand. They walked slowly to the west. They walked in silence, not needing any longer to speak. They understood each other through their fingertips.

A few hundred feet later, Sascha felt Ren’s grip on his hand fall away. Ren put his arms around his shoulders and drew him close. They were standing in the middle of one of the campus’ wide walkways, and the sky was open to them. Sascha bent his head down at Ren and looked deeper and deeper into his eyes. He could see two of himself. He looked deeply at them, and through them and around them. There were two Saschas in those eyes, each one in his own convex looking-glass. But as Sascha got closer he ceased to see two of them any longer, vying desperately for their separate existences. They became one complete and uncleaved being.

Up and down the city, from the beaches to the interior, from downtown to the hills, the sky was clear that night. Helicopters and airplanes could be seen above in clear relief against the blackness of the sky, stars shining through them. 

Ren was inspired to write a poem that night before he went to bed. It went like this:

Now that you are in your PJs

Dream so softly of falling fields,

Slipping away in patches of silver,

Spinning away like the last movie reel.

Field by field and dream by dream,

Push your boat into a stream,

Rowing and dreaming dreams of glee,

Where no worry troubles thee.

Grow wings of water and fly afar,

Up high the Luna’s tranquil Mar.

Dig for treasure, dig so high

That in your hands you find a star.

I may be able to keep up all night.

If you can stay reading twill be a fright,

For only so much can a poet rhyme

Single syllables one at a time.

But if you'll stay then I shall write

For no time's period shall be my spite

When given the splendid opportunity

To share with you my poetry.
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