
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 



         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
 

 
 
 

A Novel-in-Vignettes 
 
 

David Leo Rice 
 
 
 

Illustrations by 
Christina Collins 

 
 

 

 
Alternating Current 
Boulder, Colorado 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A Room in Dodge City: A Novel-in-Vignettes 
David Leo Rice 
©2017 Alternating Current Press 
 
All prose and artwork in A Room in Dodge City is the property 
of its respective creators and may not be used or reprinted in 
any manner without express permission from the artist, au-
thor, or publisher, except for the quotation of short passages 
used inside of an article, criticism, or review. Printed in the 
United States of America. All rights reserved. All material in A 
Room in Dodge City is printed with permission. 
 
Design and Editors: 
Leah Angstman (leahangstman.com) 
Eric Shonkwiler (ericshonkwiler.com) 
Michael Litos 
 
Alternating Current 
Boulder, Colorado 
 
For the most current contact and ordering information, visit: 
alternatingcurrentarts.com 
 
ISBN-10: 1-946580-00-7 
ISBN-13: 978-1-946580-00-9 
First Edition: February 2017 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   For Ingrid and my parents, 
     with love. 



ADVANCE Praise 
 
“A Room in Dodge City is the beatific son who materialized from the 
thermals of a Lynchian desert and then drifted from town to town un-
til finally doing time, only to be paroled on work release to save the 
world, not by changing your life so much as by readjusting your un-
derstanding of the life that you’ve been living. At the same time, Rice 
cares deeply about his characters and this comes out in every vignette. 
He doesn’t follow the nihilistic postmodern structure by declaring life 
as meaningless or hopeless. What we find is the presence of hope in 
all things, no matter how rundown they might appear on the surface.” 

—Joe Halstead, author of West Virginia 
 
“The writing is David Lynch meets Neil Gaiman meets Samuel Beck-
ett and the Theater of the Absurd. Just as Dodge City is a place the 
narrator can never leave, Rice’s book sucks you in and doesn’t let you 
walk out of it intact, either.” 

—Nick Antosca, author of The Girlfriend Game, 
Midnight Picnic, and Fires, and creator of SyFy’s Channel Zero 

 
“In A Room in Dodge City, David Leo Rice has made good on the 
promise of the disturbing forays into the surrealism of everyday life 
that are his short stories. Dodge City is a walk on the dark side of the 
contemporary imagination that reworks the post-realist storytellings 
of Donald Barthelme or Henri Michaux into a voice that is unique. A 
picaresque novel for the age of the Darknet and Tor.” 

—Simon Pummell, director of Bodysong, 
Shock Head Soul, and Identicals 

 
“Last night in Dodge City, the zeitgeist saw its doppelgänger. Last 
night in Dodge City, American culture committed suicide and its 
pineal gland pumped DMT into the water mains. With a draftsman’s 
hand and a psychonaut’s eye, David Leo Rice has mapped the alien 
precinct in which we already live. I’ve never encountered a book so 
strange yet so familiar. Writers such as William Burroughs and 
Samuel Delany may have helped prepare the ground, but this high-
speed, controlled drift across it is all Rice’s own.” 

—Joanna Ruocco, Pushcart Prize winner and 
author of Dan and A Compendium of Domestic Incidents 

 
“In his mind-boggling debut novel, Rice conjures a series of seeming-
ly unassuming vignettes that read like a revelatory prose poem written 
by the Zodiac Killer—my favorite kind of literature. There’s some-
thing to be said about masks and face masks, but also, the character of 



the Night Crusher or, how Zodiac Killer wishes he were the Night 
Crusher. Wow! A Room in Dodge City is a celebration of what it means 
to know that you know that you can never know everything.” 

—Mike Kleine, author of Kanley Stubrick 
 
“Don’t enter into David Leo Rice’s terrifying and hilarious fictional 
multiverse looking for causality, continuity, or logic, as we know 
them. Do, and never really leave. A Room in Dodge City will plunge 
you into a nightmarish warren-maze where somewhere, amid the 
numberless trapdoors, inner chambers, and branching halls on 
branching halls, a literary orgy is going down among the imaginative 
intellects of Blake Butler, Kathryn Davis, Haruki Murakami, Livia 
Llewellyn, and Robert Coover, refereed by Cronenberg and Lynch.” 

—Adrian Van Young, author of Shadows in Summerland 
and The Man Who Noticed Everything 

 
“Unsettling and unsettled, reading David Leo Rice’s A Room in Dodge 
City is like reading Jakob von Gunten’s dream journal the day after 
he’d stayed up late to watch High Plains Drifter and Videodrome. An 
impossible mix of the antic and the sinister.” 

—Gabriel Blackwell, author of Madeleine E. 
and The Natural Dissolution of Fleeting-Improvised-Men 

 
“David Leo Rice’s A Room in Dodge City warps the serial format to its 
own uncanny ends. It begins with a stranger arriving in a new town, 
but that’s the last conventional move in this spellbinding and cinemat-
ic novel. You’ll soon encounter toilet crucifixes, suicide students, and 
rock stars on vacation from being dead. Briskly paced with elegantly 
streamlined prose, the book follows its own impeccably strange and 
addictive dream logic.” 

—Jeff Jackson, author of Mira Corpora and Novi Sad 
 
“Like Dodge City itself, David Leo Rice’s novel has a heart of infinite 
evil. Rice’s imagination and wit make this journey into the deepest 
pits of hell much more fun than it should be. Readers shouldn’t hesi-
tate to book a room.” 

—John Dermot Woods, author of The Baltimore Atrocities 
 
“A Room in Dodge City is a vivid, precisely described nightmare filled 
with jokes for people who think nothing is funny anymore. David 
Leo Rice imagines American pop culture as a Hieronymus Bosch 
painting come to life, and he gives us a carnival barker’s tour through 
a disturbing landscape of lost souls, vain ambitions, and distorted 
identities, ultimately finding a path to redemption through the spiritu-
al wreckage.” 

—Mark Beauregard, author of The Whale: A Love Story 



 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One morning I woke up in a room in the 
nation’s heart, and couldn’t think for the life 
of me what I was doing, or where to start. 
 —Augie March, 
        “Addle Brains” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I’m so sorry … my spirit’s rarely 
in my body … it wanders through 
the dry country … looking for a 
good place to rest. 

    —Sparklehorse, 
          “Hundreds of Sparrows” 



 



PROLOGUE: 

Arrival in Dodge City 
 
 

T’S 6 A.M. I’m lying on a bench in a Bus Station, the 
only traveler to have gotten off here, staring across the 
concourse at the shuttered café, imagining it open, my-
self outfitted with a coffee and two rubbery muffins 

alone at one of its tables, waiting for the bus that’ll take me 
somewhere else. 
 
I’ve given up on all the people and engagements in the last 
phase of my life in order to come here, just as, before that, I 
gave up on the previous set of people and engagements in 
order to go there, and before that, and before that … 
 
After cashing out of the last situation, I have enough saved to 
lay low for a year or two, depending on the cheapness of life in 
this Town. Longer if I earn anything, as I sometimes end up 
doing. I’ve always lived like this, heading ever Westward, 
away from whatever places and people I’ve happened to come 
in contact with. This has, so far, seemed the only viable atti-
tude to adopt toward being mortal, which I’ve been told I am. 
 
So as to keep open the option of return, however, I always 
scrape together some Material from the places I used to live, 
mostly trash—old files, receipts, envelopes with addresses on 
them. A sort of Homemade Folklore, these documents serve as 
my way out if I get too deep into any city or Town I come to. 
Proof, when I need it, that there are other places. Or were, 
anyway. 
 
The announcer rattles on overhead. Coins start falling into 
vending machines, candy into hands. People are lining up for 
the payphone. I fall asleep on my belly on my suitcase on the 
bench. 

 

I 
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I WAKE UP with two hands in my front pockets, each 
squeezing one ball, massaging cancer into them. 
 
It’s sad to abandon the impression of both hands belonging to 
one person, though now I can see it isn’t so. It makes me not 
want to wake up, back into the common space that dictates 
how things really are. 
 
“We did this in order to help you,” one says. 
 
“We had to flip you in order to achieve it,” says the other. 
“We almost lost you.” 
 
I thank them as they retract their hands. 
 
It’s past noon. On the TV by the Arrivals Board, they’re get-
ting ready to execute what looks like a teenager. I hurry out of 
the Station before they go through with it. 
 

 
 
NOW, to find a Hotel with a weekly rate. 
 
As it turns out, not too surprisingly, there’s only one down-
town, and the Motel 6 way up the Strip doesn’t seem the place 
to start. So I cross the Town Square, where a few old people 
are feeding pigeons, and climb the stairs to the Hotel Lobby.  
 
 

 
 
  
THE PORTER HAS SHOWN me to my Room. Check-in 
went well, unless I missed its undertones. 
 
The Room, after the Porter’s gone, is perfect. Comparatively 
big and comfortable, and replete with hiding places for my 
Material: panels that peel up, compartments under the rug, 
safes, deep back sections of closet. 
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Planning to take a nap before I parcel out the pieces, a wet, 
soapy washcloth draped over my nose and mouth like an ether 
rag, I wonder if, at the Front Desk, they could tell exactly what 
I’d come here for and assigned me this Room accordingly, or if 
every Room in this Hotel is exactly the same, every guest just 
like me. 
 
I can tell it’s not a question I’m likely to make much headway 
on or probably even remember when I wake up. 
 

 
 
AT SOME POINT, I wake up and hide my Material. Then I 
lie back down and listen as the fact of my arrival begins to seep 
from my Blood into my bones. 
 
It sounds like a slow boil, the way a swarm of bees on sugar 
looks. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	  
 
 

 



	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PHASE I: 

Spring, 
Early Days 



	  

I Meet Drifter Jim 
on His Way out of Town 

 
 

FTER HOURS of daytime sleep, I tramp barefoot 
into the hall for a pack of gum. 
 
Scraping the vending machine’s money-slot with 

my outstretched fingers, I notice a large man coming my way. 
I turn to meet him. He towers, a hawk-talon necklace around 
his neck and green leather boots sunk into the carpeting. 
 
He introduces himself as Drifter Jim, claims he’s killed one 
thousand men and sired one thousand sons here in Dodge 
City. I ask him if he feels he’s broken even. 
 
He laughs and shakes his head. “Not even close, young 
friend.” 
 
I wait for him to continue. 
 
“Headed out,” he continues. “Bus in two hours. Far as Denver 
and from there don’t ask.” 
 
A look passes between us like we each understand that a 
changing of the guards is taking place, and that to mention it 
aloud would, rather than confirm our mutual understanding, 
leave us both empty-handed. 
 
So I wish him well and return to my Room, to fall asleep with 
a mouthful of gum and the dream that I’ve replaced him. 

A 



	  

I Meet Big Pharmakos 
Rehearsing His Comedy Act 

 
 

HE NEXT MORNING I come downstairs after a 
first shower and shave—jaw sore from the gum I fell 
asleep chewing and swallowed at some point—eager 
to see about breakfast. The sound of my Material 

boiling has already fallen beneath my notice, mixed in with the 
pipes and the radiator. 
 
I pause to let two guys wheeling a slot machine go by. I decide 
to follow them, see where they’re wheeling it. They’re wheel-
ing it into a Function Room, through some frosted glass doors 
behind the Front Desk. 
 
This must be where the breakfast buffet is held, but it looks like 
I missed it. I scan the walls for a clock but don’t find one, and 
remember that in Casinos there aren’t any. 
 
The guys plug in the slot machine next to two others. It lights 
up and starts to warble for cash. Behind me, an amplified voice 
says, “And he says, ‘For my third wish, I’d like for half my 
head to be an orange.’” 
 
I turn around to see a giant wearing a white satin suit and alli-
gator loafers standing on a low stage, rocking from one heel to 
another like he’s waiting for some furious circus animal to be 
released and come running for his crotch. 
 
He’s so big the mic disappears inside his fist, the cord sticking 
out like the tail of a crushed rat. 
 
“This a Casino?” 
 
“Yup,” he replies. “Whenever they wheel that shit in. Fine by 
me. I get to do my act, since people are in here and they have 
to listen. What else can they do, right? Except gamble.” 

T 
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I look him over. “What’s your act?” 
 
“Comedian. You know. Road-torment, highest of highs and 
lowest of lows, unmanning, degradation, dubious and truncat-
ed euphoria. That whole sort of thing.” 
 
He climbs down from the stage, still choking the mic. At the 
end of the cord’s reach, he offers me his other hand. “Big 
Pharmakos. Some folks call me Big Pharma, but you don’t 
look like the type.” 
 
I shrug and take his hand, which covers mine so that it disap-
pears as thoroughly as the mic. 
 
“I was the Main Pimp in this Hotel,” he says. “Before The 
Dodge City Gene Pool became fully Porn-based. Still get a few 
Skin-lovers once in a while, like Drifter Jim and … ” 
 
Letting my hand go, he pulls out a card, forks it over. It has a 
photo of a skeleton with a circle around the pelvic region, his 
email address written inside an arrow pointing at that circle. 
 
I put it in my back pocket. 
 
As I leave, I hear him clearing his throat back on stage, simper-
ing to an imaginary crowd: “Okay, okay, now where was I … 
So anyway, there’s this other guy in the car, too, next to 
Orangehead, not the dead one, and not the living one, either, 
but the one that … ” 



	  

Professor Dalton’s Speech: 
Convocation of Drifters 

 
 

UPINE IN MY ROOM, Room-Service breakfast pol-
ished off, I sleep through the day and the following 
night. 
 

After the smoke of a few preliminary dreams has cleared, I see 
a body of water and the hooded shapes of Pilgrims. 
 
I fall into step with them, skirting the shoreline, slowly coming 
to realize, or believe, that I’m really here, not dreaming. At the 
very least, it’s the type of dream that occurs in a genuine 
dream-place, shared with others, not in the usual mess of 
images squirted into me alone. So that when we wake, we’ll all 
agree on what happened and remember it accordingly. 
 
As we process onward, I have the sense that we’re all Drifters, 
everyone newly arrived, washed by a tide into Dodge City 
where we’ll now be counted present, however tenuously and 
for however brief a time. 
 
The air is warm, going on hot. Across the water, I see the 
lights of a city that just keeps growing. It becomes a heaving, 
sweaty Port, a place of foul and libidinous disembarkation. 
Ships are pulling into its harbor, and the path we follow to-
ward it grows ever more crowded the closer we come. 
 
In a brutish Holy Holy Holy kind of rhythm, they chant the 
name of Professor Barry Dalton. It takes a while to notice that 
I’m chanting along with them. 
 

 
 

WINDING AROUND toward the Port, I am overcome by 
exhaustion. I see a bed of leaves and moss by the riverside, un-
der a willow, and go toward it, thinking, I’ll just sleep for fif-
teen minutes. 

S 
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As I’m taking off my shoes in the moss, yawning, I consider 
the subject of Time. I’m still young, I reason, and have never 
known what it is not to be. As I stretch out on the moss, I pic-
ture myself as an old man, in a building somewhere in Town, 
in a chair with a blanket pulled up to my chin and a wool cap 
down over my ears, a cup of cool tea beside me, the bag in a 
little saucer beside it. Perhaps then, as I spend day after day 
poring over my life, backing toward its end, my only regret 
will be: why did I sleep for fifteen minutes when I was young? 
 

 
 
SO I CATCH UP with the Pilgrims and follow them into the 
Port in the distance, resolving first into the Port of Dodge City 
then just Dodge City itself, no longer a Port once we’ve ar-
rived. 
 
“Looks bigger from far away,” I hear someone mutter, and I 
nod. 
 
In the Town Square, we form a crowd beneath the platform 
upon which Professor Dalton stands. 
 
“Welcome, Nameless Ones,” he begins. 
 
His voice is such that no one can be anywhere near it and 
maintain a single private thought. Not even packed in ice for 
later. All distraction, all inner randomness and diaspora, dries 
up. We’re riveted, listening in arctic stasis. 
 
I feel him excavating the Subterranean Architecture of Dodge 
City, revealing it for a moment so that we might know, even if 
we’ll soon forget, the true nature of where we are. At the same 
time, I feel the structures of my former life, from all the places 
I passed through on my way here, being ground down to Stock 
Material and pushed into an expanse of unlit oily water on the 
Edge of Town. 
 
I’m reduced to two ears glued to the sides of a bowl as he in-
forms us that we are most welcome here, so long as we banish 
the thought of ever leaving. 



	  

At the Bar with Big Pharmakos 
 
 

ALTON’S VOICE DRONES monotonously like 
cold waves against a Scottish coastline. All the 
heat is gone from the air, so when a trickle of 
consciousness spills back into me, I use it to wish 

that I had a thick traveler’s coat, or that I’d never come here. 
 
The thought that the opposite is truer—that I’ll never leave—is 
so discomfiting that I hurry away from the Town Square, 
faster than the dispersing Drifters. The feeling of the shared 
dream carries with it a sense of violation, like we all got too 
close too quickly, so, for the rest of tonight at least, I’m hoping 
to avoid them. 
 
I take the first backstreet I can find, running with my eyes al-
most closed until I dead-end with my face against a door. A 
strong arm grabs my wrist and pulls me back just as Big Phar-
makos appears out of the darkness to say, “He’s with me.” 
 

 
 
SEEN FROM A FEW FEET AWAY, the Bar is just a nail-
stuck box on a stretch of Strip with nothing around it except a 
defunct Honda dealership and an insurance storefront. The 
Motel 6 sign lights the horizon like its name is VACANCY. 
 
The Bouncer that strong-armed me is a heavyset older man in 
sweatpants and a sweatshirt, a shock of white hair drooped 
over his eyes. He sits on a stool with a fistful of what looks like 
lotto tickets with cash mixed in, mushing everything around in 
a bad pantomime of counting it. 
 
Big Pharmakos whispers, “That’s Gibbering Pete, Bouncer. 
Likes to charge an entrance fee. Don’t mind him. Unless I’m 
doing a set here … ” 
 

 

D 
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INSIDE, we take our seats and order drinks with a hand sig-
nal. I try to ignore the obvious presence of other Drifters all 
around us, trusting they’ll sink into the background as soon as 
I let them.  
 
So here we are. I have a $20 bill in my shirt pocket, which I 
figure I’ll lay on my coaster at the end of the night and hope 
for change. A basket of peanuts with the shells on comes our 
way. Up on the bandstand is a guy with an acoustic guitar and 
a harmonica that keeps slipping out of its neck holder and into 
his shirt. I never see him replace it, but it slips out several times. 
 
He’s playing either an extremely slow or an extremely long 
cover of John Prine’s “Sabu Visits the Twin Cities Alone.” 
 
“Cheers,” I say, looking at the dim liquid in my glass, yawning 
like I’ve already had a few. 
 
Big Pharmakos is trying out a new joke, but I barely hear it be-
cause my attention is tied up in a man hunched over the Bar in 
a sleek black jacket with silver hair down to his shoulders. I 
can’t take my eyes off him. His head gets larger and smaller, 
like he’s pumping out used thoughts and sucking in fresh ones 
in a kind of dialysis. 
 
I begin to sweat, wondering how much thought he’s liable to 
move in the course of a night, and how much his head can 
hold. I picture it seeping out of him like nerve gas and wonder 
how long we’re going to be here, how far my $20 will go. 
 
Though I’ve so far only seen him from a distance, I’m pretty 
sure the man is Professor Dalton, and I don’t know if I want to 
be around when he opens his mouth. 
 
I feel traumatized by his speech, cursed by it, like the extent of 
its impact on my nervous system will only become clear years 
down the line. 
 
“Excuse me,” I say to Big Pharmakos, getting down from my 
seat to look for the bathroom, finding I can barely walk as I 
pass the Dalton-figure. 



	  

I Encounter an In-Demand 
Crucifix in the Bathroom 

 
 

HEN I GET to the bathroom, unisex, I hear a 
low whimpering through the door. I wait, with 
some fascination, by the coat rack. 
 

A poster hangs at eye-level that says, simply, ‘Professor Barry 
Dalton.’ The bottom is frayed with tabs that read either ‘Barry’ 
or ‘Dalton,’ in a smaller size of the same font. 
 
Cautiously, I tear one off, a ‘Dalton.’ I put it in my pocket, but 
then take it back out. I feel better with it in my hand, where I 
can see it. 
 

 
 
I EVENTUALLY NOTICE that the bathroom door has been 
ajar all this time, so I push my way in. 
 
Inside, I encounter a woman sitting on the lowered toilet seat 
drenched in sweat, panting and crossing herself in a frenzy 
with a gnarled Crucifix made of wire, nails, and what looks 
like hair, mingling with her hair, which gets caught in its 
crevices as she brings it fast and hard across her face, complet-
ing the motion time after time. 
 
Some of her hair comes away easily, woven into the Crucifix, 
as if part of it were a wig, but only part. There appears to be 
some aquatic component to this Crucifix, as well, bits of reef 
and seaweed. 
 
She stops crossing herself and looks at me, exasperatedly, 
holding the object between us. “There’s a sign-up list at the 
Bar,” she says. “You put your name down with the bartender; 
then you get a turn to borrow it, fair and square.” 

W 
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For some reason, I tell her the bartender’s gone home. 
 
She looks incredulous, but then sighs and says, “Don’t matter 
much, I suppose. You’d have to wait at least a year until your 
name came up. Everyone’s in line.” She hefts the Crucifix 
proudly, closing one eye to keep a sharp tendril from poking it 
out. “What’s that you got there?” she asks, pointing to the strip 
of paper dangling between my fingers. 
 
I’d forgotten I had it. I hold it up to her now, like the fortune 
from a fortune cookie. 
 
“Dalton,” she reads. “That’s your ticket.” 
 
I stand there mute to see what she’ll do next. She holds the 
Crucifix away from me, like she thinks I’m going to make a 
move for it. Then she gets up, with a squishy sweat sound as 
she peels herself off the plastic toilet seat, and opens a panel in 
the back wall, revealing a hallway. 
 
“It’s going on down there,” she says. “Make sure you take the 
door marked ‘Dalton,’ not the one marked ‘Barry.’ You don’t 
want a Bouncer situation.” 
 
She waits until I’m gone. I can hear her taking up the Crucifix 
again, worrying over lost time and blessing my limp, which 
starts to feel a little better.  



	  

Along the Hallway, 
toward the Dalton Event 

 
 

LEAVE the Bar, carrying my ‘Dalton.’ 
 
Bouncers in jeans and black T-shirts come out from 
under lit torches recessed in the walls and glide beside 

me in silence. I wonder if Gibbering Pete is their master. Per-
haps he’s gibbering at them now, through their earpieces. 
 
Behind them, off to the sides, I hear water lapping and drip-
ping. It’s too dark, despite the torchlight, to tell if the Bouncers 
are wet or dry. 
 
After ten or fifteen minutes, a hand grabs me between the 
shoulder blades and compels me into a side-chamber, a kind of 
nave. “You wait here,” its voice grumbles, and is gone, sliding 
some rough-sounding panel shut, penning me in. 
 

 
 
A DIM LIGHT buzzes on from somewhere in the ceiling. 
There’s a small box on a tripod at one edge of the space, like a 
nickelodeon or a Peep Show. I put my eye to the viewfinder, 
adjusting my lashes. 
 
Inside, an altercation transpires between two pale men in faint-
ly striped shirts, almost like mimes, but neither their costumes 
nor their mannerisms is quite polished enough. The film is 
silent, but one man is clearly shouting at the other, spittle turn-
ing to steam on his lips. The other has more of a slow-burning 
quality, staring in silence as his enemy yells on and on, in a fit. 
 
When he’s had enough, the slow-burning man points an un-
hurried but very deliberate finger at his enemy, drawing it from 
left to right, aiming at the man’s lips, as if to mime zipping 

I 
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them shut. But he aims too low, and his arm’s too long: with 
that horizontal motion, he slits the other man’s throat with the 
tip of his finger. 
 
The slit man sputters and shakes like a protestor under a fire 
hose until he’s so drenched in Blood his feet struggle to stay on 
the floor, and then he topples, and, for a moment, floats like 
there’s a rope around his neck. 
 
His murderer regards his fingertip curiously, then breathes a 
luxurious sigh of relief. 
 

 
 
THE FILM REPEATS. I watch it one more time, then move 
on to another, this one with subtitles: 
 
A girl goes into a hip neighborhood café early in the morning 
and, after waiting in line, is asked what she’d like for breakfast. 
“Warm beer, please,” she says, to which the barista replies, 
“Certainly,” and pours her a boiling coffee. 
 
The girl takes a gigantic gulp, and her face is burned to a nub. 
Slowly, as she daubs it with a napkin, a hyena face grows out 
of the wreckage, like it was deemed, by the film’s Director or 
by some trans-human force within the film itself, ‘the best that 
could be salvaged.’ 
 
She dries the hyena face with the rest of the napkin, clutching 
it inexpertly with hyena paws. “How’s your warm beer?” the 
barista asks, coyly, to which the hyena replies, “A bit chilly,” 
and, cackling (the subtitles say ‘cackling’), departs. 
 

 
 
IN THE BACK CORNER of this chamber, I find a commode 
stuffed with letters addressed to “Doctor” or “Professor” Dal-
ton. Many look like they’ve been steamed open. I pick one up 
and slide out the letter inside. It’s written in a handsome, 
modestly italicized cursive. It reads: 
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9/19/99 
 
Dear Professor Dalton, 
 
I regret the length of time that has passed since last we’ve corre-
sponded. I can only assume that a great deal has transpired in 
your life, most of it, I hope, of a salubrious and optimistic na-
ture. I can mostly report the same for myself, although, as you 
may perhaps not know, I committed Suicide in the summer of 
1990. 
  
It was no tremendous thing, simply a task that had to be attend-
ed to and that I did not want hanging over me any longer. I 
would have written sooner, were I not such an inveterate 
procrastination-artist. Anyway, since my Suicide, I have resided 
in a space that is not altogether uncomfortable, though one 
could hardly call it grand. “One ought better not expect too 
much from these sorts of things,” as they say, after all. 
 
The space, which I think of as ‘my flat’ just for the fun of it, 
looks to have once been a station of some sort, a bus or train 
station, although there are no tracks to be seen. Whether it is 
some rendition of Heaven or Hell I cannot say. I have the im-
pression that it is neither, but perhaps some decorator is still en 
route, and will see to it that the place is hung with more evoca-
tive decorations soon enough. 
 
There is a newsstand with a rack of belletristic paperbacks, the 
majority of which I have by this point read. A few I was unable 
to complete, while others took me by surprise with their direct-
ness and intensity of expression. There is a food stall in one 
corner that serves items such as calzones and Hot Pockets. The 
women who work there wear hairnets and call me ‘Joven.’ They 
have at long last agreed to serve me coffee. There is a chronic 
shortage of paper napkins, but, with patience, we persevere. 
 
I look forward to your reply. 

 
The signature has been redacted. I put it back in its steamed-
open envelope, and feel momentarily guilty, like I’m the one 
who steamed it open. Then the guilt subsides. 



	  

I Meet the Boy Sparklehorse, 
on Vacation from the Dead 

 
 

PRESS further in, through an opening that leads to an-
other hallway, following the smell of ice cream. 
 
On the way, a kind of sadness at the immensity of Time 

overtakes me. I find that I can no longer remember how I 
came to Dodge City, nor why. Any story I generate, and I try a 
few, feels provisional, like I’m trying to convince a listener 
who long ago decided to believe nothing I say. 
 

 
 
I MAKE IT to the ice cream shop. I think of it as the Indoor 
Ice Cream Shop, meaning that it’s inside the same complex 
everything’s been in since I came to the Bar with Big Pharma-
kos. 
 
I bungle my order when my turn comes. Scanning the cramped 
interior for a place to sit and poking at the dish of ice cream I 
no longer want, my eyes come to rest on the only table with a 
free seat, a boy of eleven or twelve sitting on the other side. 
 
I make my way over and ask the boy, who’s humming quietly 
and dripping ice cream from a cracked sugar cone onto his lap, 
if I may share the table with him. He nods distractedly, look-
ing me over with one big eye, the other turned away. 
 
I don’t say anything until the pressure of keeping silent grows 
unbearable. I break it by asking his name. 
 
He hesitates, then replies, “Mark Linkous, of Sparklehorse 
fame. In Town on break from the Dead.” 
 
He says it like he’s on summer vacation, staying with a fun un-
cle. I could be that fun uncle, I think. 
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Then I think of the Suicide Student who wrote to Professor 
Dalton, filing this interaction away in that category. And I 
think of Sparklehorse, the legendary surrealist folk singer who 
shot himself through the heart in Knoxville in the spring of 
2010. Arguably my favorite musician of all time, and a large 
part of the reason I’m here, wandering the country rather than 
living stably in any one part of it. 
 
“Sparklehorse is gone,” he says, before I can formulate any of 
what I’m thinking into anything I might say. “But, for good 
behavior, he’s allowed to come back sometimes. His grown-up 
body is, as you might imagine, hardly seaworthy at this point, 
if you’ll pardon the metaphor, so they outfitted him back into 
his child one. They had to make do.” 
 
There’s something canned-sounding about not only his voice 
but his use of words, as if they’re all fixed phrases from which 
he cannot deviate, on penalty of being sent back early. 
 
I picture the bodies of Suicides in a garage, lined up like rental 
cars, an agent walking up and down the rows to see which 
ones are available, and at what price. 
 
“If you really are Sparklehorse,” I say to him, “can I ask you 
about … ” 
 
But when I look up, he’s gone. I look around for a napkin dis-
penser to mop up the leavings of the two ice creams, his and 
mine, both now dripping from the table onto the floor. When 
I’ve finished mopping, I see him through the window, waving 
to me from the street. 
 
Waving back, I wonder how much vacation time he gets. 
Probably not much, I think, and then I wonder how much I’ll 
get, when the time comes, if any. 



	  

The Spa of the Lamb 
 
 

LEAVE through another door, which deposits me in the 
alley behind the Bar, where Big Pharmakos is standing 
in a smoking pose but not smoking. I put my unused 
‘Dalton’ ticket in the ashtray-trashcan beside him, and 

yawn. 
 
“Wanna thaw?” he asks. 
 
I nod, glad for the company. 
 
We cross a few parking lots to arrive at the YMCA, which, I 
learn, houses the Spa of the Lamb. 
 

 
 
INSIDE, we strip and dive off the slippery tile floor into the 
first, largest pool, full of the Lukewarm Blood of the Lamb. 
 
We bathe happily in here, diving deep under, almost to the 
point of drowning, then we break back through the semi-solid 
surface to gulp down Blood-tasting throatfuls of air, hearty as a 
holiday dinner, before diving under again. 
 
When we’ve had enough, we heave ourselves out, and I follow 
Big Pharmakos into the Scraping Room, where Spa Atten-
dants scour our hides raw with the Bones of the Lamb. Then 
they coddle and pamper our cheeks and raw chests with the 
Tongues of the Lamb, at once docile and sandpapery, whisper-
ing sweet nothings when they pass our ears. 
 
We drink fizzy, slightly salty water with whole lemons 
squeezed in, reclining on chaise lounges, reflecting on the day 
as we cool our feet in gray-mottled troughs of the Brains of the 
Lamb. 
 
An effigy sits propped in one of the chaise lounges, icepack 
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goggles taut over its bald, pockmarked head. Someone has 
stretched a condom over its effigy cock. 
 
“That there’s Harry Crews,” says Big Pharmakos. “Greatest 
Florida writer there ever was and Patron Saint of this Whole 
Town. Keeps our secrets secret and our Folklore flowing. 
Knowing he’s out there turns us into what we’d otherwise only 
fear we always should’ve been.” 
 
He lovingly props up the effigy when it slumps forward in the 
heat, kissing its forehead for luck. 
 

 
 
AFTER THE DIZZY THUMPING in my temples subsides, I 
make my way toward the next room, where the Hot Blood 
bubbles in a much smaller, deeper pool, its surface area only 
wide enough to accommodate one diver at a time. 
 
“Go ahead,” says Big Pharmakos, giving me a push. 
 
Unable to tell if there’s anyone below, I tumble in headfirst, a 
graceless and not fully intentional dive. 
 
I plunge down and down as the Blood gets hotter. The liquid 
heaves with what feels like the rhythm of the Beating Heart of 
the Lamb, and I feel it sucking me deeper, like a reverse birth 
canal, overriding any instinct I might have to resurface before I 
drown. 



	  

In the Bone Room 
with the Silent Professor 

 
 

BLACK OUT and come-to in a room made entirely of 
Bone: ceiling, floor, walls, banquet table, a Bone toilet 
behind a Bone curtain in one corner, with a roll of Bone 
toilet paper nearly used up and a coil of Boneshit in the 

bowl. The Blood tunnel I came through is only visible as a red 
dot in the center of the ceiling. 
 
The pressure in here is high, like it’s deep underwater, but I 
can breathe. 
 
Now I’m alone with the Silent Professor. His face reminds me 
of Dalton’s but is so silent—whereas Dalton’s seems always to 
be speaking or about to speak—that it’s impossible to tell how 
close the resemblance really is. 
 
The table is entirely empty except for a cup of Bonewater that 
sits by the Silent Professor’s right hand, near where his cufflink 
on that side scrapes the Bone tablecloth. He looks neither at 
the cup nor at me, and, for a moment, I can’t tell if I’m actual-
ly in here with him or not. I try to think of where else I might 
be, and then I think, how long will I wait for the Lecture to be-
gin? before realizing that his Lecture is surely silent and thus 
well underway. 
 
I want to lie on a couch or at least take a seat at the table, but 
there’s only the one chair, in which the Silent Professor sits 
and lectures and, I would venture to guess, in which he’s been 
sitting and lecturing for quite some time. 
 
So I take to pacing, smelling my lamby forearms and the backs 
of my lamby hands. I’m barefoot, and the Bone floor feels like 
butter on ice. 
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The Silent Professor doesn’t follow me with his eyes, doesn’t 
even seem to notice when I pass through his field of vision. I 
start to imagine a pole or spike connecting my body to his, 
keeping us at a fixed distance, like a moon in orbit. 
 
A shudder comes from outside the room—construction 
work?—and a dusting of Bone chips falls. Thinking it’s snow, I 
again forget the floor isn’t ice, and I flash on myself in some-
place familiar, like Vermont, which only magnifies my sense of 
estrangement, as my next, inevitable thought is: familiar from 
when? From what lifetime? 
 
The Silent Professor shows no sign of ceasing, just as he’s nev-
er shown any sign of beginning. He won’t even look at his cup, 
or at his French cuffs and cufflinks. He isn’t interested in any 
of this, apparently. 
 
Still, I want to latch onto his Lecture in some way. 
 
Another rattle comes from outside the room, and with it, the 
sound of something being drilled in. 
 
Exhausted, I think, They’re setting up the Lucian Freud Ex-
hibit on the other side of the wall. I lie down on the Bone floor 
to picture it going up. I picture the paintings themselves, which 
start out resembling people I know before morphing into ab-
straction. 
 
Now that I’m relaxed, I realize this has been the Silent Profes-
sor’s theme all along. 



	  

The Lucian Freud Exhibit 
at Dodge City High 

 
 

OW THAT I’VE RECEIVED his message, a pan-
el of Bone shifts open. I pass through it, hearing 
nothing at all behind me, then turn to discover that 
the Silent Professor has followed me through, drag-

ging the chair he’d been sitting on. 
 
We emerge into the glaring lights of what must be the Gym at 
Dodge City High and begin making our way among tables laid 
out with fingerfood. There’s a wine station, and a corner 
where people are drinking beers from a red cooler on wheels. 
 
The Silent Professor stays near me, slouching in such a way 
that I can’t see the chair he’s sitting on. I keep trying to check 
behind him, but he keeps his front turned toward me, as if 
aware of my intentions and determined to thwart them. 
 
Most of the paintings are of frogs, some of daffodils, one or 
two of what look like tonsils, and there’s an extra-large one of 
those black and red candied raspberries. They are of about 
high-school quality. 
 
Up near the ceiling hangs a banner so long that the two walls 
do nothing to pull it taut. It reads: ‘Welcome to the Lucian 
Freud Exhibit,’ but it’s crinkled and sagging in such a way that 
it looks like: ‘Welcome Lucian Freud.’ 
 
“Did you know he was really going to be here?” I turn and see 
Rigid Steve, local billionaire, and his financial adviser, Fiscal 
Steven, according to the nametags each wears pinned to his 
breast pocket. 
 
“That’s him, over there,” says Rigid Steve, pointing across the 
room at a guy with his back turned to us, who looks like he 
may be a security guard. The Silent Professor, relaxing on his 
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chair, does not follow the pointing finger, and I sort of envy 
his resolve, or apathy. 
 
“He’s Dead,” I say, and then we all together look back at that 
security guard. “How did you get all these Lucian Freuds in 
here?” I ask Rigid Steve, trying to change the subject, however 
slightly. 
 
“A truck overturned near the overpass out on U.S. 56, couple 
miles south of Town. Driver didn’t survive. Some scavengers 
scooped ’em up.” 
 
“A Lucian Freud truck?” 
 
“Fur coats,” says Rigid Steve. “My mother remembers those 
days,” he continues, misting up. He seems to have become en-
tirely indifferent to the paintings, which, to be fair, don’t in-
spire much serious reflection. “Whenever a fur coat truck over-
turned outside Dodge City, there’d be a huge glut of ’em. All 
the ladies would go down to the stores and grab ’em up. Then, 
for weeks, they’d all be wearing exactly the same coat. When-
ever they went to Town, it’d be a whole scene, everyone argu-
ing about whose day it was to wear it, you know? Good thing 
fur decays.” 
 
I leave Rigid Steve to tell the rest of his story. Walking away, I 
try to picture an overturned truck full of actual Lucian Freuds. 
Then I look back at the paintings on the wall. The one nearest 
me is of a pitcher of cream with some flies drinking coffee on a 
little island in its center. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


