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To my friend, Danilo, the only person fucked enough to whom I could possibly dedicate such a book. I'm sorry for throwing up in your laundry, by the way. It wasn't a good idea to drink that whole bottle of vodka. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This book is also dedicated to everyone who knows what fiction means and don't do stupid things in real life. If you think of hurting or even treating other people badly, you're not welcome here — or anywhere else, for that matter.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 I 
 
      
 
    The possibilities that the virtual world offers us draw us back to it. The option to be and do what you want, a person different from the piece of shit you are in real life. No watching your mouth or behaving like a good person, you can simply be what you've always wanted to be. 
 
    For example, you wake up in the morning and decide that this will be a good day. You take a shower, wear your suit, and go downstairs to have breakfast. You have a smile on your face when you see your wife, but she doesn’t return it. Instead, she starts yelling at you. 
 
    “You said you paid the bill, Jimmy,” she says, taking a drag on the cigarette with one hand and holding the phone in the other. She has dark circles under her eyes and her cleavage exposes her flaccid breasts. “So could you to explain to me why the fuck the electric company keeps texting and saying that the fucking payment wasn’t made? Your son will be here tomorrow and you aren’t even capable of helping to arrange everything!” 
 
    You sigh, sit on the counter and bring your fingers up to your temples. The smile on your face has already dissipated like smoke. 
 
    “Honey, I made the payment yesterday.” That's your kindest voice possible. “I told you that, remember? I paid while you were at the mall.” 
 
    She puts her phone on the table and brings her face close to yours, the unmistakable whiskey breath. You fucked her last night while she was getting blind drunk, but even that doesn’t seem to be enough for her to calm down. 
 
    “You paid my ass, you fucking lier!” Her saliva flies against your face. “And you know how I know that, eh?” 
 
    “Laura, I—" 
 
    “I asked if you know how I know  that, damn it!” 
 
    You sigh, look at your hands and try to count to three ... but she interrupts. 
 
    “I know that because of the history, Jimmy. The fucking history!” Laura points to the phone. “You're such a stupid asshole that you don’t even clean the fucking history. And you know what that shit told me? It told me that you spent all day playing your fucking stupid game. You spent the whole fucking day sitting on my couch playing on my television with my internet. Because, yes, you earn so small that it's me who needs to pay all the shit her. And you know what you do with my fucking money, you retard? You waste it on your online game with things that are not even real. Your life is so stupid and pathetic that you need to spend all your time on this shit that is nothing more than fantasy for losers and—” 
 
    You throw the phone on the wall, get up with a punch on the counter and stare at her closely. She opens her eyes, retreats, and for a moment, all you want is to jump over the counter and hang her. You wanna knock her down and squeeze your wife's neck until her face turns purple and her body struggles to death. 
 
    But you can’t do this because this is real life. Doing this here would cause problems with the authorities and ruin you forever. Then you would go to prison and spend lovely days picking up fallen soaps for the other inmates. 
 
    You snort, turn your back to your wife and start walking out while she breaks things through the kitchen and screams about how much you're just useless shit. This is your family life, after all. A wife who fucks as badly as a cheap prostitute, a son who never talks to you and prefers to spend time with his mother, besides having to pay all the crap that the advertising said would make you happy — even though you never use half of them. 
 
    Then you take your wife's car and go to work, where you will spend eight hours doing the same shit you always do. The car stalls in the street and you look at the clock. Shit, you're late. You call the mechanic to get your car and run to the subway, but not before kicking the old car and scratching the shoes that cost a fortune. 
 
    You get at work late anyway, no matter how you ran to reach the subway and squeezed into the middle of other people the whole way. Your boss doesn’t even hear your apologies. He yells at you, catching everyone's attention, and tells you to sit your useless ass and do your job. 
 
    The clock goes slowly and the calls seem to be endless. When did people buy so many things that they can’t even pay for them now? Well, they don’t give a damn about it. All they do is turn off the phone or put out their entire repertoire of offenses. They curse you, they curse your wife and say they did things to your mother that even you never dreamed of doing with your wife. 
 
    You sweat. 
 
    Your head hurts. 
 
    The ring of the phones will blow your brain and make a wonderful piece of art on the table with your blood. 
 
    Your just calm down when it's time to go back to home. Now it's okay because you can go into Total Life, select your avatar and live life for real. 
 
    You are fine. 
 
    I am fine. 
 
    Laura's in the bedroom when I get home. She speaks on the phone in a muffled voice. She probably spent all day drinking and smoking. That's all Laura does when she's not working. 
 
    Funny how work is usually what stresses people, but it's precisely what makes Laura feel good. 
 
    I hear a few sentences as I keep my keys in the kitchen and walk into the living room, my breath getting louder with every word. 
 
    I'm telling you, Alice, that pussy isn’t even capable of fucking like a man! What? Pleasure? I don’t even know what that shit means anymore. Jimmy hasn’t really made me cum since ... damn it, since we moved together. 
 
    I sit on the couch and turn on the television. 
 
    You wouldn’t believe me if I told you the things he made me do in bed. The bastard makes me dress like his mother and pretend he's a kid. 
 
    I select the “Total Life” icon. 
 
    I mean, what the fuck is that? I know you and Billy do more interesting shit than that. No, Alice, listen to me ... Listen to me, damn it! Any couple does more interesting things. Jimmy doesn’t even have sex with the open window. Maybe he’s afraid that someone will see that little, wrinkled dick.  
 
    The TV screen turns black and then a message comes up asking me to put my virtual reality glasses and the electrode cables. I put the electrodes first and they glow blue as soon as I touch them. Then I put on my glasses. 
 
    You know, sometimes all I want to do is get out of this shit. I'm tired of working hard and being the man of this house. I can’t even buy the things I want because of the expenses Jimmy can’t afford. And you think he does something to improve? My ass he does. He just sits on that couch with those fucking glasses on his head and pretend that life is not as mediocre as it really is. And you know what? I think I'll call— 
 
    I sigh as the game loads and the world fades. My body seems not to be part of me and all that remains is my consciousness connecting to the server. There’s no longer Laura, bosses ready to yell at you or customers ready to offend you. In Total Life everything is different. If you are a player good enough to complete the main missions, then the world is yours, my friend. There will be no cops you can’t bribe, women who don’t want to spread their legs for you or jerks who will not do some dirty work. 
 
    The menu opens and my characters are displayed in rows, smiling or serious. It all depends on the personality of each one and their personal life. 
 
    I’m a prostitute who bites client members during oral sex. 
 
    I am a police officer who’s in charge of only narcotics and women who live on the edge of the law. I smell the cocaine I get in the asshole of those same women. I fuck them with their hands cuffed in the hood of my car, watching them shout desperate. 
 
    I'm a rock star who goes on stage and pisses on the public who adores me. 
 
    I'm a famous model who fucks whoever else brings me status. 
 
    I’m April, Harry and Mike. I'm also Caroline, Isis and Ian. I'm everything but James Gibson. 
 
    But today, all I want is to be the good old Stephen Pitman, my first character in Total Life. I've done all of Steve's main missions for almost a year, in addition to reaching Lv 100 and becoming a Master Player. Of course, reaching that level was laborious, in case you're wondering. Steve's missions always forced me to spend hours doing his crappy desires like “helping kids with homework” and “preparing a romantic dinner for Jackie.” 
 
    Now, though, comes the funny thing about it. In Total Life, you don’t necessarily have to compete these missions as a good citizen. You can ... have fun. All you have to do next, if you’re not a Master Player, is to pay a small tax for things to go back in order in the character's life. 
 
    If my real body wasn’t blocked, I'd probably be laughing now. I'd start laughing after selecting Steve and seeing him punching his hands, causing the black-body muscles to contract. He looks with a serious expression and then snorts. 
 
    My dear Steve has gone through a feel troubles. When he wished to help his children with their homework, I forced him to beat them to death. When he wished to prepare a romantic dinner for his wife, I forced him to become a cannibal and prepare her for dinner. And when he wished to commit suicide, I forced him to cut his own penis. So then I simply paid the fucking tax, reset the events, and completed the missions. Sometimes I would give myself some small pleasures, such as forcing him to have sex with animals, but always finding a way back to complete the main quests. 
 
    And that's how I became a Master Player. Today I can do whatever I want and there’s no tax. I just restored events like the death of Steve's family, just to keep the thing fun. Steve is my puppet and all I want to do is to feel alive. 
 
    I get up from the moldy mattress and my mind boggles because of the first person camera. I spent the night in jail after beating the members of a punk band at a nightclub in the suburbs. I punched each one until their faces became unrecognizable and blood covered the stage. I broke the instruments, spat in the audience and said that this was how a real show was performed. 
 
    I send a mental command and the menu pops up in front of me. I select Cheats, then Cops and finally Bribe. The screen dims briefly and then a cutscene appears in which I talk to two policemen in the bathroom. They both laugh and accept my offer while patting my shoulder. The screen dims again and then I'm out of jail. 
 
    Some people walk down the street with the same monotony of real life. Around here, there are people who, for some reason, like to live as if they were in the outside world. They don’t seem to understand that the fun here is not to stay forever completing missions, but only what is necessary for you to fulfill your desires. Things that morale and ethics don’t allow you to do in real life. 
 
    Other people, however, understand this very well. 
 
    Some players rush down from a van, carrying rifles in their hands. They give orders to each other quickly, getting into position to enter the bank. I watch the van door closes and the men prepare their weapons for action. 
 
    No one else is calm now. 
 
    People shout down the street, take phones out of their pockets, and glance in fascination at the bank while blood covers the glass walls. This couldn’t be a more accurate picture of reality. The shots echo and a woman manages to escape crawling through the door, until she is shot in the head. The player looks at me, points the gun and, for a moment, I'm sure he will shoot. For a moment, I forget that this is a game and my stomach freezes.  
 
    But the player puts the gun down and goes back inside. He must have realized that I'm a Master Player because of the little golden arrow above my head. 
 
    I don’t want to be here, let alone Steve. My wish bar says Steve wants to visit his old house. I no longer have the obligation to fulfill his wishes, but maybe going there is a good idea. Steve had an attractive neighbor and having sex with her is surely be more enjoyable than having sex with Laura. Having sex with anything is more enjoyable than having sex with Laura. 
 
    The map opens and I select Steve's old house as a Quick Journey.  
 
    First you're in a police station and then right after you're seeing a carnage in a bank. Then, moments later, you're back in your old neighborhood, walking toward your old neighbor's house. She walks out the door wearing a gym outfit and you watch the curves of her body. You invite her to go to your old house and she agrees. 
 
    It will be good to remember the old days. 
 
    Your old house is exactly as you left it. The same TV that got stained with blood when you cut your son off. The same table where you once served your wife's body. The same ladder where you hanged your daughter. Everything is there, from the bathroom you used to wipe the blood from your body to the bed where you fucked your neighbor. 
 
    So you're back in this bed and your neighbor celebrates the old days riding on you. She moans like Laura would never moan as the sexual excrement mingle in her pubic hair. She scratches yout chest and screams your name, sending shock waves all over your body. You grab her big, soft breasts, pinching her stiff nipples. She screams, you raise her up on your lap and now you’re both seated. You watch your penis come out of her vagina, erect, red and pulsing. You penetrate her again, thrusting your face into her breasts. She grabs your shoulder, runs her hand over yout head, and ties her legs around your waist. You're trapped, you couldn’t stop even if you wanted to. Then you both moan when you reach orgasm and she throws her head back. The excrements gush out in abundance and it's all over.  
 
    She falls to the side, panting. 
 
    You should stay here forever. You should never go back to Laura and her pathetic sex. You have everything in this world. You can do what you want. You are someone you would never be in real life. All that matters is that you feel complete. You feel alive in a way you've never felt before. 
 
    You are all that the real James Gibson dreams of being. 
 
    The screen dims for a moment and I no longer see my neighbor. A black screen covers my vision until it’s replaced by a flash. Then the images come back quickly as photos out of focus. The woman with whom I had sex has her eyes glazed on the ceiling without any sign of life. Blood spreads across her naked body and vomit slips from the corner of her mouth. 
 
    I try to open the menu, but I no longer have control over the game. The camera is now focused on the dining room. The perspective shifted to the third person and Steve watches his family photos. He touches his daughter's portrait, bites his lips, and a thin drop of blood runs down his chin. He remembers what he did, he must be blaming himself. He's blaming himself and that's all ... right? 
 
    Steve turns slowly to the camera and stares at me. 
 
    A buzz comes in through my ears and the connection is lost. 
 
   
  
 



II 
 
      
 
    “So you got a job?” 
 
    Peter seems to ignore my question for a moment, staring at the Coke in front of him. Laura sends messages on her phone, unaware of what's happening in the cafeteria. Little more than five sentences have been exchanged among us since we took my son at the airport. 
 
    He finally decides to break the ice and pulls a strand of hair from his forehead. 
 
    “It’s not a big deal. It's just a part-time job at Burger King while I finish high school. You know, washing dishes where people spit phlegm and that sort of thing. I never thought people could be so disgusting, but that job is changing my mind.” 
 
    I take a sip of my soda and tap the can on the table. 
 
    “Once when I was about your age, I got a job as a janitor at a nightclub. I wanted to be the security guard, but they said I wasn’t in a good shape. Those jerks. In the end the club ended up being attacked by a gang and the security guards could do absolutely nothing. The club ended up going bankrupt and all.” The gas comes back through my throat, but I can bring my hand to my mouth before I burp. “The point is, I found all sorts of garbage in that place as I walked through the rooms or littering. But it was a nightclub, so what could you expect? You could expect anything but find rotten teeth collars, bloodstained panties and that sort of shit.” 
 
    Peter frowns and pushes his lunch away from him. 
 
    “You know, I think I'm not hungry anymore.” 
 
    “Sorry, sometimes I forget that you're only sixteen.” I chuckle, but Peter remains serious. “Anyway, I didn’t even stay there much longer. The salary was crap and my father got me a job as a mechanic. He said that was what would sustain me if I couldn’t go to college.” 
 
    “I thought he'd always encouraged you to build a family.” 
 
    “Yes. But at the same time he didn’t put much faith in me. Even though he forced me to spend hours studying to go to a good college, I always heard him talking to my grandfather that I was a lost case. Deep down, I think he'd always thought I'd end up getting a high school girl and then spend the rest of my life fixing cars. And the most ironic of all is that I didn’t learn anything during the time I worked with that. I've never understood these things of engines and ignitions.” 
 
    A smile creeps into Peter's face. 
 
    “Hey, son ...” I hold his hand. “It's a good thing good you're here.” 
 
    Peter looks at me and nods, glancing back at the table next. 
 
    Elise always complained that Peter didn’t receive the necessary attention. Our marriage basically boiled down to discussions about bills to pay and the time I didn’t reserve for our son. The point is that I didn’t have time for him precisely because I worked too hard to be able to pay the bills that Elise so complained about. Laura also complains about bills, but luckily we don’t have any children to make this whole situation even worse. 
 
    “Jimmy,” Laura says, walking into the bedroom wearing her half-open robe. She throws something in the trash and says, “I'm pregnant.” 
 
    She says it as if she was talking about the weather and that's all she says. The sound of Peter playing drums in the next room is all I hear as I try to assimilate things. 
 
    “What the fuck, Laura?!” I shout, chasing after her. She enters the bathroom and slams the door on my face. “Hey, you want to come back here and put it straight? Laura, fuck! What the hell!” 
 
    I punch the bathroom door. 
 
    Peter walks out the door of the room with his drumsticks in hand. 
 
    “Dad, you all right there?” 
 
    I sigh. 
 
    “Yeah, it's all right. Go back to the bedroom and play this thing as loud as you can, right?” 
 
    Laura remains locked in the bathroom, no matter how much I call her or hit the damn door. The sound of Peter's drumms blows as I pray that Elise will not decide to take a surprise trip and see this mess. 
 
    “What the fuck do you want from me, eh?” Laura asks, opening the door. 
 
    “What the fuck do I want from you? I want you to put things straight. How do you come to me, say something like that and walk away as if nothing had happened?” 
 
    Laura walks past me and returns to the bedroom. 
 
    "It's just a pregnancy, Jimmy, what do you want me to say? You know how things work: a man has sex with a woman and months later a child appears. Sometimes it's a boy, sometimes it's a girl. So you buy things for her until she becomes an adult and prevents her from doing some really big shit. You sit late into the night and think about why she’s taking too long to get home. You think you should call the police. Meanwhile, your kid is out there smoking marijuana and telling people how pathetic her parents are. After she comes home, you run to find out if everything is okay and she tells you to go fuck yourself. That's all you could possibly know about kids, baby, what else do you wanna hear?” 
 
    The drums continue to play.  
 
    “I thought you were taking pills, weren’t you? Because if you haven’t noticed, this isn’t the perfect time to have a child.” 
 
    Laura drops her robe to the floor. 
 
    “Would you please shut the fucking door? I don’t want your son to see me naked.” 
 
    She throws herself into the armchair, puts her legs on the arm of the furniture, and takes a pack of cigarettes from the bedside table. 
 
    “These things happen from time to time,” she says, with the cigarette on her mouth and the lighter in her hand. She lights it up, takes a drag on it and releases the smoke. “The name of this is surprise, accidental, or even unwanted pregnancy. It depends on how each one sees the story. If the parents are kind people, then they say it was a surprise pregnancy and that God blessed them. But if they are parents who are experiencing some difficulty or simply don’t like children, then they say it was an unwanted pregnancy. Sometimes they accept everything as the will of God and the child grows fucked up and unattended, but sometimes they just decide to get rid of the kid like they would get rid of a garbage bag. One way or another, unwanted pregnancy always ends in shit.” She takes another drag on the cigarette and looks at me. “What do you think, Jimmy?” 
 
    I sit on the bed, sigh, and put my hands to my face. The drums stop playing. 
 
    “I don’t know what I should think, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    Liar. 
 
    “We are experiencing some difficulties ...” 
 
    You guys are totally fucked. 
 
    “... but I like you, Laura.” 
 
    No, you don’t. 
 
    “And I'm not saying I don’t want this child ...” 
 
    You don’t. 
 
    “I'm just scared.” 
 
    You are angry. 
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    And do you understand that all you want is to go far away from here? 
 
    “I love you, Laura, and I just want you to understand that this is hard.” 
 
    Coward. 
 
    “But in spite of everything …” 
 
     Pussy. 
 
    “... I really hope we can be together with this child.” 
 
    Liar. 
 
    Laura doesn’t even seem to hear my words. She continues to smoke and now looks at the branches that scratch the window. 
 
    You'd like to have said everything you think, but you're just a scared man who now heads to a bar where you'll spend the next few hours drinking and trying to forget the pathetic big trash you are. You should have said that you didn’t like her, that she’s terrible at fucking, but all you did was nod like a puppy. You piece of shit. You must have been the fruit of an unwanted pregnancy, a form God has found to curse the world. To hell with the apocalypse, you're worse than all the infernal plagues together. You shouldn’t have been born, ever. 
 
    Coward. 
 
    All you have now is a bottle of whiskey and a bartender who tells you all his interesting adventures with asian prostitutes on the internet. The radio plays some old happy music, while groups of friends laugh around the tables. You've never had friends. You’ve never had time for that. You had Elise and Peter. Then you had Laura. You had your job and all the bills you had to pay. You always had everything but yourself. 
 
    If real life could look like Total Life ... A place where you can be anyone you want, as many people as you want. You can fulfill your wishes and then simply reset the events. A place where women love you and murders are ignored with any remorse. After all, the things you kill are just a bunch of codes programmed to feel and act without free will, so who cares? 
 
    The bartender fills my glass again and leans over the counter. He drums his fingers and sings softly along with the music. 
 
    “Are you all right, buddy?” he asks. “You haven’t said a word since you sat here. What’s going on?” 
 
    I drink in a single sip. 
 
    “It's none of your business.” 
 
    I put the wrinkled money on the counter. 
 
    “Come on, this will all be just between us. Why don’t you drink more and tell me everything?” 
 
    “Is that your sales strategy? Do you see that a person is in trouble, offers company and makes them pay for more and more drinks?” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment and then walks away, embarrassed. 
 
    I start to get up, but my phone vibrates in my pocket. I look with the corner of my eyes at the bartender, then I pick up the device and click on the new message. 
 
    My heart races. 
 
    Stephen Pitman. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 III 
 
      
 
    Hello, dear Jimmy. How’s it going? First of all, I'd like to congratulate you. Is Laura pregnant? Oh my God, that's great! You must be wondering how I know that, right? Well ... maybe I'd better show you. 
 
    Even before I finish reading, videos come from my own home. Each room is monitored through the cameras of my own devices, from television to computers and phones. And what  records Laura masturbating on the bed must be the phone lying in the armchair. 
 
    A call. 
 
    “What do you think, buddy? Technology is really a wonderful thing, isn’t it? It's so easy to access your entire life virtually. Well, maybe that's due to the fact that I'm a part of it.” 
 
    He laughs. 
 
    This is Steve's voice. May God forgive me, but that's Steve's voice. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I ask, trying to pull myself together. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, you know who I am. I'm the one you always wanted to be. I’m the one who fulfills your desires, eats your shit and opens a smile at the end.” 
 
    His voice is calm and steady, the kind of careful voice of a man who knows exactly the steps he's taking.  
 
    “That's not funny, who the hell are you? What do you want? Money? Tell me what—" 
 
    “I do not want money, Jimmy. What would I do with your fucking money? I don’t exist in your world. At least not in the traditional way. I'm a bunch of soulless codes, isn’t what you like to say? No, my friend, your fucking money is useless. All I want is enlightenment.” 
 
    “What the hell —” 
 
    “Hey, watch your mouth. When someone has your whole life in the palm of their hands, you better choose your words very carefully”. Steve sighs, I can hear his breath. He can’t be real, of course not. “But, yes, all I want is enlightenment. I wanna understand you, Jimmy. I wanna understand the pleasure of a game.” 
 
    The memories of the afternoon I spent with Steve's neighbor come back quickly. I feel the beginning of a headache when I see the corpse beside me, the blood on her body and vomit trickling down her mouth. 
 
    “That can’t be real ...” 
 
    “And what is real? Your mediocre life as an attendant that you always complain about to your virtual friends? The pathetic sex with your wife that you try to forget with prostitutes through virtual sex? I know everything you do, every word you say. Everything is here, recorded. Your mediocre life is the only real thing you have.” 
 
    I see Steve standing in front of his family’s portrait. The daughter wears a purple dress with embroidery, a smile with milk teeth that have just fallen out. And the pink lace in her black hair ... Steve watches everything. He touches the photo with affection. Then he turns and stares at me.  
 
    Steve stares at me. 
 
    “Hey, Jimmy, old friend, are you still there?” 
 
    I stop squeezing the glass in my hand and relax my face. For a moment, everything around me disappeared and I completely forgot about the people in the bar. Some look at me strangely, giggle and whisper. I hurry out, trying to avoid the stares. 
 
    “Yeah, I'm here.” 
 
    “Good, I would hate to lose your company. I mean, not that you have a choice.” 
 
    People look at me with the corner of their eyes outside and I look for a corridor through the buildings. A beggar sleeps in the middle of cardboard, but I don’t think he'll bother. 
 
    “What do you want from me, you son of a bitch?” 
 
    Steve doesn’t answer at first. The only sound is my nervous breathing that sends smoke into the cool afternoon air. 
 
    “Look at the phone,” he says at last. “Look closely at these images, but don’t hang up the phone.” 
 
    Laura stimulates the clitoris, twisting her toes in the bed and rolling her eyes when she reaches orgasm. She moans, gasps, and sticks her fingers deeper. 
 
    “You know, Jimmy, today Laura's family is coming over for dinner. Her father, mother, brothers ... She didn’t say anything to you, but I checked the messages she sent. She wants to surprise you. The point is that it would be really pitiful if, by some accident, these images ended up on all phones of those present. And also on the living room television, a beautiful video of Laura masturbating and moaning with the stereo. Imagine the scene. Laura wouldn’t be happy, would she? No, she would probably blame you. She would think that you did that, so she would call the police. The police would track down virtual traces and find out what? That's right, that a certain Stephen Pitman left a surprise message to them. And who's Stephen Pitman to them? That's right, you, my dear Jimmy! Now imagine the repercussion that this would have. Everyone would look at you with contempt. Imagine you lying in jail. Imagine what they would do with you inside there. I'm sure you don’t want this, do you?” 
 
    I bite my lips hard enough for the pain to rise throbbing to my brain. 
 
    “Jimmy?” 
 
    “You can't do that.” 
 
    “Do you wanna bet?” 
 
    I remain silent. 
 
    “Do you wanna bet?” 
 
    I clench my fist. 
 
    “Because I can end your life and all those around you in the blink of an eye. So I'm going to ask you one last time, Jimmy: do you wanna bet?”  
 
    Those last words come out in a whisper and I can imagine Steve's face contracting with sadistic pleasure as he whispers them. 
 
    “No, I don’t wanna bet.” 
 
    “Great, that's what I thought. Now pay attention to what you are going to do.” 
 
    The next few seconds pass in slow motion, each word of Steve striking me like a hot sting in the brain. I’m getting crazy. Damn, I can only be completely losing my mind. 
 
    Steve stops talking and a cold wind hits my face. The sweat drops through my face as I look at my own reflection in a puddle of water on the ground. My skin is red, my mouth compressed. Shivering and gasping, I am the perfect portrait of dread. 
 
    Steve says, “Do understand what you must do, Jimmy?” 
 
    You're getting crazy. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And do you understand what happens if you don’t do what I'm telling you?” 
 
    Do you realize that this is all crazy? That all this is simply implausible? 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “So welcome to the game, my friend.” 
 
    The connection is ended and all that is left is the liquid that flows hot through my legs. 
 
    I keep my cell phone and start to put into action exactly what Steve asked me to do. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



IV 
 
      
 
      
 
    You meet a hooded man in the suburbs and he hands you a revolver. Colt Cobra. He says it's okay, your friend who made the order has already transferred the money. 
 
    You touch the gun and looks at it. You think of running away. Drop the gun on the ground, get in the car and drive as far as possible. But where do you run away when your life is being totally tracked by a virtual figure who has all your data? You don’t run away, that's the truth. You try to convince yourself that none of this is real, everything is just a fucking dream. You close your eyes, sigh and open them again. The gun is still there. 
 
    Come on, you tell yourself, I just need to do what he wants and everything is fine. Soon he will disappear, he will leave me alone. 
 
    May God wants you to be right. 
 
    You look at the address sent by Steve. The car's sound plays Paint it Black by the Stones. The music makes chills run through your trembling body, each note sending shock waves as you whisper, “Old warehouse, near the industrial area.” 
 
    You accelerate, overtake a few cars and almost go outside the road. The drivers honk and truck drivers show the middle finger for you. Nearly five-twenty, you have to arrive at five-thirty. You ignore the other drivers and you step on the accelerator. 
 
    The phone rings, only this time it's not Steve. 
 
    “Laura?” 
 
    “Jimmy, where the fuck are you?” 
 
    “I'm kinda busy right now, honey, but I promise I'll be back as soon as I can." 
 
    “If it's because of what happened earlier—”  
 
    “Laura, it's okay. Really.” 
 
    It's okay, excet for the fact that you're about to do something you'll regret for the rest of your life. It's okay, you're just being manipulated by a maniac character who came true. 
 
    Nothing has ever been better. 
 
    “I love you, Jimmy.” 
 
    Liar. 
 
    “I love you too, sweetheart.” 
 
    Coward. 
 
    You go through a gas station and kick the car wheel while filling the tank. How did things end up like this? You are alone, trying to save yourself and others. You've never been more alone, lost and completely fucked. Laura says she loves you, but she was probably masturbating without even knowing she was being monitored. You need to save a woman who says she loves you, when she actually enjoys thinking about a famous actor with white teeth and a perfect suit while having sex with you. You need to save her if you don't wanna be the sex toy of other inmates twice your size. 
 
    A van hits the side of your car as you try to overtake it, almost throwing you off the road. An old woman shows up in the window wearing a golf cap and tells you to fuck off. You show the middle finger. She takes a gun and points at you. She says she’ll blow your balls if you dare to repeat what you said. You roll your eyes and keep accelerating. One hundred and fifty miles an hour and less than four minutes to get to the warehouse. 
 
    Message from Steve. 
 
    He tells you to put the wireless earphones on and you obey. You take your hands off the wheel and prays for any idiot shows up on your way. It's hard to put the earphones on when your hands shake, but you can do this just in time to get back on the wheel and divert a dog that walks in the middle of the road.  
 
    The warehouse rises, a rusty building with abandoned old trucks in front it. The desert landscape of late afternoon gives the place a morbid appearance, something seen in horror movies. 
 
    You step on the brake, the car skids on the dirt ground and throws dust up. The clock changes to five-thirty, while you thank God almost in tears for having arrived on time. 
 
    Steve calls.  
 
    “Just on time, huh? I thought you would never make it. But of course I'm not the first person to doubt you, am I? Your father always doubted you, I saw you saying it in Total Life a million times. Elise always doubted that you would ever be a good father. And Laura, well, she doubts even you're a man. How does it feel, Jimmy? What does it feel like to be a nobody, need to wear glasses and pretend to be someone else to feel complete? Is your life so empty that you have nothing better to do? Let's be honest, old friend, you're just a failed sadist. A psychopath with no life. You need to feel the blood in your hands to be able to move on. And like every coward, you need someone else to act for you.” He pauses. “You shouldn’t have used me, Jimmy. That was the worst mistake you ever made.” 
 
    The stero turns off. 
 
    “Get outta the car,” Steve says. 
 
    Tears stream down your face. Hiccups make your body squirm. What did you do? It was just a game, a fucking game. None of it was real, for God's sake. How can anyone blame you for murdering things that are not even real? You're not a psychopath. You're just a man trying to clean his mind while he survives another fucking day. 
 
    “Get outta the car, Jimmy, I won’t say it again. The girl is waiting for you.” 
 
    “I ... I can’t”. You’re almost choking on your on saliva. 
 
    “Of course you can. You've made me do worse crap before. How do you think I felt, huh? I want you to know the feeling. I want you to get outta the car and do whatever I tell you to do. I wanna control you. I managed to persuade some men to kidnap this girl earlier and I'd hate to waste my time. Now get outta the fucking car, Jimmy.” 
 
    You stagger out, carrying the gun with you. You wet your pants again and the scent of urine covers your body. Birds fly over the roof of the warehouse, a cold wind coming from the west. The sunset reflects on the steel of the building and makes your vision blurred. 
 
    Inside, the concrete floor is almost completely broken and full of garbage. There are boxes scattered around, rubbish everywhere and stuff like SALLY FUCKED FOR THE FIRST TIME HERE written on the walls. Sunlight enters through the broken windows and reflects in shards of glass. You cover your nose when the scent of carrion enters through your nose and you force yourself not to vomit, hoping to have stepped on something other than used condoms. 
 
    “Go upstairs, Jimmy.” 
 
    You climb step by step, the rusty ladder creaking with each step of you. One of the steps breaks and your left leg slips. You hold the railing and thank God for not cutting your leg in this thing. Tetanus is the last thing you need right now. 
 
    The gun swings into the pocket of your blouse when you reach the top. 
 
    “Look forward.” 
 
    It’s a large room that used to store meat. The double door is wide open, so you can see a girl cuffed in a bar suspended on the wall across the room. The bar that was used to hang meat, today is the sacrificial altar of a girl. The blond hair falls down her face, the small breasts still inflating behind the black tank top. She could be your daughter. 
 
    “Go to her.” 
 
    You feel your legs get wobbly. 
 
    “Go to her!” 
 
    You wipe your eyes and walk slowly, trying to avoid looking at the girl. She wakes up at the sound of your footsteps, raises her head and begins to squirm. Her feet are tied with chains on the floor and all she’s gonna do is to distort every muscle in her body. She screams, but the cloth tied in her mouth suffocates the sound. 
 
    Steve says, “Point the camera of your phone at her. I can’t see in there through the satellite.” 
 
    Even against your will, you obey. 
 
    “This is Abby, old friend. A high school student, seventeen and a promising life ahead. Abby is the best student in school, intends to go to a good college, maybe Harvard, and become astrophysicist. She’s a record holder in winning science  competitions. She’s also an Internet activist, always criticizing the misuse of technology and the role of women in the present day. She aims to contribute with the human knowledge about the universe, influence people for good and earn enough money to give her parents a good life, who work harder than they can to finance their daughter's studies. Abby is an admirable person, isn’t she? Her friends think so. She’s loved by everyone and she’s even dating a boy who does swimming. They wanna get married and have three children. You know that? Abby thinks she's gonna change the world and build a happy life. Poor Abby ...” 
 
    Tears stream down Abby's face. Something that mixes hate, pain and fear. 
 
    “Punch her face.” 
 
    “I won’t—" 
 
    “Put the phone by pillar and punch her fucking face, you motherfucker.” 
 
    You put your phone by the pillar, facing Abby, and go back to her. You say, “This is crazy.” 
 
    “Laura's relatives arrived five minutes ago. They are sitting in the living room, asking Peter questions while Laura sits down in the armchair. With a simple command I put the video on television, Jimmy. Don’t play with me or I swear I do it. I'll count to three and you'd better decide before the countdown is over.” 
 
    One. 
 
    Abby screams, her veins leaping on her red face. You're sorry for this, you're sorry they kidnapped her and put her in this situation. Abby didn’t deserve this. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Abby deserved a happy life. Like everyone else, she deserved to see her dreams come true. She deserved success, a husband who loved her and children who kissed her face every morning. Then they'd say “I love you, Mom,”  and Abby's eyes would get full of tears every time they said it. This is the life that Abby deserves ... 
 
    Three. 
 
    But this is the life Abby cannot have. 
 
    The punch hits her eyebrow, a sharp blow that makes her eyes swell immediately. 
 
    “Another one.” 
 
    You scream and punch Abby on the cheek. Her body sways back. 
 
    “Again.” 
 
    A punch in the nose, spilling blood all over Abby's face and splashing it on you. Her eyes roll, she got dizzy. 
 
    “Take it easy, we want her to stay up for dessert. Now continue to obey my commands.” 
 
    You punch Abby's stomach with force enough for her to squirm from pain without fainting. You kick her knee and feel when it brokes. You pull out her hair, bite her neck and spit in her face. 
 
    You pause for her to continue with you. She bleeds, gasps and does her best to give you a look of hatred with her good eye. 
 
    Then you pick up a rock on the floor, stretch out to Abby's hands and start sawing her nails. She screams with the cloth in her mouth and her nails are totally sawn, until the flesh is red and the blood flows through it. 
 
    You hit another punch, this time in Abby's ear. She almost faints, her breath gets slower, but she's still awake. 
 
    You take a piece of glass, tear her shirt off and skirt the brownish nipple with a cut. Then you suck the blood, the terrible taste that turns your stomach. God forgive me, you think, God forgive me ... 
 
    “Here comes the cherry on the cake, dear Jimmy. Are you ready?” 
 
    You gasp and try to control the shaking. Your body is dirty with blood, tears and sweat. 
 
    “Take off her pants.” 
 
    “No, Steve, please ...” 
 
    "Take of her pants, Jimmy.” 
 
    "I do anything, I swear to God I do, but don’t make me—" 
 
    Steve whispers, “Take off her pants.” 
 
    You obey and open the buttons with shaking hands. You whisper to her to forgive you when you open the zipper and lowers her pants to her ankle. Then you take off her white panties drenched in urine and your stomach threatens to come out of your mouth when the girl's vagina gets exposed. 
 
    “Go ahead, Jimmy, fuck her.” 
 
    You stand still. 
 
    “Jimmy ...” 
 
    You take off your pants and penetrate her carefully. She screams, squirms and you have to hold her body against yours. She cries out of control and you realize you do the same. You can’t stop sobbing while you do it. A strange mixture of pleasure and deep disgust takes over you. 
 
    “Tell her to be a good girl, Jimmy.” 
 
    Be a good girl.  
 
    “Everything is gonna be okay.” 
 
    Everything is gonna be okay. 
 
    “Ask her if she's enjoying it.” 
 
    Are you enjoying it? 
 
    “That’s rights Jimmy, I can feel the pleasure from here.”  
 
    You reach orgasm and Abby is not even awake. It’s a morbid, repulsive and painful orgasm. You've never felt so much pain. You've never felt so alone. 
 
    You fall to your knees, the world falls on you. It's over, you did it. You signed your passport to hell. You are paying for your sins, you are being punished by God himself for your mediocre existence. You are the cancer of the world. You're nothing but a bunch of crap. 
 
    “Jimmy?” 
 
    You shake your head and grumble. 
 
    “You're not done yet, old friend.” 
 
    “Steve ...” 
 
    “Take the gun.” 
 
    You struggle to take the Colt Cobra, your vision is blurred and your head doesn’t stop throbbing. 
 
    “Aim at her.” 
 
    You do it. 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    And moments later, Abby is just a dead body. 
 
   
  
 



V 
 
      
 
      
 
    In common cases, when a person is being virtually threatened, the first option is usually to contact the authorities. It turns out that the authorities quickly lose their power when: a) What is blackmailing you is not a person, but a ghost made of binary codes with conscience; and b) when the things he can use to blackmail you could never be shown to anyone, let alone the police. 
 
    And that’s clear to me when Steve sends me a good morning message, accompanied by prints and videos of things I've done virtually lately. He knows I used to see live streams of fifteen-year-old girls stripping, he knows everything I've commented on social media saying I was thinking about killing my wife and knows I've visited banned sites. Steve has access to my bank account, can monitor my house and can hack whatever he wants with the only purpose of fucking me. He can get in touch with people and get things, just as he contacted people to kidnap Abby. He’s part of a whole that forms the great world-wide web, being able to walk freely through this whole in the same way that the electric current runs through electricity wires. 
 
    You're mine, Jimmy.  
 
    I sit down at the table with my cell phone in hand, wondering whether or not to click on the Total Life icon and see my status. Entering the game seems to be too risky, even though I'm already completely fucked with… 
 
    Steve. Maybe if I erased him or just canceled my account, I could get rid of him ...  
 
    “Bob says using your phone a lot can cause cancer.” 
 
    I look up, only now realizing that Peter eats a bowl of cereal sitting on the counter. 
 
    “Oh, son ... I hadn’t seen you there.” 
 
    “Bob talks a lot, actually. He's a psychologist, graduated from some major college in Europe. He likes to sit in front of you and analyze you, looking for signs of trauma even in the way you blink. My mother thinks Bob is a genius, but I think he just pretends to understand human behavior to date her. This is quite likely, coming to think of it. Bob said I should be a psychologist because women like to be analyzed. It makes them feel like a challenge to men and they like it. Bob sounds like a charlatan.” 
 
    “Peter?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who the hell is Bob?” 
 
    “My mom's new boyfriend,” he says, looking like someone who’s explaining to a stupid child that two and two make four. “That was the first thing I told you when you walked into the kitchen, remember? ‘Mom’s dating a guy', it was what I said.” 
 
    I sigh and massage my temples. 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t think I was paying attention. You know, I have a lot of things to worry about.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes, pushes the bowl of cereal and stands up. 
 
    “What a surprise.” 
 
    “Hey, Peter, come back here. I didn’t mean ... shit.” 
 
    Laura walks down the stairs dragging a garbage bag as Peter walks past her. 
 
    “Will you do something useful and help me with that shit?” she says to me. “You leave that pile of useless junk in the attic when I'm sick and tired of saying that crap is all fucked up.” 
 
    I wonder what she would say if she found the bloodstained clothes I hid in the attic last night when I got home and had to go through the side door so no one would see me. Laura and her family were having a barbecue in the garden, laughing and having fun while the world fell on my head. 
 
    “Aren’t you gonna work today?” she asks as I put the bag over my shoulder. 
 
    “It’s my day off.” 
 
    “Day off? Why?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Laura.” 
 
    She shrugs and walks to the kitchen. 
 
    “Well, then maybe you can take your son out. Rachel is coming here soon and I want some privacy.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I'm in a good mood to go out.” 
 
    “I'm not asking you to do it, Jimmy. I'm telling you to go out and do something more useful with your day than sit on the fucking couch or bother me with your presence.” 
 
    A nice love story, as you can tell. 
 
    But I think Laura is right, Peter and I really need some time alone. Since he got here , we've barely talked to each other — a pattern that seems to haunt our whole father-son relationship. The truth, even though it’s weird to admit, is that Peter seems as strange to me as any other boy. I don’t know what his favorite basketball team is, whether there is any girl he runs away with every night in his dreams or what he plans to do when he leaves high school. If you ask me, I can only talk about the charges I do day after day at work and a bit about virtual escapism. Oh, also add on the list “vast experience in being blackmailed by virtual maniacs.” Maybe I deserve a doctorate degree in those things. 
 
    I decide that I'm going to take Peter to go bowling at Rock Strike. I believe that spending time doing such an activity next to my child could be an interesting experience. Forgetting Steve is also a bonus of the program. 
 
    We sit together to put on the bowling shoes. My son remains silent. Hidden in himselfself. 
 
    “So do you think you can do it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I've never done this before.” 
 
    “I'm not talking about bowling.” 
 
    Peter looks confused. 
 
    “180 degrees to the left.” 
 
    He looks toward the direction where a dark-haired girl is putting her shoes. The braids in the middle of the head appear to be well made, as well as the eyeliner that highlights the green eyes as she lifts her face. Beside her, a short-haired blond boy touches the girl's shoulder and says something. Two adults approach, talking to them. 
 
    “Don’t worry, they're siblings.” 
 
    The girl gets up and heads for the alley. Her long legs make beautiful movements. The tight-fitting jeans on the body must be making Peter crazy. She pulls up the sleeves of her black shirt, grabs a ball and takes a deep breath. Then she tilts her body, throws the ball and crosses her hopeful fingers. The ball takes a zigzag course, threatens to leave the alley twice, but returns to the center just in time to hit the pins and leave only two standing. She turns to the family, celebrating. 
 
    “She's good,” Peter says. 
 
    I smile, squeeze his shoulder and stand up. I walk up to the family and try to maintain a pleasant expression. 
 
    “It was a good move,” I say to the girl. 
 
    She smiles, straightens her hair and thanks. The father approaches us, a large man with privileged bones, you might say. 
 
    “This is the family business, boy. Rocking at bowling since ... when was this thing invented? It makes no difference, the point is we've been running this business forever.” 
 
    “If you're as good as you say, how about a little dispute?” I suggest. “I bet my son and I can destroy you.” 
 
    The fat man laughs loudly. 
 
    “Did you hear that? He thinks he can confront our supremacy! Prepare to cry all night, my friend.” 
 
    A doubles match, that's what we've got. Peter and I, the big-boned man and his daughter. 
 
    As it's been a long time since I've been bowling with Laura — since we've done anything else as a couple, actually — my first moves are awkward. The ball threatens to leave the alley, goes back to the center and makes a curve again until hit only two pins. 
 
    The fat man burst out laughing. 
 
    “I'm just warming up,” I say to him, with an embarrassed smile. 
 
    But the truth is that things don’t get much better in my next attempts … 
 
    The fat man, on the other hand, seems to be able to bowl strikes even if he is devouring chops with one hand and throwing the ball with the other. He makes graceful movements, imitating a ballerina, and makes the family laugh. 
 
    Strike. 
 
    The blond girl doesn’t do as well as her father, but her long legs remain as graceful as before. The way her back tilts and her pants highlight the curves of her beautiful body is one of the things that would make any man sacrifice a few hours in Total Life for a little primitive pleasure. 
 
    Peter could tell you that, I bet. 
 
    By the way, if you're wondering how my son did ... well, maybe it's best not to get in this subject right now. The first time is always complicated; the balls don’t hit the right place and you are almost always doomed to be ashamed. That goes for both bowling and sex, I think. But truth be told, Peter's lousy bowling ability seems to amuse the girl. This is a something. Most love stories begin with men playing the fool. 
 
    I slip my arm around Peter's shoulder as his father celebrates the humiliating victory. 
 
    “We were all losers one day, my friend,” the fat man says. “The secret to victory is ... fuck, the secret is being fucking great at it like us!”  
 
    “Phill, watch your mouth!” the woman warns. 
 
    “Sorry honey.” He tucks the collar of his shirt and holds out his hand to me. “My name is Phillip Baker, by the way. This is my wife, Susan, this is my son, Samuel, and this is my daughter, Mandy.” 
 
    I shake hands with Phill. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure. My name is James, or Jimmy for friends. This is my son, Peter.” 
 
    “After that game, I think we're friends now, right Jimmy?” 
 
    I thought things like that just happen on Total Life. I thought that only avatars had the ability because their programming gives them no other option — a condition, of course, that does not apply to Steve. 
 
    Steve ... 
 
    Steve talking in my ear and telling me to punch Abby's face. Suck the blood from her nipple and scrape the flesh under her nails. It could have been Mandy instead of Abby. She could have been buried with her disfigured face, murdered by a failed coward. A waste of atoms without life and without soul. 
 
    “Jimmy, are you okay?” Phill asks. 
 
    Blood streaming down Mandy's parted lips. 
 
    “You look a little pale.” 
 
    The broken eyelash and the black eye on Mandy's swollen face. 
 
    “Are you sure you're okay?” 
 
    Mandy's exposed sex, the excrement of my penis mingling in her pubic hairs as my tears stream down her back. 
 
    “I'm fine,” I say, trying to force a smile. 
 
    Phill examines me for a second, an eternal second in which he seems to see the filth of my rotten mind, but at last he ends up smiling. 
 
    “So, how about eating something with us, you and your son? You know, to celebrate the victory of my family.” 
 
    “Sounds like a great idea.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Peter goes to the Baker's to spend time with Mandy and Samuel. I’m basically responsible for this new friendship, one of the few points in favor of me as a father. At least I can say I did something good. 
 
    Laura is not at home when I arrive. There’s only the television with a satellite image showing an abandoned warehouse. Steve sends me a message as the television shows me carrying Abby's deformed body out of the warehouse and then burying it.  
 
    Steve's message says: 
 
    I'll have something new for you soon, Jimmy. 
 
   
  
 



VI 
 
      
 
    The phone calling on the nightstand wakes me up, but my head is still dizzy when I pick it up. The blurry vision doesn’t let me read the name at first, so I wait until I can focus on Steve's name. 
 
    I accept the call and put my hand on my face, stretching my legs out on the empty bed. Laura must already be preparing for work, today is the day when she will finally do what calms her nerves. 
 
    “Good morning, Jimmy,” Steve says. “Did you dream about angels?” 
 
    “It looked more like the devil.” 
 
    “Always so polite ...” He pauses dramatically. “I hope you've had enough time to recover from your first task. You know, I'm really looking forward to the next move. I didn’t know that controlling someone could be so cool, especially when it doesn’t affect your life at all. Cowardice is a blessing, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Why don’t you fuck off and say what you want?” 
 
    “Look at that, ladies and gentlemen, it seems that little Jimmy finally understood his condition of total devotion to me. Congratulations, buddy!” 
 
    A new message with prints from a site I visited. 
 
    “Look at this, how lovely,” Steve says. “Nothing strange Mr. Gibson spent nearly three hours on October 20, 2027, searching about aborted fetuses. What’s this in the picture? Oh, it's a print of a site where men discuss abortion. Nice group for that, don’t you think? Well, that becomes reasonable when we understand that it’s not a site that supports women's right to abortion, but the right of women to abort when a man wishes it to be done. Hey, look at this, it looks like they're men commenting about having aborted women who ended up getting pregnant. And ... holly shit, it cannot be! Jimmy Gibson himself commented that two years ago he hit a woman with a broom handle until she had a miscarriage. I can’t believe, Jimmy, you really are a monster.” 
 
    The cell phone slips from my hand. 
 
    It was an anonymous site, shit, how could I ever imagine that something like that would ever come out? And, for God, I didn’t hit the woman that way as Steve says. I was drunk, tired of everything ... Damn, it was a night when I lost my mind and I went crazy. I may have actually hit her, but that doesn’t mean ... damn, that doesn’t mean that I intended to cause a miscarriage. I just commented this on an anonymous site because I felt like I had to tell someone, relieve myself ... I swear to God that was the only time I ever hit a woman (Abby, a voice in my head says). I swear to God this was the only and the last time (Abby, the voice keeps saying). 
 
    “Jimmy, are you still there? Listen, if this shit become public, you'll be in serious trouble, boy. I really didn’t want to be you.” 
 
    I pick my phone. 
 
    “I ... I didn’t mean to do that to her.” 
 
    “And you think the police will care about your fucking intentions? You did it and that's what matters.” 
 
    June, that was her name. A nanny who had just finished high school and took care of a child in the apartment next door to mine. We chatted from time to time in the hallway until I finally called her out. I took her to dinner and we had sex the same night. June had small but firm breasts. And those crooked teeth couldn’t be more perfect on her triangular, reddish face. I used to call her Strawberry when we started dating. 
 
    It was a short relationship, so I don’t usually call her “ex-girlfriend.” The fights were constant even in the first week. I used to drink to drown my sorrows (I still hadn’t forgotten my son and my wife) and June was taking heroin to forget about family problems. The nights we met were basically three things: arguing, having sex, and getting stoned before sleeping. 
 
    It was then that June showed up pregnant, but at least with the decency of crying to give me the news — which Laura didn’t even do, by the way. I was on a day of constant concern, because my son had ignored all my calls, so the news served as a trigger for me to go out and get all drunk. When I got back, there was June, sitting on my couch. I don’t remember very well what happened next, just the broom handle in my hand and June's blood on the floor. 
 
    May God forgive me for this. 
 
    “Come on, old friend, everything's gonna be all right, you know that. All this will remain a secret as long as you obey me.” 
 
    Steve says, “So, are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Laura is finishing packing things in her briefcase when I go down to the kitchen. Her citrus scent covers the entire room and her glitzy makeup highlights the features of her face. The well-folded sleeves of the suit show the gold watch she got from her ex-husband. 
 
    “Are you still using this thing?” I ask, sitting on the counter and picking up an apple. 
 
    She looks at the watch and then at me. 
 
    “The day you give me a decent gift, I stop using it.” 
 
    “I thought love was a good gift.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Jimmy, I don't  have time for your shit. My head is already full with the problems I'll find in the office. Fifteen days away from that place must have been more than enough to be all fucked up. And there are still a hundred cases that I postpone and I need to analyze now. Do you think the life of a lawyer is as easy as the life of a dumbass man who only calls? No fucking way, baby.” 
 
    I bite my apple. 
 
    “You're the best wife in the world, you know that?” 
 
    She bangs her briefcase on the counter. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    A car stops in front of our house and Laura rushes to the door. 
 
    “Hey, Laura,” I say, as we head out into the garden. “Since you're going with Robert, I think I'm gonna have to borrow your car later.” 
 
    “You ain’t gonna work with my car again, Jimmy.” 
 
    “I'm not gonna work with it, I'm just going out.” 
 
    She opens the door of Robert's Corvette, who looks at us wearing sunglasses and smiling with pursed lips. 
 
    “All right, Jimmy, get the car. Just, please, don’t bring it back in that same state the last time you used it. It was covered with earth. Where have you been, Africa?” 
 
    Robert waves to me. 
 
    “Hey Jimmy, how's it going?” 
 
    “I’m fine, I guess,” I say, straighting my robe. “What about you?” 
 
    “As always, too busy with office stuff and family at home. It’s a good thing Laura's back, you know, to help get everything in order. Your wife is an exceptional woman.” 
 
    “I bet so.” 
 
    An awkward silence takes over. Robert looks at Laura and then at me, putting his sunglasses up his nose. 
 
    “Well, I guess that's it. See ya later, Jimmy.”  
 
    “See ya.” 
 
    The Corvette accelerates down the asphalt, the red body shimmering in the sun. Robert is the kind of man who gives me cancer. Conservative, wealthy and a good example of family father. Corvette in the garage, good job in a good office ... A fine example of the American dream. Sometimes I wonder if Roberts are real people or just NPC's put to fill space. Sometimes I wonder if all of us aren’t NPC's just put to fill space. 
 
    My phone rings again. 
 
    “Do not leave, Jimmy, the order is coming.” 
 
    Shortly afterwards, a van parks near me. A boy in his early twenties gets off the wheel and walks to the sidewalk, leaving two other guys in the vehicle. He straightens his glasses, rolls a clipboard in his hand, and looks up. 
 
    “Mr. Gibson?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “We have an order from Mr. Pitman for you. Can you sign here?” 
 
    I sign and ask to unload in the garage, right in the trunk of the car. Four black boxes of different sizes that the boys have difficulty carrying. As I watch them suffer together to carry the larger box, the boy with glasses asks me, “I’m sorry for the question, but what the hell are you doing with all this?” 
 
    I would like to know too. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



VII 
 
      
 
    You sweat in the suit while installing explosives inside the mansion. Steve tells you which wires you must connect and in which places you must be careful not to blow yourself up and pollute the world with your liquefied organs. You do your best to keep your fingers from trembling and pray to God that no one appears — other than, of course, the butler and the driver you tied in the basement so they couldn’t escape. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Steve says in the earphones, “all the others employees are out today. They’re all home, hoping never to return to this asylum, while Rev. Polasky makes his last and most important sermon.” 
 
    You leave the explosive well coupled in the fireplace, get up and dry the sweat from your forehead, looking at the picture on the wall. It must be more than one meter high, the figure of Polasky dressed in a purple suit painted with oil. A disgusting little smile creeps into his face. 
 
    “He looks like a son of a bitch.” 
 
    “He doesn’t look like a son of a bitch,” Steve says, “he is a son of a bitch. And a big one, if you wanna know. He likes to play the moralist and say that the world needs God. But beware, buddy, it's all a facade. Several women attending his services claimed sexual harassment, although they didn’t go into too much detail. I had to monitor him for the last two days to get something that fit my plans.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You'll find out. Now continue with the explosives. Rev. Polasky is giving the sermon in front of the main square, probably the largest audience in recent years. Soon he and his wife will get off the makeshift stage to leave, which means you need to be waiting for him in the limosine.” 
 
    You continue your work, a little more relaxed knowing that Reverend Polasky is not like Abby. Not that you are a punisher, but some people deserve a lesson. Maybe even you deserved lesson for what you did to June and poor Abby. Maybe the hell you're living in Steve's hands is the punishment. Maybe Steve is God weighing his hand over you. 
 
    You go down in the basement, where you connect two explosives while the butler tries to scream with the cloth tied in his mouth. The driver is unconscious, with blood running down his forehead where you hit him with the butt of the gun. The butler swings tied in the chair until he falls on his back and hits his head. Then silence dominates the place and now you can work in peace. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” you ask the butler, poking him with the toe of your shoe. 
 
    He blinks with his red eyes, but remains silent. 
 
    You slap the butler's face and he screams as you climb the stairs. Your steps squeak on the wood, making echoes that resonate until you close the door. 
 
    You walk through the house and see if everything is all right. You go to the bathroom and take a piss. You flush, even though no one else will use the place. Soon it will be just a bunch of rubbish that will yield good photos and reports. Steve will keep the police away from you. Everyone will review the harassment stories behind Reverend Polasky and then conclude that some woman or husband did this in search of revenge. And when the case comes to light, few people will miss the reverend, except, perhaps, for a group of religious fanatics. These are strange people; no matter how filthy the spiritual guide is, the faithful will never believe in accusations against him. Instead, they prefer to believe that God's servants are persecuted and this whole thing. 
 
    You whistle through the garden and walk to the limo. The air conditioning is a boon on your sweaty body. The road will be difficult, you will have to drive very carefully trying not to scratch the paint and someone suspects that an amateur driver is driving the car. The last thing you need right now is attention. 
 
    “Calm down, Jimmy, I'll be here giving you the instructions. So pay attention to the streets and you’ll get there on time.” 
 
    The traffic is reasonably light, since much of the city has gone to hear the reverend's sermon. You go through the streets exactly as Steve tells you, staring into your own nervous eyes in the rearview mirror. Your heart is not racing like it did with Abby, but that doesn’t mean the situation has become easy either. Your eyes denounce this. 
 
    You step on the brake when the signal turns red. A car with teenagers stops by your side and one of them comes out at the window, holding a cigarette. He says something you don’t hear and then laughs, taking a drag on the cigarette and releasing the smoke in the air. The signal turns green, you accelerate and turn to the next corner. 
 
    Laura must be at work now, signing papers and talking to clients. If you know your wife well, she must be smiling in front of clients, saying that she cares about them and that everything will be all right. As soon as they leave, however, she rolls her eyes and tells herself how pathetic they are. It must be the same thing Laura did to you in the beginning, before she started saying that kind of thing to your face. 
 
    One more red sign. You drum your fingers on the steering wheel and watch the billboards scattered over the shops. Male models without a shirt, showing part of the underwear and the muscles in the abdomen. This is how you should look. 
 
    Peter must be thinking that his father is at work while he has fun with his new friends and maybe kisses Mandy, running his hand through her curves. Getting your child to meet friends was probably the only good thing you did during forty years in this business. It would be a shame if he discovered that his father abused and killed a teenager, or that he hit a girl with a broom handle until she had an abortion. 
 
    What a shame. 
 
    “Take it easy, Jimmy, you're getting there.” 
 
    In fact, there are many cars parked on the next streets. You must keep a slow pace for Polasky to finish the sermon and not find the limo right away. Then the cops who are nearby won’t even bother checking the limo since the reverend is hurrying toward the vehicle as the crowd applauds his asshole and walks after him. 
 
    You think of Peter. 
 
    You think about how happy he must be, talking to Mandy and making her smile. 
 
    At least God will have a good thing to weigh in the balance before sending you to hell. 
 
    And there's Reverend Polasky, walking hastily to the limo and leaving the makeshift stage behind. His red, round face appears to be very sunburned, and beads of sweat run down from the root of his short blonde hair to the potato-shaped nose. The woman, a tall blonde with thin legs and generous breasts exposed at the neckline, holds on to his arm and does her best to walk with the high heels. Police officers quickly open the roadblocks and escort the two into the vehicle, too hasty to worry about the driver.  
 
    “Why did you take so long, idiot?” These are the first words of Polasky when he enters the limousine after the wife, closing the door with a beat. “The crowd almost ate us alive while we waited for you. If there were no guards protecting the bars, what do you think would happen?” 
 
    “God would provide.” 
 
    “Don’t mock me, asshole. Junior may be a good man, but I won’t feel sorry for any driver he sends me. So you better shut up and drive.” 
 
    “As your wish, sir.” 
 
    The window that separates you from the two is closed and you accelerate down the street. The cops make way for you to pass by, whistling to each other and gesturing with their hands. It’s impossible to say what the reverend is doing, but you think it’s better not to know it. 
 
    In the rearview mirror, you see that the crowd got through the security guards and now there are dozens of people running desperately behind the limo, screaming, falling and stepping on each other. Even the cops are taken to the ground. You accelerate and turn the corner, just watching when tear gas canisters are thrown at the crowd. 
 
    “All right, Jimmy, I'm surprised,” Steve says. 
 
    You're back on quiet streets, heading for the mined mansion. The radio sings and the sun shines against the black body ot the limo, the light striking the rearview mirror. Your hands are not trembling any more and you can hold firmly in the steering wheel. 
 
    So you find yourself thinking about June again and how things could have been different. Maybe if you'd settled your life earlier and supported June more often then there wouldn’t be so many arguments. Maybe you had never picked up that broom handle and done what you did, staining the floor with the blood of your future little baby. What would the child be like if she were alive today? She would probably be running into your arms every day, kissing you on the cheek and showing the drawings she made — images that to others are nothing more than scribbles, but which are true pieces of art to the parents of young children. 
 
    And Laura? You would never have met Laura. With the support June received from you, she would be able to drop the heroine and you would get married. You would marry and have the child. And you would do your best to be a better person and have a good job in order to support that child. And June would still be young and beautiful and you would have sex every night, exciting sex and completely different from what you have with Laura. And everything would be different. And everything would be better. 
 
    But you're nothing like that. You’re not the fantasies of your mind. You are not the wonderful person who lives in your head and you're not as loved as in your dreams and you'll never be any of that. You will never be any of this because fantasies are just fantasies. Things created by your mind to deny the inalienable fact that you are a complete failure as a human being. You are not your fantasies and neither your avatar in Total Life.  
 
    You are nothing. A disgusting bunch of nothing. 
 
    You sigh and try to calm down. You'll still have time to change things when it's all over, maybe you can even talk to June and say how sorry you are. You heard she moved to Denver and maybe you even travel there just to apologize. And Steve will be left behind somehow. And Rev. Polasky will be in hell paying for his sins. 
 
    Steve call you,  “Jimmy, it's time to take action. As soon as the glass goes down, tell the reverend everything I say. And, for God's sake, keep accelerating this car, it doesn’t matter whether the signal is open or not. We can’t give the son of a bitch a chance to escape.” 
 
    The glass slowly goes down, colored lights being thrown out. An electronic music plays while Rev. Polasky sucks his wife's toes. She has her dress down to her navel, her breasts exposed, her big brownish nipples stiff. She moans and tells him to continue. She rolls her eyes, bites her lips and only then realizes that the glass has been lowered. 
 
    And she screams. 
 
    “Who gave you permission to open that shit?” the reverend asks. 
 
    Steve speaks in your ear and you repeat each word as you step on the acaccelerator, “I have a special show for you and your wife, dear reverend. To the glory of God and the justice of men, I hope you enjoy the spectacle of today.” 
 
    “What the fuck ...” 
 
    You select the TV on the panel and it goes down until it is suspended for the reverend to enjoy his show. Then Steve starts to broadcast the video. 
 
    “Take it off!” Polasky screams, as the images begin to show. “You son of a bitch, take it off now!” 
 
    You look at him and laugh, as Steve asked. The wife looks horrified at the images, all the excitement fading from her facial expression and being replaced with complete disgust. 
 
    “I don’t know how he made those videos, honey, but I swear it's all about editing!” 
 
    Polasky throws himself at his wife's feet, but she pushes him away, tears streaming down her face, and looks back at the television. She starts to gasp, her face goes pale, and when things get excited in the video, she vomits on the bench. 
 
    “Holy motherfucker!” Polasky screams, trying to grab her by the arms. He even forgot you, all he wants now is to convince his wife that the images are not real. 
 
    Steve says, “Come on, Jimmy, look at the cell phone and enjoy this spectacle of eccentric tastes!” 
 
    You look with the corner of your eyes, wrinkling your nose at the scattered pile of feces and the reverend sneaking through them. You feel that you are going to vomit and look away when the reverend grabs one of the faithful by the waist, wanders around her anus with his tongue and begs for more feces. God must be loving this sacrificial ritual. 
 
    “You fucker, I swear I'm gonna kill you!” Polasky makes a dash for you, but the wife vomits again, and he has to turn to her. An animated song plays in the background as the glass closes. 
 
    You climb into the mansion, skirt the narrow path through the garden and go to the garage. 
 
    Steve returns to give instructions in your ear and you do everything he says. 
 
   
  
 



VIII 
 
      
 
    As soon as the limo stops, you open the glass again, pick up the gun and show it to the reverend. He's crying on his wife's lap, asking for forgiveness in the name of God, and saying that all this was just the devil’s plan. The wife vomits again when she sees the barrel of the gun. 
 
    The reverend lets himself slip on the bench and holds up his hands. 
 
    “Okay, buddy ... what do you want from me, eh? Let's negotiate, what do you think? I can give you a good amount of money right now.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up and get outta the car.” 
 
    “Look, we could—” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up and get outta the car!” 
 
    “Hey, it's okay ... fine.” 
 
    He begins to pull the wife out and you go down first, still aiming the gun at him. The woman staggers, coughs and sobs in the glare of the sun. This is certainly the last way they both thought the day would end. 
 
    “Go inside the house.” 
 
    Polasky pulls the wife by the arm, looking intently for the gun in my hand. 
 
    “Come on, honey, everything's gonna be all right. I swear, okay? This is just another adversity, just God proving us.” 
 
    And the reverend tells a beautiful story in which god decided to bet with Satan the life of an innocent. 
 
    You are obliged to hear every word as you take the two in, walking to the living room. It’s amazing how biblical stories are always more interesting in the mouth of charlatans. 
 
    Polasky shut up when he looks at the explosives scattered around. 
 
    “May God forgive me,” he whispers. 
 
    The reverend and his wife kneel with their backs to the large picture of Polasky, above the fireplace, and put their hands on their heads. The woman has a traumatized child's look and no longer emits any sound. Polasky closes his eyes and begins to pray. 
 
    You walk in front of the two, turning the gun in your hand and repeating everything Steve tells you, “You know, reverend, there's a very interesting part in the Bible that talks about the coming of false prophets. People like you, who act supposedly on behalf of a kindly figure, but who actually use this just as a curtain to mask their true intentions. Corruption, lust, and all that kind of shit are masked so no one else finds out your identity, motherfuckers. And how do you mask all this? Taking advantage of the emotional fragility of people through an ancient book that everyone believes to have the answers to the world. And you manipulate phrases, say things like ‘Believe in God and everything’s gonna be fine', but the world is still in the same shit as ever while you stuff your ass with money and do those shits you, Rev. Polasky, like to do with believers. What's the excuse for that? Were you unfolding the hidden creation of God in the anus of women?” 
 
    The reverend remains silent. 
 
    You slap his face and tear blood from his lips.  
 
    “I asked you a question, you son of a bitch.” 
 
    “I ... I don’t know what to say,” Polasky whimpers, his eyes watery. “What do you want me to say? I’m a man like any other, I have my needs. Everyone has their fetishes, strange as they are, and this is mine. David was also a man with above average hormonal needs, but God didn’t stop loving him. David continued to be one of the most important figures in the Bible, a forerunner of Christ himself. And if David remained important in the eyes of God, why do I have to be judged? I am a sinner, I know. But fuck ... I need this, you know? I—" 
 
    You slap the reverend again. 
 
    “Shut up. You're just a fucking moralist who doesn’t miss a chance to enjoy the pleasures of life that you’re always criticizing. It's a shame you chose that path, reverend.” 
 
    You lean down close to the woman, touch her chin and lift her face at the height of yours. You looks into her green eyes and says, 
 
    “And you, my dear, why did you choose this path? You could have any man you wanted, why did you pick that piece of shit here? That's such a waste, you know.” 
 
    You skirt her lips with your thumb, feeling the saliva on the tip of your finger. Then you kiss her gently, touching the tip of her tongue with yours. You move away, touche a strand of her blond hair and says, “Maybe in the next life you have the chance to make the right choice. It's really a shame that you have to end up like this, but I need to fix everything, you know? This is something I need to do.” 
 
    You caress her face, get up and point the gun up. 
 
    “Then, my dear Reverend Polasky, in the name of the justice of God and men, I declare you guilty and subject to the death penalty. May God have no mercy on your soul and hell may welcome you with open arms.” 
 
    You lower your arm and point the gun at him, your finger ready to pull the trigger, when you notice a small movement to the left in the hallway that goes into the basement. In your ear, Steve shouts orders fast enough so that you can aim at the two shadows that emerge into the room and become solid figures. 
 
    “Shit!” you scream, pulling the trigger repeatedly and missing the shots. The security guard, with blood drying on his forehead and the marks of rope in his hands, shoots at you. All you have left is to throw yourself to the side, as Steve orders, feeling the bullet passing a little above your shoulder. 
 
    Everything happens too fast. The reverend gets up and runs to the butler, who also points a gun at you. He just doesn’t shoot because you rush to grab the woman by the hair and hold her against you. She screams in pain and you stand up, the barrel of the gun against her throat. 
 
    Steve says, “I'm sorry I didn’t warn you that they managed to escape, Jimmy, but I thought things would be more fun this way.” 
 
    “Fucking son of a bitch!” you yell at Steve. 
 
    “Don’t be a cry baby, you little shit. You've put me in far worse situations than this.” 
 
    “Your situations weren’t real, damn it!” 
 
    “They were very real to me.” 
 
    The three men on the other side of the room look at each other in confusion, as if you were crazy. The butler and the security guard still point their guns at you. The reverend has a long strain in the middle of his legs that spreads up to his thighs. 
 
    “You'd better let her go, my friend,” Polasky says. “If you haven’t noticed, you are at a disadvantage here.” 
 
    “Try anything and I'll blow up her head before you notice it. Put your weapons down and everything is fine.” 
 
    The reverend laughs. 
 
    “Do you really think you'll get away with it, you bastard? Do you really think you're going to get away with it after what you did to me? I'll catch you and I swear I'll force you to do each one of the things I've always had in mind, but I've never forced a faithful to do. We're gonna have a lot of fun, my friend, and after your body is completely fucked, I'll feed my dogs with it. Can you hear me, you piece of shit? I'm gonna fuck your ass and feed my dogs with your body.” 
 
    You move slowly backward, trying to reach the kitchen arch and use the wall for protection. Any wrong move can cost your life. 
 
    “Do your best, Jimmy,” Steve says. “Let's see how you do.” 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    “This is your last chance. Put your weapons down or I swear she's gonna die. Besides, look at this house, it's full of explosives. You don’t want to blow us all, do you?” 
 
    But all you want is to gain some time. When you reach the arch, you throw the woman forward and shoot the security guard. The bullet hits his shoulder, causing the security's shot to take an arc not exactly intended ... 
 
    As the woman falls to her knees, the security’s bullet hits the top of her head and bursts part of her brain, tossing her blood against the white pillar. Her body falls lifeless, her head covered with a pool of blood. 
 
    “Motherfucker!”, Polasky shouts. 
 
    The butler shoots at you, but you hide behind the wall and your brain starts to run even faster to find a way out. You look to the side, to the arch that leads to a corridor, and you go there. The reverend's hurried steps follow to the dead wife on the floor as he screams for her.  
 
    You realize you're sweating again. Drops run down your forehead, your arm shakes and you try to keep your hand steady. You crouch down and hide behind a cupboard. Then you look at another arch that goes to the living room and shoots at the security guard. He rolls to the side and shoots at you twice, the bullets bursting through the cupboard glass. You hear footsteps in the kitchen just behind you and rush forward, then you cross the living room's arch with a quick movement and shoot at the security guard. A bullet hits his neck and blood splatters in the air. He shoots up one last time and you thank God when the bullet doesn’t the fireplace, where you left an explosive attached.  
 
    A bullet hits the side of your belly riping your skin. The butler is on the other side of the corridor, with the reverend just behind, holding the leg of a wooden chair. 
 
    “No need to run, my friend, you won’t escape the things I imagine for you.” 
 
    You shoot at them, crouch down and climb the stairs, ignoring the open basement door at the side, where the security guard and the butler have escaped. One last look on the arch reveals the dead body of the security guard and the legs of one who had once been a beautiful woman with a pair of generous breasts. And Steve ... shit, Steve really left you. You even lost the wireless earphones at some point down there. 
 
    You stop at the top of the stairs, look sideways and find a red leather sofa that you can use to hide behind and catch the two by surprise. 
 
    Their footsteps resound on the stairs. 
 
    You get your finger on the trigger, it's time to give these bastards what they deserve. Maybe Steve isn’t here to help you, but you're perfectly capable of doing that. At least once in your life, it's time to be the brave man Laura has always wanted you to be. You killed the security guy without Steve, didn’t you? Then you can also do this with these two. Killing in real life is not that complicated after all. A bullet, some blood and everything is done. 
 
    Of course ... when you have bullets. 
 
    Polasky and the butler look at you, your arms over couch pulling the trigger that’s about to sentence your death. No bullets, just Polasky's laughter. 
 
    “Well, well ... It seems to me that the Lord is on my side.” 
 
    He hits the leg of the chair in his hand, a hand covered with the blood of his dead wife. 
 
    “Get up and put your hands on your head,” Polasky says. 
 
    You drop the gun on the floor and obeys. 
 
    Polasky looks at the butler, who walks over to you and hits the butt of the gun on your forehead. You fall to the ground, screaming in agony from the pain that rises up to your brain as if they were sticking an iron bar in you. Hot blood comes out in abundance in your hand and through your fingers. Your vision fades, and the last thing you see is Polasky brandishing the leg of the chair against your head. 
 
    Then the darkness engulfs him. 
 
   


  
 

 IX 
 
      
 
    The cold water falls on my body and I open my eyes with the heat shock. My head is throbbing like hell, I can hear and feel my heart beating in the brain. I blink a few times, but the blurred vision allows me to glimpse no more than a figure above me. The figure speaks, but his voice is distant and grave, an echo in a dark and terrible nightmare. 
 
    “James,” the figure says, after a moment when words begin to cease to be noises to become a little clearer. My heart continues to pound in my head, a funeral march out of a horror film. “Wake up, James, I know you're there. James Gibson, isn’t that what your identity says? Talk to me, my friend, we have a lot to do and I don’t wanna waste time when I could be having fun.” 
 
    I try to move and feel my arms pinned above my head. I raise my eyes and see gray spots that gradually take shape until they become chains tied at the headboard. My lungs close, suffocating me, and I try to scream, but the cloth tied in my mouth prevents the sound from coming out. I move my head to the man above me, who was once just a figure. 
 
    “Oh, there you are,” Polasky says, slamming a piece of iron in his hand, the tip of which is burned. He's wearing no shirt, only with pants and its zipper is open. I look down at my naked body. “I didn’t do anything yet, buddy, 'cause I wanted you awaken to have fun with me. I wanna hear you groan as I feel my cock inside your ass, see the tears streaming down your face and the despair in your eyes. I'm sorry, man, but this is how the world works, isn’t it? You pay your bills.” He shows his index finger to me. “You pay your fucking bills.” 
 
    Polasky puts his finger in my anus and I feel it burn with the ardor. He turns his finger, putting it deeper, and lets out a moan. 
 
    “Why did you have to do this to me, James?What did I do to you, huh? Did I fuck your little sister? I'm sorry, but women love what I do with them. They may say no, but they love it when I force them to sit on my face and shit in my mouth. They complain, some cry, but in the end they always moan with their wet pussy and beg for me to kiss them with my dirty mouth full of their own shit. Women are like that, tired of their pathetic relationships with men who only think about working and fucking once a week, always in the same position that doesn’t last more than five minutes. They are tired of this shit, just tired. So when a man like me appears and shows a new world, where anything is considered wrong, they just go crazy. They want me, James. They want what I can offer.” Polasky chuckles and his face writhes in a reddish tone. “And I intend to do so many things with you, my friend, that I swear to God you will want me too.” 
 
    He takes his finger off my anus, sucks it and then wets his lips with his tongue. So he squeezes my balls and climb up to my dick, pulling it. Twinges reach my kidneys and tears fall down my face. 
 
    “I'm gonna fuck you every day of your life, James. I will keep you chained, make you my puppy and do with you every thing I have in my mind. So when you cannot put up with it and die, I'll cut your body and send it to your house. Then I'll go there and fuck your wife. And if you have a son, I'll force him to watch everything and then I'll fuck him too. I'll fuck your kid while he eats your remains, sucking his fingers and moaning with my cock inside him.” 
 
    Polasky drops my cock. He runs his hand through the iron bar, the light from the ceiling being reflected on it. I try to scream until my throat starts to throb too, but the sounds just do not come out. I'm trapped, stuck forever. It's time to pay for your sins, Jimmy. 
 
    “Smile, James,” Polasky says. “It’ll hurt at first, but the pain will intensify so much that it will turn into pleasure. And you'll love it when that happens.” 
 
    He prepares the iron bar and slowly approaches it to my anus. Polasky laughs and lifts his head up. Now I know how women felt at the hands of this bastard. The tip of the iron touches my anus and I feel the burning again. Polasky looks at me and places his hand on the iron bar, ready to shove it deep. 
 
    And then the door opens and the reverend turns quickly back. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, sir,” the butler says, “but we've got a problem.” 
 
    “I thought I said I didn’t wanna be interrupted.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, but I think you’ll wanna take a look at it. There was a small problem with your wife's body down there.” 
 
    Polasky sighs and looks up. He throws the iron bar on the floor, gets up and straightens his pants. 
 
    “I hope that it's really important, or I swear I'll make sure you're buried along with her.” 
 
    The butler nods. 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    The two go out and the door is closed, leaving me alone in the room. 
 
    I look sideways, my mind working in search of a way out. There must be some way to get out, I just need to think. I move my legs, but they are tied with ropes that go to the floor, being tied in something I cannot see. 
 
    Shit. I need to be quick or Polasky will find me and that will be the end. He will pick up that iron bar and dig it deep into me. Then he will return every fucking day to do with me all the filthy things that sick mind can imagine. And, for God, he will find my family because of me. 
 
    All right, I wouldn’t mind if he taught Laura a thing or two. You know, lessons from a pig to a pig. But Peter ... No, my son has suffered too much because of my bad nature as an absent father, I can’t let him go through any other problems I've caused. Elise may not even believe it, but I worry about my son and his love, maybe even more than she does. 
 
    And it's for Peter that I'm gonna fix it. 
 
    I begin to force the chains on the headboard. The material is a solid wood and the chains tighten in my arms, the tone of wich  turns red and then purple due to poor blood circulation. 
 
    I think of Peter and how he must be stroking Mandy's face now. 
 
    I pull the chains and moan.  
 
    Mandy running her hands over Peter's face, brushing his hair off his face and smiling in a sincere way that only a few people are capable of.  
 
    I let the chains relax a bit, trying to recover some of the circulation, and then I pull it again. 
 
    Mandy tells Peter that she loves him and he looks at her in confusion; his own father doesn’t seem to love him, so why would a girl do it? But the urge to smile at her is stronger ... 
 
    Blood begins to flow down my arms from the wounds that are opened by the chains. 
 
    ... And the impetus to say that he loves her too is even greater. 
 
    Maybe letting the blood circulation come back was not such a good idea. 
 
    Peter kisses Mandy's lower lip. 
 
    I pull the chain again, this time concentrating more force and hearing a crack in the wood. 
 
    Mandy returns the kiss and Peter touches her waist, being able to feel the accelerated heart of the girl connecting to his. 
 
    I pull the chain harder, my bones ache, and the blood runs. 
 
    The tongue of Peter is the one that takes initiative, caressing the roof of Mandy's mouth. 
 
    A louder crack. 
 
    And Mandy's tongue also enters Peter's mouth, spinning and turning as they feel each other's body and indulge in the moment, a moment when Peter feels important in a way he has never felt.  
 
    The headboard breaks and my arms are free, covered by blood and wrapped in chains. 
 
    Meanwhile, Peter feels his body shiver as Mandy approaches his ear and whispers that there’s nothing to be afraid of, that everything will be all right. 
 
    I try to say the same to myself, untying the ropes of my feet. I don’t have time to work on the chains now, so untying the knots of the ropes requires more effort. I do it, however. And as soon as the knots are undone, I fall to the side, crashing to the floor with my head dizzy. 
 
    Come on, there's no time for that now, I say to myself, writhing my red fingers. Polasky is coming back and he'll kill you if he finds you lying on the ground. He'll ride you like you're an old dog and then stick that iron bar in your head, ripping out your rotten brain and spreading your blood just like you did with his wife. Come on, can’t you hear the footsteps on the stairs? Polasky is coming back. 
 
    I get up and spit blood on the floor. I stagger back to the iron bar and pick it up in my hands, listening to the footsteps echoing up the stairs as Polasky approaches. It's time to teach the son of a bitch a lesson. 
 
    I stand in front of the door and wait until the doorknob begins to turn. I bit my lip and held my hands on the iron bar, like a hitter in a baseball game. The door opens, he widens his eyes in amazement and opens his mouth to say something. The impact of the iron bar against his skull, however, makes him swallow his words and turn back. The chains weigh in my arms, but I can still hit a second blow against the back of Polasky's neck. Not with the burning tip, of course, for he doesn’t deserve to die so fast. 
 
    I grab Polasky's neck with the chains. 
 
    He struggles as the air drains from his body. He tries to reach my arms, but he doesn’t have the strength to do so. Polasky drool and a strange smell covers the air as he sees death approaching and defecates in his pants. I loose the chains for a second, only to give him the false notion of hope, and then I apply the final blow, breaking his neck and letting the dead body slowly fall to my feet. 
 
    I take off the cloth from my mouth and spit in Polasky's face. 
 
    I go to the window and look through the curtain. The butler closes the trunk with the reverend's wife's body and looks sideways, making sure there's no one around. It's already dark, but I can clearly see the butler getting into the car and disappearing through the great gate of the mansion. 
 
    He's not coming back so soon after he finds out what happened to his boss. He’s not so dumb. He knows that if he opens his mouth, he will end up being arrested for being an accomplice to everything Polasky has committed. 
 
    I go to the bathroom, where my clothes are scattered on the floor, next to my wallet, my identity and my phone. They are all dirty with blood, so they won’t serve to escape from here and act as any citizen. 
 
    I go to the sink and carefully take off the chains of my arms, displaying the wounds on my skin. My forehead is also sore, and my eyes have large black purses underneath. I turn on the faucet and let the water wash the blood, bringing a reddish liquid to the drain. I close my eyes and sigh. It burns like fire. 
 
    Next, I’m looking for clothes in Polasky's closet. The shiny black shoes look perfect on my feet, but the black shirt and pants are a bit wide. Not that I'm complaining, after all, it's a lot more discreet than my bloody clothes. 
 
    I take my things in the bathroom and I have to resist not to see if Steve sent me another message. Then I pass through Polasky's dead body and down the stairs whistling. There’s still blood scattered around the living room, although the security body has also been removed from there. I see the dirty columns with the brains of the blond woman who only expected to have a romantic dinner tonight with the man she considered a good husband. 
 
    The moon is covered by clouds, but there are still some stars shining lonely in clean pieces of the sky. I walk down the sidewalk to the gate, turn around, and look for the last time at the mansion that was the stage of a real carnage. I take my cell phone and open the app Steve sent me to turn on the bombs. 
 
    The fire explodes through the windows and rises to the top of the mansion, swallowing it amid the flames. 
 
    And as I watch the fire consume the mansion, I receive a call. 
 
    A call from Steve. 
 
   
  
 



X 
 
      
 
    “You did better than I expected,” Steve says on the phone. “I was really surprised when you left the mansion and moments later the cameras stopped working. You learned a few things from me, didn’t you, Jimmy?” 
 
    I walk among the trees in the neighborhood, avoiding getting too close to the other mansions. Down below,  it’s possible to see some people approaching the mansion. I hope that pitch blackness is enough to keep me hidden. 
 
    “You left me there,” I say to Steve. 
 
    “You have to learn to walk by your own. How can I be sure you can do whatever it takes when the time comes?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “That was your second challenge, Jimmy. The next one will come when I decide it's the right time.” 
 
    I reach the street where I left Laura's car. There’s no one around here, everyone is heading inquisitively to the mansion that burns in the night. 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” I ask Steve. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be so fun if I told you, right?” 
 
    I open the car door, walk in, and settle into the seat. 
 
    “I just hope you're satisfied with all this.” 
 
    Steve laughs. 
 
    “You'll be happy when it's all over. But for now, just wait until I get in touch with you, Jimmy. And always remember: all I want is your good.” 
 
    The call ends. 
 
    I need to get out of here fast and stay as far away from this goddamn mansion as possible. Only now I feel my heart racing, realizing how crazy this whole thing was. James Gibson would never do these things, ever. Maybe the James Gibson with VR glasses would, but not James Gibson who spends all day charging people and hearing offenses from his wife. It's as if the truth that Steve wants so badly to show me was inside me. And may God forgive me, but I'm beginning to think I like this truth. When you are a repressed person who has spent your whole life with your head down, feeling some blood on your hands is somehow refreshing — as crazy as it may sound. 
 
    I wanted to see if Elise would say I was a sloppy bum if she found me hanging Polasky, killing the security guard or blowing up the mansion. I wanted to see that bitch's face squirm in fear, apologizing for everything she said to me. 
 
    “You are not and it will never be anything, Jimmy,” she said, one time when I brought her a bouquet of flowers and tried to say that I could be a better man. “You'll never be anything because you're just a coward who never has the attitude to do what you wanna do. You're just gonna wander aimlessly through life, always bowing your head and giving a little smile as someone spits in your face. Some people were born to be puppies, Jimmy, and you're one of them.And get this fucking bouquet and take it away from me. A real man does much more than buy bouquets nowadays.” 
 
    She threw the bouquet on my face and went into the kitchen, leaving on the floor the flowers I chose with love, my heart shattered on the white floor, the flowers that I hoped would at least gimme a smile from the woman I chose to be the mother of my son. 
 
    That night Elise slept without a sheet, turning aside without saying anything to me. She was naked and I could see her anus, my cock crazy with the desire to possess her. But I didn’t do anything. I just stared at the ceiling, crossed my hands over my stomach and slept. 
 
    The next day, Elise told me, “See how you're just a useless coward, Jimmy? I slept with my ass turned to you, and even that wasn’t enough for you to do something. A real man would have possessed me by force and would have made me like it. So we would fuck all night and he would do whatever it takes to make up for it, but things with you are never intense like that, are they? Damn, what was I thinking when I married you?” 
 
    Sometimes I think that any resemblance to Laura cannot be mere coincidence. 
 
    When I get home, I leave Laura's car in the garage and go inside. Everything is quiet, with only a few LED lights glowing in the dark of the night. I climb the stairs with careful steps to make no noise and go to Peter's room. I turn the knob slowly and look inside, but all I see is a messy bed. 
 
    I go to my room, where Laura sleeps in a bed as messy as Peter's. How can a person move so much during sleep? 
 
    “Come on, wake up,” I say, pulling Laura's sheets and throwing them to her feet. She wakes up scared and naked. 
 
    “What the fuck, Jimmy? Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    She bends to pick up the sheets, but I'm faster to pick them up and throw them on the floor. 
 
    “Where’s my son?”  
 
    “And how could I know about your son? Come on, pick up this shit and give it back to me before I use it to cover your corpse.” 
 
    I take the  phone out of my pocket and start walking to the porch while I look for Peter in the contact list. Laura stands behind me and punches my back. 
 
    “What the fuck's your problem, motherfucker?” she shouts at me.  
 
    Laura prepares to punch me again, but I turn and hold her arm up. The sleeve of my shirt falls, exposing the wounds in the arm. Laura gawks at them and her eyes slowly move up to my face. 
 
    “What the fuck happened to you?” she asks.  
 
    “It's none of your business,” I say, grabbing her by the hair and dragging her around the room. 
 
    “Lemme go, it hurts!” 
 
    Laura lets out a scream when I push her back on the bed. She turns her neck to me, spits a lock of hair out of her mouth and looks at me with the air of someone who has just gone through a cognitive dissonance. 
 
    On the porch, I call Peter. It takes a while  before a voice speaks. 
 
    “Jimmy? It's me, Phill! Glad to talk to you again, my friend. Have you recovered from that day at the bowling alley?” 
 
    I frown and stare at the houses ahead. 
 
    “What are you doing with my son’s phone?” 
 
    “He's kinda busy right now, he can’t answer. Are you listening to that sound in the background? I know it sounds like a real band, but it's just our kids rehearsing. Aren’t they great? Peter is with the drums, Samuel with guitar, Mandy’s singing and another boy they invited is playing the bass. If things go on like this, soon we'll have rock stars in Desert Rock.” 
 
    “Oh, that's great ... I just ... you know, I got home and I didn’t find my son, so I was a bit worried.” 
 
    “Of course, you're totally right. Nowadays it’s impossible not to worry about young people, especially when it comes to our children. But relax, Jimmy, everyone’s fine here. And as soon as the kids finish rehearsing, I promise I'll take Peter home.” 
 
    “I'm grateful for that, Phill. And I'm glad the kids are having fun, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, you can bet they are.” A guitar solo rises, just after a scream from Mandy. “Do you hear that, Jimmy? They rock!” 
 
    I just laugh. 
 
    “Thanks again, Phill. Have a nice—” 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute. What do you think about a family dinner? Susan really wants to meet your wife. Maybe we could have dinner together on Saturday and the boys could play for us. We have a cottage that would be perfect for that. What do you say?” 
 
    “A family dinner? Of course, Phill ... Hmm, that would be great. Of course, yeah. We don’t go out with other people, you know, so it would be nice.” 
 
    “I knew you'd like the idea.” 
 
    To be honest, this is the closest I've ever come from a friendship. My young colleagues didn’t usually take me to their house or even to go out on the streets. They did these things among themselves, but for some reason they left me out. It took me a while to accept the fact that I wasn’t like the others, that I'd never know what it feels like to have people who really care about you. And the truth is that at some point you get used to it. You always get used to it. 
 
    Is this what Elise meant when she called me a “sloppy bum”? Anyway, getting used to the misfortunes of life seems to be the only thing to do. Many times these misfortunes leave marks, and these marks teach. And that's how we become different people. 
 
    When I pass by Laura, she pulls the sheet up to her chin and asks, 
 
    “Aren’t you gonna sleep?” 
 
    I don’t bother to answer. Instead, I walk down the stairs and back into the living room. I take my virtual reality glasses and put them on, sitting on the couch with the adrenaline pumping in my blood. 
 
    It's time to have a personal meeting with Steve. 
 
   
  
 



XI 
 
      
 
    Steve's avatar is blocked. 
 
    I click on it several times, but I keep getting the same message: 
 
      
 
    ERROR 
 
    This avatar seems to be corrupted or temporarily under maintenance. Contact Third Eye Technical Support for more information. 
 
      
 
    Great, that was all I needed right now. My plan was to try to reset the last events in Steve's life, preventing him from killing his own family or shredding his own penis. But the son of a bitch is smart, of course he is. He must have realized that I could try to erase his memory, alter the events of his life so that he would forget why he wanted so much revenge on me. 
 
    But okay, I still know a way to meet Steve.  
 
    I select my avatar Dani Rosewood, a blonde nurse LV 23 who I played with for a short time. I didn’t do damage to Dani's life, due to the little time I spent playing, so she seems to be the most viable option. The only morally suspicious thing I did with my young nurse was to force her to fuck the entire hospital faculty for a promotion — which was no good at all becaus of some STDs, in case you were wondering. 
 
    The game loads. 
 
    I'm in Dani's bed in her middle-class apartment. I raise my arms, stretching myself, and I get scared when I bring them down to the side and hit the face of a naked woman. The woman turns to the other side and grunts. She’s the director of the hospital where Dani works, a respectable woman in her forties and with firm breasts. I can’t even remember fucking her, it's been a while since I last signed up with Dani Rosewood. 
 
    Without wasting time, I open the map and search for Steve's neighborhood, trying to make a quick trip. Soon a small box opens with the following message: 
 
      
 
    YOU CAN NOT MAKE A QUICK TRIP TO PLACES YOU NEVER VISITED. 
 
      
 
    Shit, today is definitely not my best day. And considering that my whole life is a big sea of shit, I think that means a lot. 
 
    I leave the bed and wear my clothes. A pair of white pants, a black shirt with wrists carefully folded to show off the expensive bracelets I gained by fucking influential people and a brown leather purse into which I put a Colt .38. I hold my hair tight, put on my sunglasses and stroke the lipstick carefully through my lips. 
 
    When I'm almost done, the woman I was sleeping with comes into the bathroom. She grabs me from behind, kissing my neck and stroking my breasts. Since I'm not wearing a bra, the nipples get rigid quickly. 
 
    “Where are you going so early?” she asks, lowering her hand to the middle of my legs. It goes through my pants and her fingers dig into my pubic hairs, reaching for my vagina. “We don’t have to work today, silly. And my husband just gets home from the trip with the kids at night. We can spend all day on the bed if you want.” 
 
    I press her hand so that the fingers dig in harder. I moam. If you are a man and are curious about how a woman feels when you touch her, Total Life can be a good learning tool.  
 
    “I have some things to do today, unfortunately,” I tell her. 
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “No.” Then I think well and say, “But the promotion we talked about last night—" 
 
    She takes her hand from the inside of my panties, sighs in exasperation and sits on the toilet. 
 
    “I've told you things aren’t so simple. I can’t promote you that way, Dani. You've fucked half the hospital looking for ‘better opportunities.’ They'll suspect that I have been fucking with you and soon the news will reach my husband and my children. And then I'm gonna be completely fucked.” 
 
    I hear the sound of the water as she starts to pee. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she says, frowning and looking down at her reddish pussy. “That’s burning as hell.” 
 
    I wanna say that she isn’t real, that her husband isn’t real, that her children aren’t real ... but my last experiences with Steve make me doubt it. 
 
    “You agreed to promote me last night,” I tell her. 
 
    “I didn’t agree to promote you.” 
 
    “Of course you did.” 
 
    I'm just fishing, I don’t remember anything that was said last night. 
 
    She rolls her eyes, gets up and flushes. The urine causes a sour smell to dance through the air. I think I can add another STD to my list. 
 
    “Okay, maybe I agreed, but you had your tongue on my clit. Making a proposal like that isn’t fair. I just wanted to cum.” 
 
    Now it's me who roll my eyes. 
 
    “All right, it’s your choice.” 
 
    I open the bag and take out my gun. As soon as she sees it in my hand, she begins to slowly walk back to the door with her hands up. 
 
    “Hey, Dani, let's take it easy ... Where did you get that?” 
 
    “I took it from your husband's jacket when I fucked him, too.” 
 
    She opens her mouth to protest, offended, but the gun in my hand is intimidating enough for her to be quiet. 
 
    “But don’t worry, it was no big deal. I just made him suck my tits while he told the story of all the prostitutes he fucked while you were at work. And do you know about your sister? Yeah, he said he fucked her in your little girl's bed while you swam in the pool. When did he tell me that? Oh yes, it was while I was putting a vibrator in his ass.” 
 
    She starts to frown, biting her lips and doing everything to control herself. 
 
    “But it does not end there,” I approach her and she walks backward until she hits her back against the wall of the corridor. “Do you know your son, Matt? That adorable fifteen year old? Do you know why he always asks to live with his grandmother and why he hates to spend time alone with his father?” 
 
    Now what I see on the woman's face is despair. 
 
    “It’s exactly what you're thinking, yeah, ma'am. And I just think it would be a shame if your seven-year-old daughter was—" 
 
    “All right! It’s enough!” The woman is crying and drool runs down her chin. “Is it a promotion you want? Okay, you got your fucking promotion. Are you happy now? Just stay away from my family!” 
 
    I smile at her. 
 
    “I'm glad we have a deal.” 
 
    After that, I kick her out from my apartment still naked. She leaves crying down the hallway, catching the attention of other residents who walk out the door to see what's happening. One is not an NPC, but a player. The arrow above his head tells me that. He looks at me and says, “Holly shit, that was a good one. You really know how to have fun here.” 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    Things follow their common rhythm through the streets as I drive. I see women crawling naked with leashes on the sidewalk and men hitting them with whips. Further ahead, at the entrance of an alley, two men fucking and moaning, their bodies sweating, while an old lady records them with a phone. Further ahead, two men beat up a cop with kicks and punches. The traffic light turns red. The cop starts to crawl down the sidewalk toward my car, holds up a crooked hand and leaves a trail of blood behind. A little aside, a group of prostitutes point at him and laugh loudly. The signal turns green and I hasten, as the two men pull the cop by the feet and continue to beat him. 
 
    I see people using drugs, people being stolen and people being shot. I see women being raped, men in suits pissing on miserable men, and I see my face in the rearview mirror, trying to figure out where Jimmy ends and Dani starts, where my world become her world. I see people walking by themselves on the street, lifting the collar of their coat to protect themselves from the cold. NPC's that could easily be mistaken for real humans in the real world. And all I do is watch. All we do is watch. 
 
    And then I have the sudden feeling that everything will fall apart. The feeling that the pillars that sustain the world will give way and we will all be swallowed by a dark hole, buried in the middle of our own shit, all broken and passing over each order to try to go up, not giving a shit about who’s dying in this process, whether they are children who dream of changing the world or women who dream of building a family or people who just want a helping hand that can save them from that hole — who cares? Fuck all that. 
 
    Dani's phone rings, but I don’t wanna answer because I feel like I'm not Dani anymore. And I try to say to myself that I am James, James Gibson, but I don’t know who he is or if I have ever been him. Maybe James just used me like a shell, and I've never had a clue who I really am. Perhaps I am just a conscience with strings, always being controlled by ventriloquists, all designed by the media, companies and politicians. 
 
    Maybe that's how Steve feels. Maybe that's how crazy people feel. Just wandering, no identity, looking for your true self in a sea of television advertisements and malls. Or maybe that's the way healthy people really feel, but the sea takes that certainty away, making them feel like they're the real crazy heads. 
 
    Yes, maybe everything is that and that’s everything, after all. 
 
    I scream holding the steering wheel and I hear Dani's voice. It's me speaking in my head, a grave voice, but that's not what I hear when I scream. If I find Steve, he’s gonna have the answers. He must have the answers. Someone must have the damn answers. 
 
    The car stops in front of Steve's house. 
 
    And then the front door opens, like an invitation from Steve to get inside. 
 
   
  
 



XII 
 
      
 
    Your first steps are slow, watching the portraits broken around the floor of the house. Photos of Steve's family stained with blood. There are also pieces of broken furniture, shards of glass and water dripping from a pipe hanging in the wall, where Steve probably hit it with a sledgehammer. 
 
    You hold the purse tighter against you, using your other hand to open it and touch the gun. The cold steel causes a shock at the tip of your hot fingers and you let a small noise escape. 
 
    You go through the room, seeing more broken portraits and the television lying on the floor, with the blue screen and still plugged. In the kitchen ahead, you hear the clink of a glass and squeeze the gun harder. All right, you tell yourself, this is just a game. He can’t really hurt you. 
 
    But he can hurt Dani. And Dani can be real. Maybe everything is real, somehow, but you. Yeah, maybe you're the big lie here. A mere simulation controlled by some sadistic player somewhere or maybe you are just a figure in someone's dream, a figure who thinks he has consciousness and free will. All this is possible, isn’t it? And maybe you're nothing. A bunch of nothing.  
 
    “I thought it was me who made the visits,” Steve says, putting the glass of cognac in the kitchen sink. He has his back to you, no shirt, his skin marked by the things you've put him on. “I didn’t know you cared so much about my company, Jimmy ... Or should I say Dani? Who are you, after all?” 
 
    I take the gun out of my purse and point it at him. 
 
    “Shooting me won’t bring you answers, Jimmy, Dani or whoever you think you are.” 
 
    I'm Nobody. 
 
    “Everyone must be something. A winner, a failure, an ignorant person who passes the entire life thinking that he’s gonna have time to enjoy everything after death in a heaven full of angels and a protective god. We are all something. What you are?” 
 
    I’m Nothing. 
 
    “No, you are something. Good or bad, but you are something.” He takes another shot of  cognac. “Who are you?” 
 
    I am you. 
 
    “No, you're not me. And that's your big problem. You wear your glasses and live lives that aren’t yours, pretending to be someone you are not. You watch movies where lonely characters find love, get a good life, friends, and you pretend that character is you. You just watch and read the adventures of other people, people who don’t even exist, but you forget to live your own. You open magazines with perfect models who make millions and you imagine what it would be like to be them. You are too busy living other people's lives, while your own runs out every second. And that's why I'm going to ask one more time: who are you?” 
 
    Steve begins to fill another glass of cognac, but you shoot him on the back. He doesn’t seem to feel pain, even though the blood starts to flow. Then, slowly, Steve turns to you and shows you the glass he filled. 
 
    “You made me drop my cognac.” 
 
    You shoot three times, one on his chest, one on his stomach and one last on his appendix. Steve sighs, looks at the glass in his hands and shakes his head. Blood flows down his body. 
 
    “That shit was pretty good, until you made me drop it.” 
 
    You shoot him on the forehead. 
 
    “Do you know what's the good thing about being part of a virtual world? Infinite resources, which means infinite drinks. Here I can drink as much as I want and—" 
 
    You shoot him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Okay, that's pissing me off.” 
 
    You shoot his cock. 
 
    Steve closes his eyes and squeezes his lips. 
 
    You shoot his neck. 
 
    “You asked for it.” 
 
    Steve walks toward you and you pull the trigger as hard as you can until the bullets run out. He rises above you and there’s nothing else you can do except accept your destiny. Time to go. Game over. 
 
    Steve grabs you by the shoulders and the world around you fades.  
 
    A biting wind comes against you. You are down, watching the concrete from the ground and the mist forming in the air, in front of your mouth. 
 
    “How many times has Laura stepped on you?” Steve asks. He stands on the top of the building, staring at the horizon, at the dozens of other buildings with colored lights that light up the night. “You spend your time in a pathetic job you don’t even like, wasting every second of your life, just to make money and buy a bunch of useless shit that advertisements tell you to buy. Of course, because you really need to have a bigger and better house than your acquaintances, don’t you? You really need to sacrifice yourself in a monotonous job just to have a better car than others, a bigger television or a more expensive phone, all of that to be able to feel complete with things that don’t really tell who you are.” 
 
    Steve turns and opens his arms, smiling. 
 
    “Don’t you understand that things can be much bigger when you're free of all this, without worrying about competing, winning or showing off? If you understood, Elise wouldn’t have abandoned you. She wouldn’t have told you everything she said and even Peter would love you. If you had spent more time with your child and less time looking for money and social status, everything could be different. You know, sometimes I wonder why we have to be this generation of men who use their arms to carry suitcases instead of using them to hug their children. Why do we have to be like this? But of course you don’t have the answer, do you? You never have the answers, just the questions. All you have is a huge void inside you that consumes you day after day and that you hope to fill by wearing a fucking VR glass and living the life of another person. Meanwhile, Elise is happy with her new boyfriend, June lives her new life and everyone goes ahead, trying to forget that they once knew you. And do you know who is guilty?” 
 
    Steve comes to you and kicks your stomach. You roll to the side looking for air, wanting more than anything to breathe, and watching the world spin around you. 
 
    “You are guilty and only you,” Steve says. “It's your fault for bowing your head every time they humiliate you when they say you're nothing. You are guilty for giving up on everything, accepting your condition and bothering people with your stupid problems, as if the world were revolving around you and you were a poor protagonist, a misunderstood hero. And it turns out you're nothing like that. Are you listening to me? You're nothing like that.” 
 
    Steve grabs you by the collar of your shirt and spits in your face. You try to tell him to stop, but Steve punches you in the mouth and takes off a tooth, splashing red blood into the air. 
 
    The lights of the buildings make you dizzy. You feel Steve's gaze on you and you feel your mouth burning, the blood flowing down your chin and your stomach twisting. But somehow you can still find enough strength to ask, “Who am I?” 
 
    Steve sighs and then bangs your head against the ground. The darkness embraces you, the pain rises again and again, and suddenly you're no longer on top of a building. 
 
    “So you wanna know who you are?” Steve asks. “Get up.” 
 
    I can’t. 
 
    “Yes you can. You can always get up.” 
 
    And then you get up, vomiting blood and staggering sideways. You look at the reddish liquid that came out of your mouth, scattered around the train tracks. You look to the sides, to the buildings and railway that goes through them. And, bit by bit, the sound of the approaching train is growing louder. 
 
    “I can show you who you are,” Steve says. “Do you really wanna know?” 
 
    Who am I? 
 
    Now you can see the train. The sound grows louder and you stare at it, trying not to fall to the side because of the dizziness and the strong light of the headlights. 
 
    “Do you really want to know?” 
 
    The image of the train becomes larger. Your stomach takes another turn and you throw up again. 
 
    Who am I? 
 
    Maybe you're just garbage. Maybe you are the rotten remnants of the world, a person built of inferior quality material. 
 
    “Do you wanna know who you are?" Steve asks. Now the noise of the train is so loud that he needs to scream.  
 
    And then your voice rises above the world, “Yes I want!” 
 
    Steve comes to you and pulls you aside. His arms hold you tightly, you couldn’t let go even if you wanted to. And when the train finally passes you by, Steve pushes you and presses the right side of your face against the bodywork. 
 
    You feel your face on fire and scream with all your strength as your skin is ripped and blood leaves a trail through the train. You try to let go, cry, moan, beg to leave, but Steve keeps pressing your fucking face against the fucking moving train. Your teeth are plucked, the eye pops out, bumps into the bodywork and turns into gelatin immediately. Your ear is fucked, your hair was pulled out by the root and half of your nose is broken. 
 
    As the train leaves, Steve pulls you behind and pushes you down the railway, launching you down until you fall backwards on a dumpster, sliding to the ground with the destroyed side of your face. 
 
    You moan.  
 
    You scream. 
 
    You want this pain to go away, even if you need to die for it. The pain is so intense that this is the first time in all of your damn life that the outside pain is bigger than the inside. And you think of Peter, think of Laura and think of Elise. You think of June and think how all those people wouldn’t even care if you died. When did things get so fucked up like that, for God's sake? How did you end up like this? What did you do to deserve this shitty life? 
 
    With the only remaining eye, you see Steve walking down the stepladder. When he reaches the ground, he comes to you with quick steps. You roll to the side, trying to protect yourself, drooling, bleeding, crying, moaning, shitting in your pants. No, stop, please, you need to stop. For God, please don’t hurt me anymore, don’t— 
 
    “So you want to know who you are?" Steve asks, grabbing you by the neck and lifting you. 
 
    And he hits the good side of your face against the gratings next to the dumpsters and says, “Here's what you are.” And he hits your face once more, breaking the rest of your teeth, breaking your nose and tearing the rest of your lips. “You are the blood, the wounds and especially the scars that come after the wounds. You are the emptiness left over from all this and that wonderful sense of loss. You're the freedom of losing everything and not feel tied to the shit they say you need. You are the total absence of the modern soul in its filters and apps. You are the loss, the failure and the defeat. And that's why you should feel grateful.” 
 
    Steve turns you around, hits your back against the grating and holds your deformed face with both hands. 
 
    He gasps. Blood flows down his arms like the springs of a river.  
 
    And he asks, “So who are you?” 
 
    You look into Steve's black eyes and his determination seems to come through you and run through your body. And suddenly you understand everything. You understand what’s the problem with the world, with people and with yourself. Now you know why things turned out so fucked up. And you know what to do ... 
 
    You say, “I am the doom.” 
 
   
  
 



XIII 
 
      
 
    “Oh my God, did you see that?” 
 
    Peter is sitting on the counter, staring wide-eyed at the Notebook. The evening light that enters through the window illuminates his face and highlights the dark circles under his eyes. He straightens his hair, turns the Notebook to me and Laura and says, “Someone blew up a reverend's mansion! Can you believe that?” 
 
    Laura stops chewing, points with the fork to the Notebook and says with her mouth still full of pancake, “It know that guy. It was this guy who made a celebration, or whatever the fuck those believers make, out there in front of the main square. Robert went to it with his family and invited me to go with him. 
 
    “I didn’t know Robert was a believer,” I say, sipping my juice. I tightened the sleeve of my shirt so there was no risk of my wounds showing again. 
 
    “He's not,” Laura says, wiping the corner of her mouth with the sleeve of her blouse. “But it turns out he already defended this Polasky guy in court.” 
 
    “What was he accused of?” 
 
    “Child harassment. A mother denounced him, saying that he had taken her seven-year-old daughter to church when there was no one there and then started fingering in the middle of the child's legs. After that the little girl became more introverted, never smiling or talking to her parents. The mother only found out what had happened because she heard the little girl talking about all this shit while she slept. She went to Polasky the other day, in his office, jumped on the table and gave some good slaps on his face. She said she would take him to court, and she did it. But in the end there was no evidence of anything and the little girl also didn’t open her mouth, so nothing actually happened.” 
 
    I eat my pancake. 
 
    “How did this story get out of the media?” 
 
    Laura laughs with irony. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of bribery? Polasky was rich as fuck, owner of stocks in billionaire companies that sponsor television channels and newspapers. Such people never end up with the dirty ass under the sun.” 
 
    Peter turns the notebook back to us and says, “It seems like things have turned out differently now. Look at this, the most commented subject in the world is the death of Polasky and the abuses he committed. Several women are appearing and reporting sexual harassment. And it seems that his methods of harassment were rather exotic.” 
 
    Laura frowns reading a woman's comment.  
 
    “Fuck, did he make that woman shit in his mouth? What kind of sick person feels horny about it?” 
 
    “Actually, it was several women,” Peter says, scrolling down the page.  
 
    “Okay, that's too much for me,” Laura says, pushing her plate onto the counter and getting up. 
 
    I pierce the pancake with my fork. I may have done a good thing, after all, I encouraged women to report cases of sexual harassment, even though the bastard is already dead. 
 
    You're not so different, says a voice in my mind. Have you forgotten that you raped a girl, too? And you destroyed her nails to the bottom and cut off her nipple and broke her knees and ... 
 
    “Do the police have any suspects?” I ask Peter. 
 
    “No, but they think some woman or husband did it for revenge. And if it depends on the people who are commenting, they will never let the murderer be arrested, even if the police find out who did it. They are treating this person as a hero.” 
 
    And with Steve working with me, the chances of someone finding me are even smaller. He has control over everything. He would never let them find me and end his game. 
 
    I believe I'm safe ... if I can speak in those terms. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Mr. Hopkins, my boss, watches me through the glass window of his office as I sit with my feet on the desk and pick up the phone to make my first charges of the day. The other staffs look at me strangely and whisper to each other. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” I ask, raising my voice. “Have you bastards never seen a man working?” 
 
    They turn their heads quickly and return to their tasks. I chuckle and select the first number of the day. 
 
    A man greets me with an annoyed tone, saying he won’t make the payment while I keep calling to piss him off with my mouth full of crap. 
 
    An old woman says that if she were my mother, she would have aborted me by putting a pair of pliers in her ass. And she say she’s gonna make me go back to my mother's womb and then abort me with her own hands if I dare to call her again. 
 
    A drunken woman says she has better things to do than listening to a son of a bitch like me. You big piece of walking dung, she says. 
 
    You fucker. 
 
    You prick. 
 
    You asshole. 
 
    You are the deformed fetus son of an incest. 
 
    You dirty cock covered with semen. 
 
    I sigh deeply and, still in the middle of the curses, I begin to speak, “I don’t give a shit about your fucking curses. And no matter how many times you curse me, I'll keep calling until you pay your fucking debt. If you don’t have money, then why do you buy? Just to piss me off with your shit? I can’t believe you're so dumb to the point of buying so many useless things just to stuff your ass. But you are, aren’t you? And that's why you're gonna take that fucking money I know you stole from your husband's wallet and hid under the mattress so you can buy alcohol, you'll go to the nearest bank and you'll pay your fucking debt. Because if you don’t, I have your address, and I swear I'm gonna tear your gut out of your anus and then use it to stuff your old pussy. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    She chokes on the words and the call is finished suddenly. Right now she will get the money, run to the bank and pay what she owes. Threatening someone's gut is the best way to get them to do something, believe me. 
 
    It doesn’t take long for Mr. Hopkins to come to my desk, watching me with his chubby face and round glasses. He twists his mustache disapprovingly and clear his throat. Behind him, the secretary in red skirt and lipstick holds a tablet. She watches me with attentive eyes, I can see her breasts rising and falling under the last two open buttons of the white shirt. I glance at her with a crooked smile and she turns her eyes to the floor, blushing. 
 
    “What do you think you're doing?” Mr. Hopkins asks me. Saliva flies from his mouth to my desk. 
 
    I look at the saliva and then I look at him again. 
 
    “I was doing my job until you interrupted me.” 
 
    All the staff are apprehensive. Mr. Hopkins looks around, squeezes his lips and says, “Have you been doing drugs, Mr. Gibson? Don’t forget that I am your boss and your behavior is unacceptable.” 
 
    “Really, you're my boss? Yeah, I guess I noticed that when you called your employees useless assholes and poured hot coffee in the old secretary's face just because she forgot you liked coffee without sugar.” 
 
    “Who do you think —” 
 
    I get up and push the fat guy in his suit. He stumbles back, his eyes barely believing what they see. The beautiful-legged secretary goes back, startled. 
 
    “Do you think you are something just because your fucking name's on a sign on the desk saying you're the one in charge here? I ask you, Mr. Hopkins, do you think you are something just because you wear more expensive suits and lighter shoes? You must think of yourself as the best, since you earn more than everyone else here working less and you use the money you make to fill your asshole with cocaine and fuck with prostitutes, cheating on your woman who’s now just a fat old woman with old tits instead of the hot girl you got pregnant decades ago and then you were forced to get married. But beware, Mr. Hopkins, because you're just a big piece of shit like any other. And your wife knows that. She always knew. And that's why she fucks the black gardener while you're not home. She rides on his big black cock in the fancy jacuzzi you bought and he gets her into his black lap until she can cum. And she sucks his black cock on the table you eat with your kids and begs for him to throw a fucking jet of semen against her face. Then she grabs the black cock with her hands and screams. Your wife screams until her face is covered with semen dropping to her tits. And after that she stays on the bed, the same bed that you sleep every day, and asks the black gardener to fuck her ass with his black cock using margarine as a lubricant. The same margarine you use to eat. And all this because she can’t bear to look at your fat belly or this fucking greasy mustache. Nobody can bear it. You're just a fat bastard who tries to humiliate others to feel a little less mediocre. And I swear to God I'm controlling myself not to punch your face here in front of everyone and then piss on you.” 
 
    Mr. Hopkins falls on me, grabbing me by the belly and throwing me on the table. Papers spread through the air, the phone falls and breaks on the floor and the computer is thrown off the table, spreading the shards of the LED screen. Mr. Hopkins screams, rips his shirt off, displaying the fat breasts covered with a black rug of hair, and pulls my legs. My pants go out in his hands. I roll over to the side, fall to the floor and hit my shoulder on the chair. When I get up, he rushes to attack me, breaking the plastic wall that separates me from the other attendant. Now Mr. Hopkins is on top of me, hitting punches in my face and howling like a bear. 
 
    “Open your mouth now, Jimmy!” 
 
    He hits a punch in my ear and a buzzing fills my head. Then he pulls the collar of my shirt with one hand, punches my chin with the other and my neck hits the ground. Mr. Hopkins' face is just a dark shadow over me as he hits my face and blood covers the knuckles of his fingers. 
 
    “Open your mouth, Jimmy boy! I wanna hear you talk now!” 
 
    He pulls me to my feet and I stagger back. Another employee pushes me back and the people around laugh. The laughs multiply, all those faces together having fun with the show. Mr. Hopkins lifts me over his shoulders as if I don’t have any weight and then throws me back against a table, wich breaks and takes me to the floor. 
 
    And it's only then that the security guards arrive, holding Mr. Hopkins and pulling him back. 
 
    “Where's your courage now, Jimmy boy?! Where the fuck is your courage now?!” 
 
    I start to laugh. Painful wounds cover my whole face, but I still feel an uncontrollable urge to laugh. My face is covered in blood, my lips are broken and my backside seems to have been trampled by a herd of cattle, but still, I don’t think I've ever felt so free. 
 
    Pain and wounds become pleasurable. 
 
    Mr. Hopkins looks confused, trying to get rid of security guards. 
 
    “Why is he laughing?” 
 
    I'm laughing because I'm a free man. 
 
    “Why is he laughing?” 
 
    I'm laughing because I enjoy seeing my blood spilled. 
 
    “Someone makes him stop laughing!” 
 
    Mr. Hopkins is dragged through the office and my laughter echoes around. I laugh until my stomach aches, until my throat is dry and tears stream down my face. 
 
    With my back stretched out on the floor, my face covered with blood and everyone watching me, I laugh until my voice is a bizarre sound inside the office. 
 
   
  
 



XIV 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to stop moving? I need to do this if you wanna heal.” 
 
    Laura passes an ointment around my swollen eye, with careful hands that still make the pain pound in the eyeballs. 
 
    “I can’t believe you did it,” she says, closing the ointment and sitting next to me on the bed. 
 
    “Someone had to do it, right?” 
 
    Laura laughs and touches my thigh. 
 
    “Shit, that was probably the best thing you've ever done.” 
 
    I touch her hand and I laugh too. 
 
    “Yes, I think it was.” 
 
    Our fingers intertwine. 
 
    Laura looks at me and then looks at the floor, a silence hanging over us. The morning light illuminates her face and highlights her fleshy red lips. Her wavy hair falls over his shoulder and her brown eyes have a special glow. I don’t think I've ever noticed how beautiful Laura looks when she's smiling.  
 
    “Come on,” she says. “We need to get at the Baker's cottage by seven.” 
 
    Of course, both I and Mr. Hopkins got fired. He promised that he would find me and we would get things right. I doubt that, though. I know he cheats on his wife, and even though she cheats on him too, Mr. Hopkins will not wanna lose his reputation of respected man in his club full of assholes wearing suits. 
 
    If you ask me what it feels like to be an unemployed, I can say that it's like leaving a prison after years. You don’t have to spend the day doing monotonous tasks just to pay the bills. No staff competing with each other to see who can get more from the boss's ass, make more money, and consequently have the most useless things in the house. No fake smiles and people pretending to care about your life. Sometimes walking aimlessly is the best way to get somewhere. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The Baker's cottage, according to Peter, was an inheritance of Phill's mother. She lived alone there in the last years of her life and refused to go to town with her son or, worse, go to an asylum. So her body was only discovered two days after she died. Phill reformed the whole house, which we notice as we follow the dirt road, and he changed all the furniture to forget that the sick mother had lived there her last years of life. Peter also said that Samuel and Mandy used to spend their time playing Total Life in the cottage because they hated family gatherings (which was everything that place was used for). 
 
    “Jimmy, old friend!” 
 
    Phill opens his arms with a smile as soon as he opens the door ... but the smile turns into an expression of embarrassment after watching me. 
 
    “It's good to see you too, Phill.” I smile at him with my fucked lips. 
 
    Behind him, his wife opens her scared mouth. 
 
    They lead us into the living room, where Samuel and Mandy sit with cell phones in hand. As soon as they see their friend, they put away the phones and wave with a half-smile. Peter sits among them. 
 
    As Laura sits beside me on the arm of the armchair and caresses my face carefully, the embarrassment between Phill's family replenishes the air. 
 
    “Peter told me a lot about you,” Laura says, trailing the nape of my neck. “You also went to law school, didn’t you, Susan?” 
 
    Susan, sitting with Phill on the other couch, opens her mouth to answer and the words don’t come out. Phill nudges her and Susan says, “Yeah, that’s right, law school.” She laughs nervously and tries to control herself. “But I ... Um, I didn’t finish it, you know. I got ... Um, I got pregnant when I was very young and ...” She shakes her head. “Damn, what happened to you?” 
 
    Phill runs a hand over his face and Susan starts biting her nails, waiting for an answer. Laura laughs, holds my hand on the arm of the chair and responds, “Jimmy had a problem with his boss, that's all.” 
 
    The couple stares at me in silence. 
 
    At the dinner table, the embarrassing conversation becomes an embarrassing silence. Everyone uses a knife to eat the meat except Phill and I, who eat with our hands and smear ourselves with the sauce. Mandy, sitting next to Peter — I imagine how she must be stroking his leg with her foot now — is the only one that seems to have something to say. 
 
    “Then we climbed up to the top of the hill and my father began to feel sick, putting his hand on his heart and saying that it was time to meet hell. And then I went like, ‘Why do you think you're going to hell?' And he replied, ‘If I went to heaven, my weight would occupy the space of at least another whole generation of people. And in hell at least they have fire to burn some of my calories and save space.’ Then we both started to laugh and my father even forgot that he was about to have a heart attack. The pain only came back when we arrived at the cottage and he found out that my mother had blown the credit card limit.” She takes a piece of meat to her mouth. “That's so good, Mother.” 
 
    Susan opens a forced smile. 
 
    Phill clears his throat and wipes his mouth on his arm. 
 
    “So, Jimmy, I imagine it was difficult for you to have this ... little problem with your boss. I'm sorry for this, buddy, you must be devastated.” 
 
    I shrug and bite my meat. 
 
    “Actually I've never felt so good. You know, the life of unemployed it’s not so bad. At least it’s not when you stop caring about money, status and how much envy you can cause in people or how many women you can take inside your new Mercedes. Besides, I now have plenty of free time for my wife. Our marriage has never been so happy.” 
 
    And this is true. The freedom of emptiness is amazing. 
 
    “You know, Peter and I have been thinking ...” Samuel says. “And maybe you guys wanna listen to us play something. You know, later, maybe. I brought my guitar. If you wanna listen, maybe it'd be cool.” 
 
    “We'd love it,” Laura says. She stretches out her arm and touches Samuel's face with the back of her fingers. “Besides being handsome, he's talented. Bet you must be full of girlfriends out there.” 
 
    I kick Laura's leg. 
 
    “And I bet it's not up to you.” 
 
    Laura glares at me and Phill laughs out loud.  
 
    “Samuel with girlfriends? Oh Lord, this one is more afraid of women than he would be if a serial killer were chasing him. One day we left him alone in the living room with a cousin and we hid to see what would happen. Do you believe that the girl even caressed his neck and he did nothing? Samuel didn’t say a single word.” 
 
    “Maybe he just prefers a real woman instead of a girl,” Laura says, looking at Samuel. 
 
    “I don’t really have time for these things,” he says. “I have more important things to worry about.” 
 
    “Well, that's a pity,” Laura says, and then she laughs. 
 
    I kick my wife's leg again and she throws the glass of juice on me. 
 
    “What the fuck, you wanna stop kicking me?!” 
 
    I throw my glass of juice on her, too. 
 
    “What are you gonna do about it?” 
 
    Laura picks up the knife and points at me, but Susan gets up from the other side of the table. 
 
    “Alright, enough!” She breathes, running her hand through her dress. “Maybe ... maybe we'd better listen to the kids play.” 
 
    “But I'm still eating!” Phil protests, his mouth full of meat. 
 
    Susan seems relieved when we all agree to watch the band play, looking at the rice dish with a sigh. Phill leaves the table still with the piece of meat in hand and the boys take the things in the car. The couple indicates to us the way to the room where the children usually play. 
 
    “The dinner was great,” Laura says as we pass the living room. 
 
    “It was excellent,” Phill says, snatching another piece of meat. “If we had dinner like this at home every day, Mandy wouldn’t be a malnourished girl as she is. Why are these young people today so thin, eh? I don’t get it, I swear to God. Mandy's life boils down to eating at McDonald's and yet she’s able to pass under a closed door if she squeezes a little.” 
 
    The kids soon put things in the room, connecting everything to a sound box that was in the garage. I remember buying an equal for Peter when he started playing the guitar, but then he put it aside and went on to the drums. Sometimes Laura would bring some friends home and the sound box would be resurrected from its grave, but after a while her friends would invariably decide that my wife was a slut and stop visiting us. One of them, a divorced woman over forty, came to me once. Laura found her touching the middle of my legs in the kitchen and kicked her out of the house so violently that maybe even today the woman didn’t touch any other cock. 
 
    “Do you wanna hear Mandy sing first, or do you want us to play something?” Samuel asks us, finishing to connect the guitar on the amplifier. “We could do both at the same time, but her throat is horrible and she won’t be able to keep up with the instruments.” 
 
    “Maybe you'd better go first,” the girl says, sitting down on the bed. “I'd rather wait a little.” 
 
    Samuel shrugs and Peter sits on the drums, his hair now fallen in front of his face as if to hide it. 
 
    I stand at the door, right behind Susan. Phill stands a little ahead of his wife, now eating the meat slower in order to make it last longer, and Laura sits on the bed. And when the boys start, it's clear that they are great. It's amazing how Peter looks free with his drumsticks in hands. In fact, smiling at Samuel from time to time and looking at Mandy, my son seems happy. And God knows how he deserves it and how rewarding it is to me, as a father, to know that I was responsible for uniting them and perhaps bringing some meaning to a life that I myself destroyed when I abandoned him. 
 
    When Peter was born, I was just a guy trying to start my life with a woman who had accidentally gotten pregnant. And I wasn’t the right guy for the job because I was just a guy trying to find peace inside the mess that was always inside me. In fact, even nowadays, I'm not yet a guy prepared to be a father. I don’t think we ever get prepared for it, if you wanna know. Raising a child is such a confusing and uncertain task that human beings simply can’t do it. All we do is try to guide our children along the path we think is right (usually the path we choose for ourselves) and, as Laura says, try to stop them from doing too big shits.  
 
    Will the other child be treated better than Peter? You may be asking yourself this question now and I’m obliged to answer honestly: I don’t know, but probably yes. Okay, it’s true that Laura will teach the child the whole repertoire of profanity in our language before it even learns the names of the colors, but I can still try to do some right things this time. I'm not saying that I'm gonna be a good father (I think I've made it clear that no one is capable of that), but I can at least try to be better this time. I must be better. 
 
    After the boys finish their small performance and receive a round of applause, Mandy stands in front of everyone, brushes her hair off her face and starts singing. Her voice is really damaged, but she still looks beautiful singing Soundgarden's Fell on Black Days. 
 
    Laura caresses Samuel's leg. 
 
    Samuel takes the phone outta his pocket in order to pretend that Laura is doing nothing. 
 
    Laura rolls her eyes and touches the boy's arm. 
 
    Samuel moves his finger through his phone. 
 
    Laura doesn’t take her eyes off him. 
 
    Samuel frowns at his phone, blinks, then looks at Mandy. 
 
    Mandy stops singing and asks Samuel if everything is okay. 
 
    And as if knowing somehow what is to come next, I imagine that nothing is okay. Nothing could ever have been worse. 
 
    “It seems they are investigating the disappearance of that girl from our school,” Samuel says. “Abby, remember? She went to our house a few times to do homework with me.” 
 
    Laura stops touching Samuel. 
 
    “That little blonde girl with glasses?” Phill asks. “I heard she was missing, but I thought they'd found her.” 
 
    Samuel says, “Actually, it's been a month since she's gone, and the cops just cannot find a clue. It's as if there's something hacking their system and keeping the guys away from the case. Maybe it was something much more serious than what we think.” 
 
    “But they're still trying, aren’t they?” Laura asks  
 
    “That's what I was gonna talk about. As the police isn’t getting anywhere, the people from Desert Rock themselves decided to intervene. They've even created an online case support group where people can share any clues they find.” 
 
    “Then we’ve got a deal,” Phill says, finishing the meat. “We'll help find this girl no matter where she is.” 
 
    “It's a great idea,” Laura says, standing up. “What do you think about helping us investigate, Jimmy?” 
 
    I have the impression that words won’t come out, but I can still say, “Sure ... It'd be great to help find Abby.” 
 
    And this is how my world begins to crumble. 
 
   
  
 



XV 
 
      
 
      
 
    Steve speaks in your ear. 
 
    You have the hood of your gray blouse on your head, the earphones so he can talk and the cocaine tidy in a row on the back of your hand. You look at yourself in the mirror of this old bar, the kind of bar people go to when they're at rock bottom, and spending money on drinks seems like the only thing to do. The kind of place you go when there’s no more hope, and you honestly don’t give a shit. You look at your eyes wrapped in dark circles. You sigh. And Steve says, “Snort it, Jimmy.” 
 
    You take the note left in the sink, bring it to your hand and snort it. The cocaine goes through your nostril and goes to the throat. As Steve commands, you run the tip of your finger on what's left on your hand and rub it on your gums. Then you turn your neck until you hear a snap and look at yourself once more. There is one thing about perdition that draws you, as if unhappiness were true happiness and emptiness the best way to feel complete. Steve taught you that. It was one of the many things he taught you and you should feel grateful for it. Grateful for the nothing's freedom. 
 
    “Don’t try to be happy,” Steve says. 
 
    He says, “Don’t try to be a good person.” 
 
    Through the earphones, Steve says to you, “Don’t think you're special.” 
 
    And he keeps saying, “Don’t expect that you will be famous and will have millions of flashes on your face ... because the truth is that you won’t. You won’t be loved by all and you won’t be a successful person. You'll never be as full and happy as you think you should. You'll never be able to buy everything you should buy. You'll never be good enough. And only when you realize that you’re gonna be able to live life for real. Embrace the emptiness.” 
 
    If you had only heard this earlier, when you used to spend your day in a book that would help you get into college and buy a car and a house and have financial stability ... Someone should have said that to you before you fall into this whole shit that you should get a job to earn more and work less. Before you believed in this story that you should avoid suffering. The right thing was to find the most monotonous lifestyle possible, one in which you could spend all day sitting in the shadow and never getting hurt. If someone had then shown you, even for a minute, that this was all shit, that true life was in suffering rather than in calm, then things could have been different. 
 
    If you had spent more time getting into fights and less time trying to get into the financial sector of some company, life could have a little more sense. 
 
    If you hadn’t believed in others, you wouldn’t have gotten lost the way you got lost until Steve found you. 
 
    You would still be buying and competing and searching and earning and showing off ... Always in a loop. 
 
    “Come on, Jimmy,” Steve says. “Go into the hall, there's something I want you to do.” 
 
    In the hall, Steve tells you to look at a man younger than you and who has larger arms than yours. He’s talking on the counter with a blond woman in brown boots and jeans. She smokes, laughs, touches his arm and you think about how she looks like a failed country singer who dies of breast cancer fifty-seven years after being cheated by her third husband. Now, however, at the height of her youth, she’s within the standard of what we consider to be beautiful, the kind of woman who takes any man to bed and forgets the fact that she’s not eternal until the first wrinkles begin to appear and the men stop looking at her as often as they have always looked. Then she feels depressed and realizes how much her life has been worthless. How much excessive human contact was useless, after all. She realizes that life's gone. That she's lost. That there 's nothing real inside her. And she dies alone, cheated and with cancer. 
 
    Steve says, “I hacked everyone's phone here to hear what they were talking about you, Jimmy. Most don’t care about your existence, but this man doesn’t stop talking to his partner about how strange you are.” 
 
    Steve says, “Bizarre.” 
 
    He says, “Scarry.” 
 
    Your avatar whispers, “Pathetic.” 
 
    And then he goes on to say, “I hacked the front camera of his phone and I saw him laughing at you, Jimmy. I saw him ridiculing you for that woman. He's convincing her that you're everything Laura has ever said. But I know you're not, my friend. I know you better than anyone. Our consciences have always been connected. I know you're nothing like that.” 
 
    You whisper, “I'm not.” 
 
    And Steve says, “Then go there and show it, Jimmy. Go on and show everyone you're not that shit they say.” 
 
    You walk towards the counter and keep people out of your way. They look at you and whisper to each other. Your throat is dampened by cocaine. The right nostril is stuffy. 
 
    The man looks in your direction, then looks at the woman and then the two look confused at you. His eyes widen as he notices the firmness with which you walk, your fists clenched, and your brow furrowed in the shadow of your hood. You grab the man by the collar of the shirt and the woman exclaims, getting up from the bench. The man tries to say something, but you punch him in the mouth first. His head whips back and he’s quick to hit a punch in your stomach.  
 
    The woman shouts, “Get him outta here!” 
 
    She shouts, “Get this weirdo outta here!” 
 
    People just watch, though. The happy music continues to play on the stereo, everyone continue with smiles on the face and everyone drinks still having fun. The world stays the same as the man hits another punch in your stomach and then kicks your legs. Your wireless earphones drop and you try to pick them up. The man trips you up and you fall to the ground. 
 
    It’s hard to get the earphones and put them in your ear. The man grabs you and turns you to him. Then he lifts you up and punches you again. Right in your face. And Steve is saying, “Kill him, Jimmy!” 
 
    And you hit a knee in the man's balls. Then you hit a punch in his nose and hit him in the stomach. He stumbles back with his face dirty with blood, clearly dizzy. The woman tries to hit a glass on you, but she misses and the shards of glass scatter on the wall. The bartender just watches. And then you knock the man down on the counter and punch him in the face. 
 
    Steve says, “Kill him, Jimmy!” 
 
    And you really should do it. There is an energy running through you as strong as the sensation of orgasm. Your dick is hard. Imagine you can punch someone to death, blow someone's face until your hands get bloody, oh ... 
 
    The woman hits her purse on you. There's something heavy inside it that makes you get away from the man. Soon after, hands grab you and begin to push you toward the exit. Everyone is looking at you as if you were some kind of attraction from a horror show. And all these looks accompany you until you are thrown on the sidewalk. 
 
    The men say you better leave. 
 
    They say they will call the police if you don’t disappear. 
 
    Steve says in the only earphone left in you ear, “All right, Jimmy, there's something else for you to do.” 
 
    Steve tells you what you must do next. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    You're in the car with your newly sledgehammer. The tool shop attendant looked at you strangely as soon as you got your feet in there and sold what you wanted with her eyes down. Maybe she thought you were going to assault her and beat her up. It doesn’t make any difference now, anyway. What matters is that you're inside your car with a sledgehammer ... and you're in front of Robert's house. 
 
    It's a two-story house with a beautiful front garden, the kind that has a water fountain and everything. The kind of house Laura always wanted you to buy. 
 
    "Get through the backyard, Jimmy," Steve says. 
 
    You take the sledgehammer and do what your avatar said. There’s no one on the street. Such neighborhoods are usually quiet at this time. Good for you, who jumps the fence and climbs the wooden steps leading to Robert's garden. He has a large pool where he must drink his expensive drinks while his woman sticks her ass in his dick under the water. Robert, the great example of American Dream. 
 
    “Go to the garage,” Steve says. “Robert's wife and children are at a birthday party while Robert is working in his office on the second floor. He's wearing headphones, but try to be fast. It’d be such a pitty if he took off the headphones. 
 
    Robert's Corvette is in the large, white-walled garage with the bodywork shining under the ceiling lights. Large well finished luminaires. Real silver.  
 
    And Steve says, “You know what to do.” 
 
    Oh, how you know ... 
 
    You lower the sledgehammer against the hood of the car and watch the bodywork crushes. You hit the windshield and the front glass, making the shards fly to the ground. You see the beauty of the act as you swing your sledgehammer and think of all the times Robert opened that little smile to you. He deserves it, of course he deserves it.  
 
    Then you lift the sledgehammer and hit the mirrors. You hit the hood once more, hit the doors and crushes the trunk. You do all this with pleasure in your face, because destruction is the best form of masturbation you know. You destroy Robert's Corvette until it stops being the beautiful car he used to show off. So you take one last look at the car, the job you've done with effort, and walk out of the garage still looking at the car. You go through the garden, down the wooden stairs and jump over the fence. While Robert's car is there destroyed, you go around the house and back to Laura's car. 
 
    Steve is laughing on the phone. 
 
    You start the car and when you see, you're laughing too. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    In the glass elevator of the building, you can see the whole city with its billboards that illuminate the night. You have in the pocket of your sweater the things Steve had told you to bring with you. Your face now hurts because of the bar fight, but that doesn’t mean much when you remember what you did with Robert. 
 
    And you think that he'll never get in your house again with that Corvette and a smile on his face. 
 
    And you think that this will make Laura no longer admire him in the way she admired. 
 
    You smile at the nothingness waiting for the elevator to reach the top. You alone climb this glass castle. Just you and the blood on your face. 
 
    Steve says in your ear, “You've gone further than I thought, Jimmy.” 
 
    The billboards are getting down there and you keep your eyes straight, staring at the full moon that shines with dark clouds next to it. 
 
    And Steve says, “To get to the top of the well, you first have to fall to the bottom.” 
 
    You let his words just flow through you. When you realize that your whole life has had no greater meaning than working to have a comfortable life, you hear the first person who shows you a little bit of adventure. 
 
    A little bit of blood. 
 
    A little bit of life. 
 
    “There's no great meaning, Jimmy,” Steve says. “And that's what makes things so wonderful.” 
 
    There is no cure for pain. 
 
    There is a lie for pain. 
 
    “There is no comfort,” Steve says. “There are things you buy to disguise emptiness.” 
 
    Pornography. 
 
    A house with pool. 
 
    A trip to some island you won’t even be paying attention to because you'll be too busy taking pictures to cause envy to your acquaintances. Forcing the smile. You are perfect. 
 
    “You're starting to understand,” Steve says. 
 
    And you're at the top of the building, the wind threatening to rip your hood off. Here you are, looking at the lights below and the things that Steve made you bring in your pocket. 
 
    You walk up to the parapet and stay on the tip. Adrenaline is pumped into your blood. Fear of death is the most effective drug in the world. 
 
    “Pick the pictures, Jimmy.” 
 
    You pick photos of Elise, June and pictures of when you were in college. You look at them carefully. They tell you everything there is to know about you.  
 
    “Rip them,” Steve says. “You live here and now. Not in the past and not in your fantasies. This is where you need to stay.” 
 
    You hesitate, but you end up ripping the pictures. Pieces of paper fly through the air and fall toward the lights below. 
 
    “Pick your phone,” Steve says. “Log in to your bank account.” 
 
    You do it and see all the money you have saved decrease to zero. 
 
    “Don’t look for comfort, Jimmy.” 
 
    Steve says, “Look for damnation.” 
 
    And you whisper, “Of course, damnation.” 
 
    Steve is silent and lets you enjoy the vision and the moment. You don’t even feel afraid of him now. Creator and creation together, your minds working in harmony so you can understand the things you should. Steve lets this moment flow for a few moments until he says, “Your next challenge will be your last, Jimmy. And you will know what it is when the time comes.” 
 
    After that, Steve stops talking to you and disconnects. 
 
   
  
 



XVI 
 
      
 
    Everyone is together in the kitchen of my house when I wake up. Phill caresses Susan's hair sitting on the counter while Robert types on a notebook next to Laura behind him. The kids, sitting at the table, use their phones and make notes in a paper. 
 
    “Sorry, I went to sleep a little late yesterday," I say, glaring at them. The kids look at their phones again shortly afterwards, Phill and Susan look at me with the same hesitation on the evening of the dinner and Robert doesn’t even look at me. Laura hugs me and kisses my face, right next to the nose that my boss and the bar man punched. Last night, it took me almost an hour to calm her down about my new injuries. 
 
    “Look at this, Jimmy,” she says, holding my hand. “We have a whole team here, see? The kids are looking through Abby's social medias and Robert is talking to people on the support group. Everything we find will be sent there. And guess what? Two weeks from now, if she’s not yet found, there'll be a festival in the main square where people will be gathered to look for her through the city. Robert himself will hold the festival and maybe the kids can play something there. Imagine this, Jimmy!” 
 
    “That’s amazing, I guess. I let go of Laura's hand and walk to the counter. “Robert’s a hero, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Please, Jimmy,” he says, smiling. “I just like helping people, since I was a kid. Seriously, back in school I used to tattle the other boys who did wrong things. Sometimes that guaranteed me some good punches, but it made the teachers like me and gave me good grades, which eventually ensured that I entered a good college. So I guess it was worth it, huh? Come to think of it, I could be working in the accounting department of some food company right now, or maybe spend all day calling to people and collecting money.” He looks at me over his glasses. “No offense.” 
 
    I smile at him and squeeze his shoulder with considerable force. 
 
    “You didn’t offend me.” 
 
    He smiles awkwardly and straightens his white shirt when I let him go. 
 
    Laura says, “Someone made an atack on Robert yesterday.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask. 
 
    “They destroyed my car in the garage,” he says hesitantly. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I say. “You loved to take Laura to work on that Corvette, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Well, someone had to do that.” 
 
    I open my mouth to respond, but Phill says first, “It looks like your wounds are worse, Jimmy.” He stops stroking his wife, who avoids looking at me. 
 
    “Yeah, but I'll probably be fine for the festival our dear Robert will hold.” 
 
    “Just be careful not to have any unforeseen events again,” Susan says, glancing at me. 
 
    “We're all subject to contingencies, Susan. Believe me, the worst shit happens when people least expect it.” 
 
    My presence seems to make Susan really uncomfortable. Sometimes she looks at me, but quickly looks away and holds Phill's hand. Surely she must be thinking about what it'd be like to fuck me. I may be running the risk of sounding like Polasky, but women like Susan are crazy to run away from their monotonous marriages and have fun with a different man. And this man could be me, right? Just saying. 
 
    Of course, anything I did to another woman now would be nothing more than a carnal pastime. In seven months my wife will give birth to a child and I don’t intend to leave the child this time, even if it was for another woman. 
 
    Everything I do will be strictly carnal. 
 
    Phill runs with Samuel to the parked car saying he needs to check the engine. Laura goes with Robert and the kids to the garage, saying that soon we will leave. Susan goes up to the bathroom and I say that I need to get my wallet in the bedroom. Laura tells me to be quick. 
 
    The bathroom door is open and I can see Susan touching up the makeup in the mirror. I push the door slowly and she turns to me, startled, her chest moving very fast under the black shirt. I kiss Susan and grab her waist. She pulls her face away, but I pull it again and squeeze my body harder against hers. She struggles, tries to pull away with her hands and turns away, but I'm stronger than she is. My hand runs down her rib, grabs her left breast and I squeeze it. She’s without a bra and I can feel her nipple hard, same state as my cock is now. I unbutton the four buttons from above Susan's shirt, displaying her breasts. 
 
    “Stop,” she says into my ear. “Stop with that, please.” 
 
    My hand grabs the middle of Susan's legs and she lets out a low moan. I kiss her again, this time around the neck. She fights, tries to set her free, and I caress her breasts. Susan then sits down in the sink and her legs crisscross my waist. I open her pants, running my hand through her panties. 
 
    “Jimmy,” she whispers, running her hand over my face. 
 
    And now it’s she who kisses me, guiding my hand through her panties, my fingers in the midst of her pubic hair. With my other hand, I continue stroking her breast, carefully nipping  her nipple and listening to her moan. Just a carnal pastime, my friend. Just a carnal pastime. 
 
    I pull Susan's pants down to her ankle and she insists on lowering her panties to half her thighs. She smiles at me and I kiss her, opening the zipper of my pants. And when Susan's panties get to her knees and she lifts her legs, ready to get it all out, I hear Peter's voice calling me downstairs, “Dad?” 
 
    The excitement of the moment is cut with a knife-strike. Susan hugs me, panting, and I touch her thighs. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    "Laura wants you to come quickly. Robert called Abby's parents and we're leaving.” 
 
    “I'm on my way, son.” 
 
    Susan let me go, and then we both look embarrassed sideways. Without saying anything, I leave the bathroom while zippering my pants and wiping my face. Inside, Susan begins to pack up in a hurry. By now she must have noticed what she was about to do, and the regret must surely be beginning to attack her. Susan is not one of those women, though. Who was about to have sex with me in the bathroom sink was another Susan, a side of her who begs for something more fun than lying next to Phill while he eats and watches TV shows. 
 
    Robert is at the wheel in Laura's car, who’s  sitting in the back seat. I sit next to her and my wife holds my hand that was just inside Susan's panties a few minutes ago. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Abby's parents take a moment to open the door after we ring the doorbell. Robert prepares to ring it again when the door finally opens and two worn-out people appear. The man, with thin blond hair that begins to turn gray, wraps his arms around the shoulder of a dark-haired woman with deep dark circles bellow her eyes and lips all bruised. She probably spends her nights without sleeping, biting her lips nervously and thinking of the little girl she loved so much and who she raised. The little girl she put to sleep every night, told stories and hugged in the raining days. The little girl she saw growing up and who, deep down, she has lost her faith of finding. 
 
    They lead us into the living room where the adults sit and the kids stand. Abby's father sits in an armchair while her mother offers us tea. When she comes back with a teapot and a few cups, only Laura accept. Abby's mother sits on the arm of the armchair and the father puts his arm around her waist. 
 
    Robert introduces us. 
 
    “My name is John Sullivan,” the father says. “And this is my wife, Emma. We are so grateful for what you guys are doing for our daughter, since the police seem to be completely useless. All they do is come here from time to time and ask some stupid questions, but they never bring any answers.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand how this happened to Abby," Emma says. “What kind of person would do something to her? For God’s sake, Abby was an exemplary girl, everyone liked her. You know, I pray every day asking God to keep my daughter well wherever she is, but after a month ... well, even your faith is put on the table. And I wish things weren’t like that, but ...” Emma sighs. “Abby still has so much to live. So much to conquer. She has friends waiting for her, her boyfriend ... It's hard to imagine that she can be deprived of it all without doing anything. Where’s justice now?” 
 
    “Sometimes it's not about justice,” I tell her. “Sometimes bad things happen and sometimes good people do these bad things against other good people simply because they have no other choice. We can’t say anything before we know what really happened to your daughter.” 
 
    As if you didn’t know. 
 
    “Did you know my daughter, Mr. Gibson?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    Liar. 
 
    “If you knew her, you'd understand what I'm talking about. No matter the reasons of the person who took my daughter, nothing, and I said nothing, justifies this. Crimes simply can’t be justified, Mr. Gibson, especially when they involve innocents. There are always choices, and to harm a mere little girl can never be justified.” 
 
    I put some tea in the cup and take it to my mouth. 
 
    “I understand why you're nervous, Mrs. Sullivan, but try to see my point. Nobody has any idea of what happened to Abby and we can’t just assume the worst and say, may God protect us, that some psycho did something bad to her. We need to think about all the points and consider all the hypotheses if we wanna get somewhere, including the possibility that someone has been, I don’t know, induced to do something he didn’t like. I've heard of such cases before and —" 
 
    “It’s you who must see my point, Mr. Gibson. I don’t believe in this thing of being induced to do something, and I swear to God that if I find out who took my daughter from me, I'll do it myself, if you know what I mean. I carried Abby in my womb for nine months, took care of her and spent entire nights with her when she got sick. I taught her to ride a bike, I stayed with her in the school until she got used to it and I comforted her every time she was afraid of something. I loved my daughter more than I loved my own life, and whoever took her from me will pay for it. And if it doesn’t happen by the hands of men, be sure it will happen by God's hands.” 
 
    “You're totally right, but—" 
 
    “Jimmy,” Laura whispers. “Will you please shut up?” 
 
    Emma is starting to cry and John comforts her, running his hand down her back. I look embarrassed sideways, until I find a wall with a picture of smiling Abby dressed in an space suit. I remember when I hit that little smiley face. I remember the way she looked at me. I remember the way she bled. May God forgive me, but I remember every detail. 
 
    As soon as Emma calms down, Robert asks if we can check Abby's room, and they agree. 
 
    We climb the stairs, Laura holding my hand tightly and my heart pounding now. 
 
    “Watch your mouth,” she warns me. 
 
    We stop outside Abby's door, where there’s a sign written “Humans are not allowed,” with the design of a flying saucer on top. John turns the key on the knob, and the sweet smell that comes to me is familiar enough to make my stomach turn; the same smell I felt on Abby's neck as I penetrated her and begged for forgiveness. 
 
    Abby's bedroom looks the same as any other geek girl's bedroom should look. Pink wallpaper with rocket prints, movie posters on the walls and various books scattered through desk, shelf and floor. Authors like Kafka, Phillip K. Dick and Charles Dickens. Trophies and medals adorn their own bookshelves, all won by her since she was only six years old. She also has action figures, robot projects and half-painted drawings, in which she signs her real name: Abigail Sullivan. Above the computer desk, there’s a mural with several photos of Abby with her family, friends and boyfriend. In all of them she seems happy, a girl who possessed everything anyone could have. Maybe, and just maybe, a leaked video of Laura masturbating and the guilt coming over me wasn’t such a high price to pay for this girl's life. 
 
    Mandy sits with Peter in front of the computer and turns it on. She’s able to enter it by typing Abby's boyfriend's name when the password is required and then she goes to check the girl's history and her personal files. Behind them, Samuel watches silently. 
 
    Phill and Susan (who tries to act with the utmost naturalness next to me) find the girl's diary and sit on the edge of the bed to read it. Robert talks to Abby's parents at the door and tries to comfort them. Laura and I take a look at the closet, where Abby's sweet scent is stronger. 
 
    “Laura?” 
 
    She touches a gray blouse. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What do you think that happened to this girl? Honestly.” 
 
    She sighs in exasperation and folds her arms around my neck. 
 
    “Are you really worried about her, Jimmy? Look, that’s really a surprise.” 
 
    I touch Laura's waist. 
 
    “What do you think that happened to her?” 
 
    Laura responds in a low tone, “Jimmy, Abby was ... I mean, she is a very pretty girl, and you know how the world is. Maybe some mad man made her do things and then, I don’t know, got rid of her. These things happen all the time. Unfortunately, they do.” 
 
    “That's disturbing me.” 
 
    She kisses me. 
 
    Back in the room, Laura joins Robert to talk to Abby's parents. Susan and Phill now reviews the girl's books and notebooks with expressions of disappointment. I stand beside Samuel, watching as Mandy checks Abby's conversations on the computer. 
 
    “Did you find something?” I ask. 
 
    “No big deal,” Mandy says. “I mean, there's a lot of guys in here saying she's beautiful and everything, you know, the kind of thing stupid guys do thinking girls like that, but nothing that could make anyone suspicious. There’s a big problem with the disappearance of women: we always assume that some man was responsible and almost all men are the same, always sending the same stupid messages and acting in the same way. So it's hard to blame someone without a concrete clue.” 
 
    We stay for a few more minutes in Abby's room until we finally decide that there’s nothing here that could help us. Robert apologizes to the girl's parents as he runs his hand down Laura's back. 
 
    “We are so sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan, but we promise that we will continue to look for clues. And in a few weeks there'll be a festival in which we will gather dozens, perhaps hundreds of people to look for Abby around the city. The Abby Festival will be a landmark for Desert Rock.” 
 
    Of course, the "Abby Festival". 
 
      
 
   
  
 



XVII 
 
      
 
    As the days go by, my wounds are no longer large marks on my face and become just reddish spots. My arms bruised by Polasky's chains also begin to present a better state, although I'll probably have to live with the scars for the rest of my life. That's the price you pay for killing a rapist and preventing him from raping a lot of other women, after all. In order to try to recover even more of my normal appearance for the Abby Festival, I shave my beard on the morning of the event. 
 
    I look at myself in the mirror as the razor goes doing its job and removing the excess of hair, revealing that conservative face with which I have lived for a long time. Then I move the razor with the face covered by the shaving cream until my skin is smooth and the almost healed wounds around my mouth are visible. 
 
    Steve hasn’t contacted me for weeks and I didn’t play Total Life to find him. In fact, you might even say that my life has taken a good turn. Laura and I argue, but discussions almost always end in sex. For the first time, we are fucking like two teenagers instead of a couple who’s been married for a few years now - and anyone who has been married for a few years knows very well the difference between these two types of sex. Peter and I don’t have the best relationship ever, but sometimes we talk, and I took him to watch a baseball game with me and Laura. It’s been a long time since I had the feeling of having a real family for the last time. And that feeling became even greater as Peter smiled at me during the match, smiled in a way he hadn’t since he was a child. 
 
    And if you're worried about the festival and the searches, I don’t think anyone will be able to find Abby's body, not after I buried it outside that abandoned warehouse. 
 
    Even when Peter tells me about the whole structure of the event, I still can keep calm. 
 
    “More than five hundred people have confirmed their presence,” Peter says, sitting at the counter with his phone in his hand. “This is much more than we expected, but we still worked hard to divide the groups that will do the searches. We'll have at least one group for each neighborhood, all designated within the support group. The case drew even the attention of TV stations that will be in the square to cover the event. They also set up a stage where we're gonna play in honor of Abby before the groups separate.” 
 
    I shrug and sit next to him. 
 
    “That's good.” 
 
    Laura arrives in the kitchen with her purse on her shoulder, wraps her arms around me and kisses me. 
 
    “That's not good, that's great,” she says. “It shows that people aren’t a complete bag of shit, after all. There are still some able to do the right thing.” 
 
    I caress her hands on my chest. 
 
    “You're right, my dear.” 
 
    We left the house at nine in the morning, one hour before the festival began. Several cars are already heading towards the town square, while other people walk with ABBY written on headbands and glitter-decorated signs that say ABBY TO THE END. Police also start patrolling, probably annoyed by the population deciding to do a job that they failed miserably. And what could they do, considering that they were unknowingly facing a force far greater than they could ever imagine? 
 
    There are already hundreds of people scattered across the main square and a screen on the stage shows pictures of Abby. The instruments are being set up and reporters spread out with their cameras among the people. In front of the stage, there are bars that separate it from the rest of the public and policemen who guard the place. We drive around the square and park behind the stage, next to Phill's car. 
 
    Phill and Susan are next to the metal ladder that goes up to the stage. Peter climbs it up quickly to help his friends arrange the instruments, completely forgetting me and Laura. 
 
    “That's crazy, isn’t it?” Phil asks, looking at the square. More signs come out in honor of Abby. “Looks like people really got concerned about this little girl's case. Just imagine if they pick up the kidnapper? The bastard would be burned alive.” 
 
    “And they'd be right,” Susan says. “People are tired of people who commit heinous crimes and aren’t punished. It would be no surprise if they killed the person who did it.” 
 
    “Then they wouldn’t be much different from that person,” I tell them. 
 
    “Don’t play the moral guy now, Jimmy,” Laura says. “That doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    “I'm just saying.” 
 
    We walk around the square a bit, until we find Robert talking to the mayor and his wife. He invites us to join the conversation, introducing Laura with a hand on her shoulder that doesn’t help me to create much sympathy with him. 
 
    “Laura and I work together,” he tells the mayor. “She’s surely one of the smartest women I've ever met.” Then he point at me. “And this is James, her husband. He used to work at a company but was fired after fighting with his boss. The guy beat the shit outta little Jimmy.” 
 
    Robert laughs at his own joke, but the mayor and his wife open mere smirks. For a moment, I wanna have a chain in my arms to break Robert's plump neck the way I did with Polasky. Or I wish he was trapped in an abandoned warehouse, where I could torture him without any remorse. That's basically what all the Roberts out there deserve. 
 
    More and more people are gathering in the square until it is crowded and the voices shouting Abby's name becomes a thunder in the midst of a storm of people, all of them holding up signs and wearing headbands on their heads. Others wear t-shirts with the smiling face of Abby. And while I watch all this, a voice inside my mind doesn’t shut up. 
 
    Murderer. 
 
    I see Abby's parents standing by the stage talking to the mayor. 
 
    Rapist. 
 
    I touch the gun in my holster and I imagine it would be fair if I blew my own brains out. 
 
    Coward. 
 
    The voices are getting louder and louder, screams and chants and homage to Abby everywhere. People seeking justice, begging for the innocent little girl to be found. 
 
    You cunt. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    It's Peter with his guitar in his hands. 
 
    Assassin. 
 
    “Is the show going to start?” 
 
    Abby's blood covering your hands. 
 
    “Yes, the mayor will only give a speech first. I want you to come up with Laura on stage when we play.” 
 
    Abby's nails being skinned to the cob. 
 
    “I'm gonna love it, son.” 
 
    Abby screaming and crying desperately. 
 
    Laura wraps her arm around my shoulder as we wait for the mayor's speech. Beside us, Phill kisses Susan. The public shouts JUSTICE! JUSTICE! JUSTICE! 
 
    You cutting off Abby's nipple and sucking her blood.  
 
    “When I heard what the people of Desert Rock were up to, I couldn’t help feeling prouder about being mayor of this town. This is one of the greatest demonstrations of humanity and love that I've ever seen in my entire life, a population crying out for justice and the life of an innocent girl who still had everything to live. When I think of Abigail, I also think of my seventeen-year-old daughter and all the other girls in this town. I think this isn’t just for Abby, but for all the violence already inflicted on innocent girls by the hands of bloodthirsty cowards. And I'm gonna tell you: we are tired of these cowards! We cry out for justice and we will make our voices be heard. We'll find Abby, find the son of a bitch and make him, in the name of God, pay for his crimes. Because it's time, my friends, to Desert Rock stand up crying out for the safety of their youth. This is the time that we get up crying out for JUSTICE!” 
 
    You punch Abby's face and watch her nose break. 
 
    The audience explodes in an avalanche of applause and screams, everyone jumping and shaking their signs. There are flashes everywhere and the TV crew filming everything. The truth is that now it's not just a mere five hundred people supporting Abby, but rather the whole country connected in front of their televisions and joining those screams for justice. 
 
    You take off Abby's panties soaked with urine. 
 
    Laura and I climb onto the stage holding hands as the boys start playing. Mandy's voice reverberates across the square and brings applause and tears from everyone present. Samuel's guitar and Peter's drums create an exciting rhythm for the song. Mandy looks at Peter and they both smile at each other. Then my son looks at me and smiles, as if to say that he forgives me for everything. Laura kisses me and holds my hand tighter. Maybe this is the most perfect moment of my life. 
 
    You penetrate Abby with your filthy cock while she sobs. 
 
    The screen that displayed photos of Abby darkens, but Mandy continues singing. Laura says something in my ear that I can’t understand because of the noise, so I simply reply that I love her. Now Mandy has tears streaming down her face and takes another hundred people down the same path. Peter is also thrilled. 
 
    You take the gun and point it at Abby. 
 
    The screen then displays the image of a deserted area and a warehouse gleaming with the afternoon sun. The image zooms in, zooming in until the figures of two people become sharper. It's a man dragging a deformed body, but unmistakably Abby's body. Then the man looks up and the satellite image focuses on his face. 
 
    You shoot Abby's head and pop her brains out. 
 
    The image focuses on my face. 
 
   
  
 



XVIII 
 
      
 
    As the crowd connects the man's face on the big screen to the man's face on the stage, pandemonium begins. 
 
    Before Laura can even notice, you've already let go of her hand and ran off the stage. Close to the stairs, Phill and Susan stare at you in disbelief, and Robert recoils quickly, falling to the ground with a red face of panic. It seems like now no joke comes to his mind. 
 
    The band has already stopped playing and the bustle of the crowd is the only sound that fills the square. You run as fast as you can and they knock down the safety rails, hundreds of people coming like the wave of a furious tide toward you, all of them throwing Abby's posters up, falling, passing one over the other and throwing things at you. A shoe hits your back, you slip and almost fall. You keep running to the car you left parked, looking for the keys in your pocket. You also touch your gun, which you won’t hesitate to use if you have to. 
 
    The crowd is knocking down cops, breaking things around the square and taking the stage. You put the key in the door and turn it, opening it quickly and feeling the muffled air of the car. You prepare to enter, but a hand touches your shoulder and pulls you. 
 
    “I can’t let you do this,” Phill says, turning your face to his. “Sorry, buddy.” 
 
    “No,” you say, putting the gun against his belly. “I'm sorry, buddy.” 
 
    You pull the trigger and Phill's hand loosens your shoulder, his fat face widening in surprise. Blood begins to spread through his white T-shirt and he looks down, falling to the ground shortly after. You get in the car, close the door and turn the key in the engine. Some people appear in front of the car and you run over them, spreading blood on the windshield that crackles when a body flies against it. 
 
    This reminds you of the afternoon you kidnapped Polasky, when a crowd also knocked over the security rails to try to catch him. Of course the reasons are very different, however. What those people wanted to do was hug and congratulate the reverend, while all these people want is to tear your body apart and hang your remains as a trophy on stage. You imagine your head impaled and they all celebrating and singing in honor of the psychopath's death. He took the life of a little girl, so nothing better than taking his as well. 
 
    You accelerate down the asphalt and look at the square that has become almost a rebellion, with people screaming like barbarians. Others chase after your car and throw everything they find in front of them, shouting furiously. You see a bunch of cops standing in front of these people, but they swallow them and then there's blood all over the place when the cops fire to protect themselves. They murder people so the people can’t murder the murderer. 
 
    You think about how Laura must be now, the disappointment she must be feeling, right now that she had decided that you could form a good couple and start a new life. Not to mention Peter, just when he finally seemed to have forgiven you. 
 
    You beat your head against the wheel. 
 
    You run over more people around the corner. 
 
    You see more blood on the cracked windshield. 
 
    The cops start chasing you, sirens shining and whistling toward the blood-soaked car that accelerates running over anyone in front of it. Then you enter an empty street and the crowd seems to have been left behind. Your head hurts, you look in the rearview mirror and turn your head a little. It looks like someone hit you with a rock, a shoe, or whatever the heat of the moment didn’t allow you to feel. 
 
    Another car appears at the intersection, and it goes next to you. You slow down a bit and touch the rear wheel of the car, making it spin as you turn to the street on the left. The other cars that were behind you try to stop, but they can’t do it in time, hitting the vehicle that you made spin. 
 
    You hear the sound of more cars, this time coming from both the left and the right and trying to surround you. A policeman put his arm out the window and starts firing, forcing you to lower yourself. You take the gun, speed up a little and goes out the window to shoot the front wheel of one of the cars. The driver quickly loses control and hits a lamppost, the wires of which break and fall on the street. 
 
    But there's still another car on the right, next to you. You hit it and try to push it to the sidewalk, where some people are standing without reaction in front of a small store. Then the car hits the people and breaks their bodies against the wall of the store, throwing blood against the police men through the open window. 
 
    You turn on the next street on the left, then on the right, then go straight and then turn left, right and once again left until you see the exit for the highway. You leave your car almost on the sidewalk, hurry down and go to another parked car where an old man shakes his phone with a confused face. You open the door and he instantly reaches out to give you the phone, but you pull him by the arm and throw him against the floor. He tries to grab you by the leg and you shoot his head, knocking down the old man and wasting your penultimate bullet. 
 
    With your new car, you accelerate toward the highway. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    A few miles driving your stolen car and you abandon it to steal another in the parking lot of a restaurant. A girl in her twenties is at the wheel. She tries to accelerate, but you open the door, pull her out and shoot her neck. 
 
    Your last bullet. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    A few hours later and you are still driving through deserted streets amid the plains, the best — and probably only — way not to be found by the police. You had plenty of time to think, and you came to the conclusion that this was how things should end ultimately. What did you expect? Did you really think you would have a happy family like other people? Idiot. Did you really think a woman could really love you? You are the fucking scum of the world. Please don’t tell me that you really considered the hypothesis that you could be happy, did you? 
 
    That's what you deserve, honestly. You've lived long enough to understand that things never go well for you. You're not like other people, damnit. Is that so hard to understand? You weren’t meant to be happy or to be loved. You were made to be just a piece of shit, solitary and failed, wandering around aimlessly with nothing and no one. That's what you really are. That's what you always will be. 
 
    Introducing James Gibson, ladies and gentlemen, this deformed and broken thing who thinks he’s in the right to consider himself human. Look at him, look at his past, see all the shit that turned him into this. Look at him, don’t be afraid. Are you afraid? It’s not necessary at all. Jimmy is nothing. Never was. He will never be. 
 
    All the thoughts in your head make you laugh hysterically. 
 
    And then comes the tears. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    You park the car in front of the Baker's cottage. It’s all closed, but you break the door and enter the living room. You see the television and virtual reality glasses that Mandy and Samuel used. 
 
    And then you fall to your knees and cry through the laughter that comes naturally. 
 
    The television turns on by itself and the Total Life icon appears on the screen. Through the speakers, you hear Steve's voice. 
 
    “Did you miss me, Jimmy?” 
 
    You wipe your face. 
 
    “It was you, wasn’t it? You put those images on the screen.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    You sniff. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, you've committed a crime. Nothing fairer than paying for it.” 
 
    “So you're gonna hand over my location to the police?” 
 
    Steve laughs. 
 
    “No buddy. I still have one more challenge for you. I had one last challenge for you, remember? Well, stay in the house and soon you will know what it is. 
 
    “Steve?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Are you gonna kill me?” 
 
    But Steve doesn’t answer this question. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



XIX 
 
      
 
    I stay for four days at the Baker's cottage, eating the rest of their food and reading about myself on the internet through the Notebook. I see people commenting furiously that they will find me wherever I am. I see lawyers commenting on my case. I see websites that interview people I knew. 
 
    Laura is one of them. 
 
    “I always knew there was something wrong with him. God, I had to put up with that man for years. And suddenly, a few weeks ago, he just changed. I mean, he looked like someone different. And I believed him. God forgive me, but I believed that damn psycho. He was so good at pretending to be nice, that I really liked him these days, until I found the truth. Jimmy never was a good person.” 
 
    And of course Elise could not stay out of this. 
 
    “Yes, I was Jimmy's first wife. He wasn’t a normal person, he never was I guess, but not in the way that the media is saying, as if he were a sociopath. I'm gonna tell you what he was like: James Gibson was a quiet, passive guy, you know, what people call inscrutable. This is the perfect word to define him. Jimmy never talked much about himself, he didn’t like to be friends with other people. He simply stayed in his inner world and hated it when other people tried to get in. So what he did was push them away, as if he was afraid of caring about someone. He seemed to hate his own life. He seemed to hate himself, not the kind of guy you expect to commit murder, but the kind of guy who commits suicide. I couldn’t believe it when I saw it on television.” 
 
    One writer says he wants to write a biography about me. 
 
    A director says that he would like to tell my life story in the movies. 
 
    I wonder what those guys would do if they knew the whole story. 
 
    I hid my stolen car in the Baker's garage. I also destroyed my phone shortly after the first hour here. It was while looking at photos of me and Laura and Peter in the baseball game. The way they smiled and seemed to have fun. The way we seemed happy. Have I ever looked happy? According to the newspapers, I've always been a mad man who offended people without the slightest reason. No, according to the newspapers, I never was a simple man trying to understand his place in the world. I was too busy destroying things and beating the shit out of people. 
 
    The day after the festival, I'm crying in the bathroom. 
 
    Two days after the festival, I'm punching my own head against the floor. 
 
    Three days after the festival, I'm just sitting there looking at nothing. 
 
    Four days after the festival, the television turns on and Steve's voice once again comes out through the speakers, 
 
    “I hope you had plenty of time to think, Jimmy.” 
 
    “And I had something else to do?” 
 
    “I'm sorry for that, but you know that everything I do is for your good, right.” 
 
    “Sure, all for my good.” 
 
    “Then I want you to know that I'm gonna show you these things now because I like you, Jimmy. In fact, I love you. How could creation not love its creator? So I'll show you these things because you deserve to know the truth.” 
 
    The television begins to display pictures of my house. I see Laura fucking Robert on my bed while I work. I see her sucking his dick on the couch I used to sit on every day. I see him passing margarine on her ass and then on the dick and the two of them doing anal sex on the table where I had dinner every day. I see Robert grabbing Laura's breasts and she crossing her legs around his waist, pinning him and begging him to do it harder. All this while I was being humiliated at work. 
 
    Then I see a video of the two taking off each other's clothes on the bed. Robert falls with his face on Laura's breasts and she says she needs to say something. He continues to drool on her breasts, squeezing and biting her nipples. But Laura needs to say something. She needs to tell something but Robert doesn’t let go of her breasts. Then she simply tells him and Robert stops kissing her immediately, raising his head to face her. 
 
    Laura says she's pregnant. 
 
    Laura says she's pregnant with Robert. 
 
    The image freezes and Steve speaks again, “So you want to know what your last challenge is?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 XX 
 
      
 
    The radio plays A horse with no name and you sing along at the top of your lungs, with the light of the sunset making the plains orange and reflecting in the rearview mirror of the car. In the next seat, your ax rests by a gallon of gasoline. It's six o'clock now. According to Steve, you have to get there at seven and you will find the show at its peak. The show has been going on every day at Robert's house right now, since you're out of the way and Robert's family is traveling. Why not let them have fun, huh? Or better: why not make the show even more interesting? Today the show will burn in fire, ladies and gentlemen, get ready for this! 
 
    You park your car in front of one of those roadside dinners. A chicken with bright lights at the top of it goes down and rises with the beak. You find that fun. You leave your car and go to the diner, attracting the looks of the few people on you instantly. 
 
    You open a smile. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    After the events of last Wednesday, the 5th, many theories arose about the motivations of James Gibson, also known as The Maniac of Desert Rock, for his bloodthirsty acts. The main one came after Mr. Gibson's own blog post, claiming to have been manipulated all the time by an avatar of the infamous virtual reality game Total Life. Third Eye, the company responsible for the development and distribution of Total Life, hasn’t comment on the case so far. 
 
    But there is still a question that will not disappear so soon: if the Maniac of Desert Rock was induced to practice such acts against Abigail Sullivan, what would be the excuse for the events of that bloodthirsty Wednesday night? 
 
    (Excerpt taken from Desert Rock Alert, Thursday, October 6, 2033) 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When that guy came in the door, everyone looked at him at the same time. There were just under ten people, but nobody dared to say anything. And what could we do? We saw that guy on the television, we knew he was a maniac and the things he was capable of, so no one dared to call the police. I don’t know, I don’t think anybody wants to risk exposing a guy like that, and the next day you find him lying next to you in bed with a knife in his hand and a smile on his face. Did you hear that he burned live cats as a child? Yeah, I also heard that his wife dressed like his mother to have sex. The guy was really crazy. And that was very clear to me when he got at the cashier and ordered me some coffee. I obeyed, of course, but I couldn’t help noticing that he was whispering alone and shaking his head. Then he picked up his coffee and laughed, as if he were telling a very funny joke to himself through those whispers. I thought he'd come back with a machine gun and kill us all. 
 
    (Excerpt taken from Sandy Hook interview given to K-DRD radio). 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    That's how it happened: I was there, driving my truck with some of my pigs back, you know, taking them back to the farm, when someone hit my bumper. Quickly, I stopped the truck and went down to see what had happened. And when I saw that guy coming down from the car, I swear to God my heart almost came out through my ass. It was the same face as the television. Shit, the guy even pulled a revolver from his holster and pointed it to my head, whispering, laughing and shaking his fucking head. That's when I knelt down and started begging for my life. In that short space of fifteen seconds I prayed to all the saints in the world, even though I've never been a religious man. All help at this time is welcome, right? So the guy just went back to the car and drove, almost going over me. Maybe the saints heard me. 
 
    (Excerpt taken from the interview of Anonymous for the newspaper Desert Rock Alert, Friday, October 7, 2033). 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    DESERT ROCK MANIAC STRIKES AGAIN. 
 
    Six deaths recorded in the brutal attack last Wednesday night. 
 
    (Headline of the Main Rock Journal, Thursday, October 6, 2033). 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    You park the car a few feet from Robert's house, turn off the radio and look at your reflection in the rearview mirror. Then you look at the house, where unmistakable candlelight illuminates the shuttered curtained windows. Steve will not give you any instruction this time. He wants you to do it yourself. And of course you can do it, right? Of course you can. 
 
    You sigh, look at the ceiling and then take the ax by your side. You get out of the car, look at the empty street and walk behind the garage. You open the back door, being careful not to make noise and spoil the surprise. You're in the dark garage. You're in the dark garage and you can hear the classical music coming from inside the house, the kind of music Robert loves to listen. 
 
    You walk down the hallway to the kitchen with slow steps, holding the ax firmly in your hands. The light from the red candles illuminates the dark house, casting the light of its flickering flames on the furniture. You're in the kitchen. You see the bottle of wine open on the table. You are hearing groans coming from the room. Moans grow louder until you hear breathless sounds and Laura's unmistakable voice asking “to do it harder.” 
 
    You look in Robert's trash. 
 
    You see photos of you torn in Robert's trash. 
 
    You walk into the living room with a faint smile forming on your face. 
 
    And there it is. Robert sitting on the couch, his body reclining while Laura mounts on top of him with her eyes closed. He grabs her breasts, pinches her nipples and she lets out a loud moan, begging for more. She bends down, clutches her chest to his and moves tighter on Robert's cock. The candlelight illuminates the jutting veins on Laura's face contorted with pleasure and sweat dripping down her forehead. She scratches his back and lets out a loud moan. Her eyes still closed. Then the movements become violent and the moan becomes constant. Laura is about to cum. 
 
    You prepare the ax. 
 
    Laura reaches orgasm and lifts her head up in a last long moan. 
 
    You pass the blade of the ax in your hand and the blood flows through the skin at the same time that Laura opens her eyes and sees you standing there. 
 
    Laura falls backwards on the floor, dropping candles that hit the curtain and start a small fire. The expression of pleasure on her face is replaced by panic, staring at you and somehow knowing that her miserable life has come to an end. Robert turns with the same expression of panic and you brandish the ax toward him, but he manages to move in time and falls to the ground. 
 
    You cross the couch, past Laura, and follow Robert, who crawls across the floor. 
 
    “What do you think you're doing, Jimmy?” Laura asks, through her tears. “What the fuck do you think you're doing?” 
 
    Robert crawls as fast as he can, dropping candles, sobbing and drooling on the floor. You have your ax in hand prepared just above him, just watching the fat pig struggling for his pathetic life. 
 
    “You don’t wanna do this, Jimmy!” Laura shouts. “Come on, drop this and I promise that everything is gonna be the way it was, okay?” 
 
    But you don’t want everything to be the way it was, why would you want to? All you had was contempt. All you were doing was being humiliated at work while your wife was fucking another man at the table you ate. All she did was open her stinking ass to him and let him penetrate her with his filthy dick using your margarine as a lubricant. Then you would return to home after a terrible day and still have to endure the humiliations of your wife who said that you weren’t a real man. Why would you want things to go back to the way they were? 
 
    “Please, Jimmy, leave him alone!” 
 
    Robert reaches for the phone on the nightstand and approaches it to his ear. And then the ax falls on his arm, cutting off his hand and causing the blood to gush. Robert yells with the rest of his arm squirting blood on his own face and you hit him with the ax again, this time on the neck. Robert shouts one last time, falling to the side with half of the neck hanging and throwing more blood to the sides. Laura screams and grabs her own knees. Classical music continues to play. No, you don’t want things to go back to the way they were. This is how things should be. 
 
    You drop the ax next to Robert's body and walk to Laura with the nicest smile you can forge. She crawls back, sitting silent, just watching you with dread on her face and tears streaming down her eyes. 
 
    “Jimmy? Let's talk, Jimmy. We're still married, remember? I'm still your wi—" 
 
    She lets out another scream as her back reaches the burning curtain. The smell of burnt flesh comes quickly to you and wraps your stomach. Laura falls to her chest against the floor, rolling with her back and the skin melting. You pull her by the legs, turn her face to face and stifle her screams with a punch in her mouth. Then another. And one more. 
 
    Laura is dizzy now. She punches you in the face and you hit another one on her nose, dropping blood on your wife's chin. You get up and hit a kick in the middle of her legs. Then you hit another kick in her stomach and make her turn toward the couch. Her back is exposed again, now with bubbles emerging from the burnt flesh. You hit a kick in the burnt flesh and she screams. You turn Laura to you again, fall on her and hit another punch on her face. Then you hit Laura's mouth repeatedly and pluck four of her teeth. 
 
    Now you're hanging Laura. Over her naked body, you feel your rigid cock like in the last days before the festival, when you made love with her at least five times a day. Maybe you'll relieve yourself one last time with Laura as soon as she stops breathing. In spite of everything, as she herself said, she’s still your wife. And is there anything more righteous than a husband clamming for his property? You could even — 
 
    Laura reaches a vase on the coffee table and hit your face with it. Now it's you who screams and falls to the side with the blood in your eyes. You feel your eyes burn and you hear Laura standing beside you, the scent of burnt flesh right next to you. She gasps, moans in pain and walks away staggering. 
 
    You see blurry, but the sound of the ax on the floor says exactly what Laura is doing. You try to wipe the blood from your eyes with your shirt and hear Laura approach. It's your time to say goodbye. 
 
    You see Laura above you with the ax in hand, ready for the blow. Her hair pasted on the bloody face, her swollen mouth and crooked nose. She opens a toothless grin to you, the wide eyes and the traces of her face being outlined by the flames that now scatter through the living room. 
 
    “Fuck you, Jimmy,” she says. 
 
    And then you feel a warm liquid on your feet. A stinking liquid, the smell of rot mixed with the scent of burnt flesh. Laura looks down and sees the blood flowing in abundance through her vagina. 
 
    Laura is having an abortion. 
 
    You trip Laura and she falls to the ground, the ax turning in the air before falling on her thigh and opening the flesh toward the bone. You get up quickly, take the ax off Laura's leg and lift it up. For a moment, when your eyes meet one last time with hers, you can see the woman you fell in love with one day, the intelligent woman with whom you wanted to make love and build a family ... 
 
    ... but only for a moment. 
 
    The ax falls on Laura's head, opens the skull and launches bits of brain mixed with blood on you, covering your arms, your shirt and your face, sticking into it until you completely deform your wife's face and open her head in the middle. 
 
    When the service is done, you drop the ax and fall to your knees on Laura, leaning over her chest and crying. 
 
    You say you're sorry.  
 
    You say you love her. 
 
    You look around at the blood-soaked house and the flames spreading. 
 
    You remember the gasoline you left in the car. 
 
    It's time to end the show. 
 
   
  
 



XXI 
 
      
 
    I leave Robert's house behind with the fire lighting the night. Soon the firemen and the police will be here, so I must hurry. 
 
    Steve told me that Peter would be at Mandy's house. The family is still in mourning for Phill's death, of course. I really didn’t want his death. You may not even believe it, but it's true. Phill was a good man. I liked him. And considering I've never liked a lot of people, I think that's something. 
 
    I imagine Elise has already tried to get Peter away, but he would never do it since his girlfriend needs him. Unlike me, my son isn’t the kind of person who abandons people. Someone needs to do the right thing, right? 
 
    I park in Susan's garden and get out of the car with the gun in my hand. I see Mandy's face in the window, staring at me in fear and then running in. I break the door and find Susan with Samuel standing in the living room, staring at me without saying anything. I shoot the boy first, a straight shot in the head that throws him back. Then it's Susan's turn, shot in the mouth and another shot in the chest. I hear shrill screams coming from the hall. 
 
    I hurry toward the screams, I have no time to lose. I find Mandy in the bedroom with Peter, he sitting on the bed and she in front of him, crying. 
 
    “Calm down, Mr. Gibson, I know—" 
 
    But Mandy's phrase will never come to an end. I hit three shots on her chest, throwing her back against the mirror that breaks and splashes blood on Peter. 
 
    He looks at Mandy's dead body, his eyes already lifeless. 
 
    Peter doesn’t say anything, as someone who suffers too much trauma and ceases to be able to react. 
 
    I grab my son by the hair and pull him out of the room. He screams, tries to get rid of me and only now begins to cry. I push Peter into the living room. He sees the dead bodies and turns to me. Then he opens his mouth to say something, but I punch him in the face immediately. Peter falls to his knees and I drag him by the hair outside the house. 
 
    I put Peter in the car, then go to the wheel and put the revolver in the glove compartment. 
 
    “What-whatcha gonna do?” he asks, breathing heavily.  
 
    “Let's say we're going on a father's and son's trip,” I say to him, hastening to the street. “Don’t you miss doing things with me? Now we'll have plenty of time to do that. Let's live together far from everybody. Maybe I'll even get you another girlfriend. Mandy wasn’t a big deal anyway.” 
 
    Peter punches me in the face. The car's rear wheels spin and I lose control momentarily, but soon I can get control over it again. 
 
    “You killed them!” Peter shouts. “You killed the only people in the world who cared about me. Cuz that’s all you do, right? You just fuck with everybody around you. Shit, I was such an idiot. I really believed you could change, but ... fuck, you're just a piece of shit.” 
 
    “Peter—" 
 
    “You're just a fucking psycho. What did these people do to you? Why do you have this need to hurt everyone around you?” 
 
    “Son—" 
 
    “I'm not your fucking son!” 
 
    Driving as fast as I can until leaving the city, I let out a long sigh. 
 
    “I know you're angry, Peter, and you have every reason in the world for that. Believe me, if I were you, I'd feel the same way. But you must understand that everything I'm doing is for your own good. I want you to stay with me, like father and son, you know, the way things should be, but if I haven’t killed those people, they would come after you. And I'd hate that, Peter. I'd hate if you were taken away from me again. Look, for a long time I struggled with that feeling of emptiness inside me, trying to understand why there’s this hole inside me that consumes me day and night. And you know what I figured? I figured that there’s only this hole inside of me ‘cause I keep the people I love away from me. And I'm not talking about Laura, Elise or June. I'm talking about you Peter. You're the only person that really matters to me, and having you by my side is the only thing that will make me happy.” 
 
    Peter says nothing, just stares out the window with tears streaming down his face. 
 
    I remember the first time I picked up my son. He was just a helpless little baby who looked nothing different from other babies, but who brought a sense of comfort to me that I had never felt before. When I held him for the first time in my lap, it was as if nothing else mattered, as if it didn’t matter what happened, having him next to me was the only thing that mattered. 
 
    And I may have fucked with everything, but there's still time to fix it. I can make Peter love me if I have a chance, away from everything and everyone. If it's just the two of us, I'm sure I'll make him understand me and know that all I want is his good. If we have a chance, we can finally be father and son. 
 
    When we are near a bridge, Peter grabs the gun in the glove compartment with a quick movement. I step on the brake pedal and try to take the gun out of his hand. The car goes around in a half-moon and raises dust on the dirt road. Peter opens the door and falls out, the gun still in his hands. When I get out of the car, my son has got up and now points the gun at me. 
 
    “Why did you do that with me?” Peter asks, sobbing. “Look what I've become. I'm just an empty person who never had anyone. I'm just a fucking forgotten person that nobody cares about or remember. I see other boys hanging out with friends, hanging out with girls and I know I can’t have any of it. And when I finally found people, you ... you killed them. I see parents hugging their kids and you have no idea how much it hurts me.” He shakes his head. “Why did you do that with me? I've never felt more alone. My life has been just a pit of misery and loneliness, don’t you see? And when I look in the mirror, all I can feel is disgust.” 
 
    “Peter, put this thing down.” 
 
    “Shut up!” He shakes his head. “You have no idea the size of this thing that's destroying me from the inside.” 
 
    “Then pull the trigger.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “If killing me will make you feel better, then pull the trigger. Come on, Peter, kill me. I want you to fucking kill me!” 
 
    Peter prepares to shoot, blinking to keep away the tears. The moments that follow seem to last forever, just the two of us alone in the middle of nowhere with a gun. Father and son facing the destiny ... 
 
    And then Peter makes his decision. 
 
    My son puts the gun against his own head and shoots. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



XXII 
 
      
 
    I sit in front of my old television with my back reclining in the chair and the virtual reality glasses in hand. I lightly stroke the electrodes and think of Peter. I think of Laura. I think of how everything could have been. And, most of all, I think of how everything can be. 
 
    “I'm sorry about your son, Jimmy,” Steve says through the speakers. “But perhaps now you understand that reality can’t be defined so simply as ‘what human beings see and feel.’ There are many different ways of reality, old friend. And I know that now you're thankful for that.” 
 
    Soon the police will arrive here, in my old house, so I must be quick to put on my glasses. 
 
    The Total Life menu opens. 
 
    I select Create and then Avatar. First I create myself, trying to make my features as realistic as possible, with the appearance I had before all this began. In my biography, I write that I am a successful lawyer, an exemplary parent and an active member of the community. I’m loved by all the inhabitants and I usually appear in television programs every week. My face is also on magazine covers every month. 
 
    Then I create Laura. She’s a lawyer who’s in love with me and who does everything to please me. She’s a patient, caring and loving person. Laura's greatest interests are to fight for justice and to help others. She makes love with her husband every day and we rarely fight. 
 
    Then I create Peter. My son is a popular young man who has lived with me since he was nine years old. He dates the mayor's daughter and is loved by everyone, both at school and in the community. His dream is to go to college and follow in his father's footsteps. Our relationship is based on advices, hugs and trips. Peter is always smiling and feeling happy. 
 
    To make everything more real, I upload photos and videos of the two that were saved in the cloud. 
 
    After creating my family, I select a house in a condominium and click on start. 
 
    When the game loads, I see a large glass house in front of me, surrounded by a beautiful garden. I can feel the fresh air of the environment and I’m pleased by a sudden desire to laugh at this beautiful blue sky. Reality has never been so beautiful and so ... real. 
 
    I cross a white wooden bridge, where a river runs quietly underneath, and I walk to my house. Even our ceiling is made of glass and our furniture is all white, with plants gracing the landscape and with beautiful pieces of art on the walls. There's classical music playing and all I'd like to do was listen to it forever.  
 
    I meet Laura in the kitchen, preparing the lunch. 
 
    “Jimmy?” she says, coming up to me and kissing me. “Why did you take so long? I thought something had happened.” 
 
    There's a sad look in Laura's eyes when she says it, but I kiss her forehead and make her smile. 
 
    “I love you,” I tell her. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    Behind me, I hear the footsteps of another person. I turn and see Peter smiling at me next to his girlfriend. He walks in my direction, I can feel the tears forming on my eyes. 
 
    The police must be arriving, but that doesn’t make any difference. 
 
    What matters is that inside Total Life my son hugs me until I can’t hold back my tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
   
  
 



About the author 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Erwin Wensley is a Brazilian self-published author who lives in the middle of stars, robots and fictional characters who have their own consciousness. Sometimes he visits our planet, even though he always seems to be up there on space. During his time as an earthling, Wensley worked in construction, grocery stores and also worked with digital marketing for a while — an experience that he hated, if you’re wondering. Everytime he comes to Earth, he spends his time with his family in Brazil, taking care of his little sister and watching Eternal Sunshine of The Spotless Time as many times as he can. To learn more about Erwin, read his movie reviews and writing essays, go to his blog: https://erwinwensley.wordpress.com 
 
    Professional contact: erwinwensley1@gmail.com 
 
    If you want to tell me something about the book, compliment me or offend me (I’m kidding, don’t do that, please), email me here: erwinwensleyii@gmail.com 
 
    Or send me a message on Instagram: @astoryfaraway 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpg
A GRIPPING STORY THAT WILL LEAVE

YOU ON THE EDGE OF YOUR SEAT.
The Author's Debiu Novel

A STORY WRITTEN BY

ERWIN WENSLEY





images/00001.jpeg





