Flavor Holocaust
The ice was so black that I couldn’t see it even when I was slipping on it, falling down safely, gracelessly, and craning a quick look towards the ground to see what the hell had just caused this.  It was enough of a sight to make my friends laugh, but so was farting loudly or slicing off your index finger in the door of Buick, so I took it stride.  Or, I took it in stumble, actually, as I fell over again trying to climb my way up with nothing to hold on to, still not seeing the muddy ice that I was kicking against. 

“Crawl through,” Phillip said.  “Get—get onto your knees and pull along.”

They—Phillip, Dustin, and Curtis—had seen me fall and were now walking on the street, by the gutter, and they kept walking alongside me as I slowly, very slowly, made my way through the ice.  
The ice patch stretched for about seven sidewalk segments.  As anybody who regularly walks in cold weather will tell you, that’s exceptionally long, and so even if it would have made more sense to pull myself off of the sidewalk, onto the grass and then onto the street by the gutter, I kept thinking that it was almost over.  I couldn’t see it since it was dark and I couldn’t feel it since the whole world was cold and I just kept thinking it was almost over, all I had to do was pull myself forward a little bit more.  My hands burned the with sting of ice, mud, and gravel.  Bits of everything that had gathered under the snow dug through my jeans or got kicked up in between my cuff and my sock and tore right into my skin, and the pebbles and chips of concrete hurt extra bad because were even pointier and more jagged since they’d been frozen.  It kept hurting.  My friends kept laughing.  And I kept going on because it was going to be done with the next pull, one more pull and it was going to be done.

The traction of dry cement returned and right away I realized how stupid I had been to have thought that I couldn’t tell it apart from ice.  Dustin had nearly fallen over himself by the time I was rested enough to kick up from the ground and come to a stand.  I walked over and kicked him in the shin, hard, but he kept on laughing.


“You can’t tell it’s ice when you’re on it!  You forget when the regular ground feels like, when you’re on that, and then when you get on the ice you forget what normal’s like.”


“Whatever.”


The pain in my legs went away after a block.  I still stopped every couple of minutes to shake out some bits of rock or grass, but they felt more icky than painful.  My hand were covered in small, wide open cuts that stung and glowed pink orange like a hot electric stove.  My pant pockets were too tight to tuck them in and my jacket was too filthy to use to wrap them up, and so all I could do was stare at them while they burned and stung, and keep staring at them all the way until we got to the building where Bryce lived.


Bryce was a friend of Phillip’s other brother, Dan.  Shortly after his 18th birthday, Dan had run away to Georgia so that he wouldn’t have to go to jail for a firearms charge, and the strange phone call we had received from Bryce early this morning was the first contact we’d gotten from Dan since he had left almost two years before.  We had all stayed up at Phillip’s, drinking Mountain Dew and playing Street Fighter until way past midnight. This morning the phone started ringing after Phillip’s parents had left for work but before we had woken up.  I answered it.  It was Bryce and Bryce thought I was Phillip.


“Wadup little man!”


The voice sounded like a cartoon turtle that had worked for thirty-five years in a slaughterhouse.  I thought I was dreaming.


“Bachman residence,” I said.  I saw on TV once that if you weren’t at your own house and you answered the phone you were supposed to say whose house you were at, so the person calling wasn’t confused to hear a strange voice.  

“It’s Bryce, man.”


Bryce.  Bryce.  Took a second to click and then I remembered him.  Tallish, always tanned like a whitetrash outdoorsman who spent so much time on a little fishing boat that his red, carnival tan never left him.  He was the first person I ever saw with oozing whiteheads, and they were on his face and his neck and seemed to run down all over the smelly, faded jean jacket he always wore.  A year ago, maybe a little more than a year ago, I saw him inside a phone booth with a cigarette tucked behind his ear and he smelled like he had shit himself.  He was calling out to me, Eric come here Eric, man, someone wants to talk to you, holding out the phone receiver.  I walked up to the booth and almost grabbed it from him, but then for no real reason I ran off, and he didn’t follow me.

“This is Eric Henderson,” I said.


“Aww.  Is, umm, is Phillip there.”


“Hold on.”


I shook Phillip awake and gave him the phone.  He didn’t know who Bryce was at first, either, and even though I was interested in what was going on I was too tired eavesdrop and fell back to sleep on the floor.  When Phillip woke the rest of us up a couple hours later it was already past noon and he said we had to get things cleaned up before his mom got home. 

“What did Bryce want?”


“We’re gonna go see him.”


“When?”


“When it gets dark.”

   I was ten when Dan ran away, and when Phillip had called me up to tell me about it I laughed and was happy and then I couldn’t understand why he was so sad.  His mother being sad, I could understand—she had never held up well anyways.  But him?  Dan was horrible to him.  We’d be in their living room playing Sonic and then Dan would come home and pull the Genesis out of the wall without even asking us to turn it off first.  One time he ripped the power cord off from its square part, the part that plugged in, and we had to wait three weeks until we could afford a new one and get a ride down to Target.  He’d have his friends over and they’d take turns throwing things at Phillip, starting with walled up balls of lobbed tin foil, then AA batteries, and then glass ashtrays whipped at full force.  Right where his hair stopped growing, on the back of his head on the left side, there was a little white line connecting two fat white dots.  It was scar from Dan had held a stapler to his head and told him to give him money and when Phillip didn’t he got stapled, the blood gummed up the back of hair and Dan kept saying he was sorry and had to tackle Phillip and hold him down with his legs while he pried the staple out with a pocket knife he had dipped in Listerine and turned on its side.  
I’d seen all of these things, but Dustin and Curtis hadn’t.  We’d only started hanging out with them a year ago.  We had never even talked about Dan or Dan’s friends and now they were tagging along with us just because there was nothing better to do, and when Bryce’s odor hit them before his face did I turned back to see their reaction and was surprised that they looked normal.  His smell hadn’t changed, still smelled just like human shit without anything blended in it, no soap or body odor watering it down.  He was shorter than I remembered, but his face had cleared up and his hair was now uncovered and combed, and he actually looked decent, grown up.  If I just saw a picture I would have thought he was a normal person like a bank clerk or a guy who fixed copy machines for a living.

Phillip went in first.  Bryce said “What’s up duuude,” in a muffled, rising tone, like a surfer whose face was covered in saran wrap.  Then he laughed a little and said “duuudes,” as the rest of us walked passed him and into his musty and dimly lit apartment.  The carpet was gray with stains but I sat on it anyway because Phillip took one of the two chairs and Bryce took the other.  Dustin and Curtis kept standing, like they were waiting to be told where to sit, and Bryce got up to offer us each a beer.  We said no.  Not now.  Not here.

There was a way Phillip had with some people that I didn’t have.  He lived in Dan’s world, I had only sometimes sat inside it and watched what went on in it.  There was a way of speaking he had that I couldn’t do.  There were long pauses when they both looked at the wall or the floor and then outbursts of little comments describing what was going on with things.  Events, not opinions.  “It’s cold outside,” not “I don’t like the weather outside” 
Dustin and Curtis were terrified.  I had to grab onto their shirts and tug them down before they came sat on the floor alongside me.  I realized that they had been expecting their own older brothers, who had gone to state colleges and had rooms with bookshelves and windows, rooms that smelled like wood and shampoo.  They looked at Bryce and Phillip with their mouths open, literally, scared that Phillip was talking in such a strange way, grunting out giggly “yeahs” like he was trying to make Bryce feel good about himself.  
“What’s happening, Bryce,” I said out loud.  I felt like I had to bring the attention to myself, so that I could control everything, get to the bottom of why we came here and let Dustin and Curtis know that we weren’t in any danger of being forced to smoke crack and go to jail.  

“Nothing much, dude.  I haven’t seen you in a long time.”
“I haven’t seen you.”

Bryce laughed.  

He seemed muted, somehow.  Off from what I remember, and I only remembered it then, all of sudden, how he used to talk.  He used to get excited when we would talk to him, when him and Dan and whoever else was over were being nice.  We’d be interested in what he was saying and he’d talk in fast bursts of full sentences.  He liked it especially when we’d ask him questions about things.  We were the only people who ever treated him like an authority, and that’s why he was nicer to us than Dan was. 

How did I forget the way he used to talk to us, how he would actually sit down with us and play Mortal Kombat while Dan and the rest of them all smoked cigarettes in Dan’s room, how one time I swear to god he let me win, when he had Liu Kang and I had Mileena and there was no way I should have beaten him but he still let me beat him?  How did I forget when he would tell us stories about how to have sex and once pulled out a handful of different kinds of condoms from his pocket and explained the differences, what kinds made girls feel good and what kinds had a special gel on them that would kill 99 million of your 100 million sperm and make it so you wouldn’t have a baby?  A-and what happened to him, so that now he was talking like the rest of them did, in these grunts and giggles?  

All of sudden I felt bad for having a picture of Bryce that didn’t go beyond an odor and a phone call I hadn’t answered.  I felt bad that everyone was so terrified of him and his apartment, because he was a nice guy, nicer than any of his friends.  I felt bad but I understood why we were all terrified.  It was terrifying.  
“Cold out,” I said.  
“Hell yeah, man.”

“Long walk home, probably.  Only gonna get colder.”

“Naw, we’re driving.”

I knew better than to ask where.  That would have been crossing the line.  Phillip shot me a look saying that I had moved things along too quickly already; I had been rude.   I pinched Dustin and Curtis each on the leg and made a face, to let them know that they weren’t supposed to ask, either.
My hands began to hurt and I sat them flat against my bent knees.  I knew better than to sit them on the floor, and I knew better than to ask where the bathroom was.  Now there was nothing left to do but left Phillip and Bryce speak to each other in the way that they were speaking to each other.    

Bryce’s car barely held the five of us.  It smelled like him only more concentrated, like a sewer instead of a diaper.  Pressed down shit, like when you step on a dog turd—it smells worse when you let the insides out and let them sit in the air.  Phillip sat up front and the three of us were wedged in the back, holding our legs up in the air because we were afraid to poke them down into the foot-high layer of wrappers and cans.  That’s where the smell was coming from.  We couldn’t see down in them and there might have been entire smooshed-open turds down there that could jump up our pant legs.

Dustin was having a very hard time of this.  He was the richest of us, his father was the most fatherly and his house had the nicest carpeting and dinnerware.  He had things to lose, and even if he wasn’t panicking, like Curtis was, he was still planning something.  When Phillip first started having him over I said it was a bad idea, he was just coming over to play video games and that was it, he was way too accepted to start talking to us all of a sudden and then wanting to hang out.  Phillip said that they used to know each other from church, before Phillip’s mom left his dad and they had to move to poor end of town, next to me.   
When Ratt’s “Round and Round” came on the radio, Bryce turned it way up.  Dustin took this as a chance, strategically, to lean over and ask me a question.

“Is this how all people like him drive?”

I had to be careful with how I answered.  Dustin may have been writing all of this down to tell his mom and she would use her church connections to tell Phillip’s mom, who would tell my mom. Church people kept each others’ phone numbers.

“He’s driving okay,” I whispered.  “He’s not speeding.”

“This car.  This smell.”

Curtis nodded real hard, agreeing.

“It’s sick,” I said.  “But it’s no big deal. We’ll be fine.”

“I’m don’t care about that.  How does he live like this?”

“He does.  He doesn’t care about that.”
Dustin broke eye contact and settled back against his car seat.  I don’t think he understood what I had said.  I did, though, because I had seen it.  Phillip, in all the time I had known him and we had both known Bryce, had never mentioned Bryce’s smell.  And Bryce’s friends didn’t, either.  And there were girls in that group of friends, several of them, thin girls who shaved their legs and smoked cigarettes.  I was too young to notice girls for girls, to notice that the girls around me in class and the girls on the street were girls, but these were different.  They’d pull their pants up to their underwear and let me and Phillip run our hands up their thighs, because Bryce thought it was funny, and it just felt good, even though they weren’t pretty it still felt good.  Then they would go back into Dan’s room and have sex with Bryce.  Smelly Bryce would have sex with all of these girls, these big-nosed girls with thick glasses and crooked teeth whose legs were as smooth as eggs.

“This is loud!”  Curtis yelped.  Phillip got up in his chair to give him a dirty look, since he was about to ruin everything.

Bryce turned the radio down.

“What?”

Phillip said “nothing,” soft.  Bryce turned around and looked pissed, his eyes were red and squinted and his teeth had big, black stains.

“What?”

His hands were still on the wheel and the car was still moving but his face was right next to Curtis’.  Curtis was shaking and about to cry.

“This Ratt?”  I had to ask something.

“Hell yeah it’s Ratt!” He said.  His voice was friendly again, he liked it when he got to answer questions.

“They were like a one-hit wonder band, right?”

“Ahh, fuck,” he said, still happy.  “Every goddamn note in this song is a hit.”

I would have laughed if he was joking but he wasn’t.  He turned around, braked before running a stop sign, and turned the radio back up louder than it was before Curtis had complained.  No one said anything else for the whole rest of the ride.

We pulled up in the back of a small restaurant downtown, a place that changed owners and names every couple of years and never served anything good.  The last  time I had been there was years ago, when it was a breakfast place that they decorated with lots of old Disney crap.  They’d give you the biggest, thinnest pancake you ever had, so big that it stretched over the side of your plate and so thin that the middle melted away into nothing when you poured syrup over it.  Now it was a bar with a grill, wood floors and the rock station blasting as loud as it was in Bryce’s car.  It smelled like cigarettes, dead fish, and a weird kind of spice, like potpourri and black pepper.  
Bryce nodded at an old woman behind the bar.  She looked like the mom in Goonies and stared at us funny when we walked in behind him.  Kids probably weren’t allowed in there normally, but Bryce walked us right up to the bar, sat down with us, and leaned over so he could talk in the fat old woman’s hairy ear.  She nodded, he tapped Phillip on his shoulder, and they both walked away.
“Where are you going?”  Curtis yelped, screaming to be heard above the music.

“The back,” Phillip said.  “Stay here.”

The old woman came up and laughed at us, to try and make us feel better about sitting there.  She laughed from her throat and it sounded like a bunch of tiny lentil beans rattling against the waxpaper sides of a Dixie cup.  He teeth were blacker than Bryce’s—they were gone.

“Soda?” 

She was talking to Dustin.  He couldn’t stop looking at her mouth, where the teeth should have been and the gums caved down like a tent flap.   He didn’t want to say anything to her.  He was leaning back on his stool so that nothing would fly out of her mouth and into his.

“Yes,” I said.  “Please.”

She looked up and smiled and then waddled off to a cooler on the other end of the bar.  

PHILLIP COMES OUT AFTER HAVING SMOKED SOME POT.  HIS EYES ARE RED AND THE OTHER GUYS ARE CONFUSED.  HE SEZ THAT DAN WAS THERE, THAT HE WAS FINE. BRYCE AGREES TO DROP THE OTHER GUYS OFF (THEY CONTINUE TO EXPRESS THEIR RESPECTIVE DISBELIEF AND IGNORANCE), AND THEN PHILLIP AND ERIC TALK.
