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Chapter One 

I Fall Down 

 

 

“I am the image of a frail-old-man, falling to the ground in slow motion. I 

send dust and ashes to flight.” I would mutter this over and over as I 

resigned myself to live my life in the wet grass with vomit on the jacket that 

I had owned since the seventh grade. Just then God handed me another 

onslaught, the world spun, and again I unhinged from reality. 

I witnessed the fall of Saddam as I dug my toes into the Iraqi dirt. I 

knelt in the sands of Israel, once Palestine, once Israel again. I saw Hitler’s 

Germany spread across the globe. I witnessed genocide. Why? Babylon was 

constructed again and again, torn to rubble and resurrected. Why? I beheld 

the great behemoth, the dinosaur. The world became a translucent 

quivering jewel and its creatures regressed to the sea where they gyrated 

about under a blanket of thick black darkness. All the while I pondered, 

“Why?” 

My eyes sharpened as I beheld the creation of my soul. I inhaled. I 

exhaled. I cried out and grew ancient among my brethren. But, where was 

mine architect? He was no where to be found. In his place were four 

statuesque, winged creatures. They became a fascination in my mind and 

grew oddly familiar as I watched them crouch at each corner of a golden 

seat. I observed for one-thousand years and for one-thousand years I called 

out for answers. But, no one took the seat and no one heeded my call. 

As my patience gave way I became increasingly concerned with the 



 

subtle gestures of one of the four. I could see what he was thinking. He 

alone coveted the seat and then smartly concealed his eyes. He alone knelt 

proud and cocky, tall with shoulders square. 

I heard dissent among my brethren. Their voices eerily reverberated, 

“He is the most beautiful in creation.” Others expounded, “He is as 

enchanting as the moon and glistening like the stars. He is trusted, revered, 

and placed most high.” 

I gently spoke as I began to violently shake, “Have I heard this 

before?” 

As my hallucinations faded and I grew nearer to consciousness I saw 

him draw a map and the last thing that tumbled from my mind into the 

dream world was his face, full focus. It had turned from stone to a 

maniacal, sadistic grin and I saw him mouth a single word, wormwood. 

I wearily scraped my way from the ground and I reminded myself, 

“We’re just crazy, that's all.” But, why couldn’t I get that damn word out of 

my head? Wormwood... wormwood. 

When I was four-years-old my mother would find me off in strange 

places thinking about God’s life. I don’t remember a time that I didn’t 

believe in God. I do however very clearly remember being the weird kid in 

school, the one that dreamed dreams, the one that preferred the company 

of adults, and the one that didn’t have a choice but to believe in demons, 

because I saw them. And, they tried to talk to me. But, God taught me how 

to ignore them and more importantly, he taught me how to fight. 

I know how that sounds, but I assure you I’m not a liar. I may be a 

drunk, an addict, and a ghoul, but a liar I am not. It’s just that we don’t 



 

really have a choice in what we believe. We are all products of what we hear, 

see, smell, taste, and worst of all feel. 

As time went on the word wormwood grew louder in my head and I 

knew I was in trouble. As a child words would get stuck in my head so bad 

that they would give me crippling headaches. My mother would ask me 

what the word was and then she would proceed to tell me everything she 

knew about that word until the headache would subside. My poor mother 

found herself spending half of her time feeding me an entire thesis on 

words like inimitable and cholesterol, so for my tenth birthday she gave me 

a green, leather bound pocket dictionary with my name stamped neatly in 

gold in the lower right hand corner of the front cover. The message inside 

read, “To my little Asher. Take two aspirin and read this every day. Love, 

Mom. XOXO” 

My dictionary said that wormwood was something bitter or grievous. 

It also said that there was a plant named wormwood whose bitter oils are 

used in absinthe. But that wasn’t it, that wasn’t what I was looking for; 

there was something more to it than that. I slipped my dictionary back into 

the breast pocket of my seventh grade jacket that had vomit on it and sat 

down under the buzzing orange streetlight. As I sat there I thought and 

thought and thought about that word, and as I thought something terrible 

crept up my spine and took hold. Just like that the same wrenching 

headache was back and worse than it had been in fourteen years, so I 

walked to the corner market to buy some aspirin and call my mom. 

 

 



 

The phone swung like a pendulum hitting me in the face every odd second. 

From down on all fours I yelled in the direction of the receiver, “Looks like 

the market is the latest victim of the times, these hard times. That’s alright, 

these blackouts are getting more frequent and I needed something stronger 

anyway.” 

I could hear the concern on the other end of the line. “Where are you, 

Asher? Where are you, sweetie?” 

I heaved and shook the last drops of moisture from my body, the 

concrete rose to the occasion to meet me half way, and I was out. As the 

slab embraced my heat my eyes fluttered and fanciful thoughts took hold 

hard. 

“Rise up, now. Rise up! Rise up! Come ye with hardness of heart. 

Come ye whose will shall be done.” A portion of the people cheered with a 

violence as he speared forth his limestone finger and spilled globs of bile 

from his lips which soaked his beautiful wings. His architect stood with 

eyes lowered, heart incised. “We have prevailed,” the rebel insisted and a 

third of the masses excited as Wormwood’s finger dropped. His face took a 

reddish hue and his expression turned to elation of power as the people fell 

in rank and my view averted to the night sky. A third of the stars in heaven 

fell at my feet, a third stayed crippled in the cosmos, and the last simply 

faded. 

“Wormwood!” I shouted. “His name is Wormwood,” I cried at the 

receiver as it swung over head. 

“Does your brother know where you are? Does he know where you 

are?! Asher, can you hear me?” 



 

My head suddenly propped up and the world repeated thirty fold. 

Danny knelt next to me, pushed his fake ass cowboy hat back, and with the 

buzzing receiver in hand he echoed, “Who were you talking to this time, 

Ash?” 

“Mom,” I sputtered. 

“That’s real nice, Ash. Real nice. Mom’s still dead you fucking asshole. 

She’s still dead.” Danny let go, I felt a sharp, warm split in the back of my 

head and I distinctly heard sixty cowboy boots click into the horizon like the 

horse itself. Clip-clop-clip-clop. Danny hollered from afar, “Come and get a 

drink when you’re done freaking out.” Clip-clop-clip-clop. 

“I got to admit, a drink sounds pretty good right now,” I called out 

after him. 

I gathered my senses and clambered to my feet. My jacket whipped in 

the thick wind; the trench coat that I had owned since the seventh grade. At 

some point of course I outgrew the sleeves, so I cut them off and learned to 

sew. My punk rock friends showed me how to use carpet nylon and a needle 

to affix band patches and patches that we made with denim and acrylic 

paint. If you never wash these kinds of patches they acquire a sort of patina, 

like enamel almost. Those were always my favorites and they covered 

nearly every inch of me. 

The only spots that weren’t covered with patches were covered with 

spikes, or studs, or rings, or lighter tops, or bottle caps. Police loved me. I 

was easy to spot. My hair was chopped into a lovely indiscernible pattern of 

hunks, curls, and waves. The left half was dyed red to represent the fire in 

my mind and the right half was dyed green to represent my true nature. I 



 

am an artist, a musician, an apostle, and a madman. 

Around my waist was a girding of chains attached to my belt. They 

weighed me down and taught me to be silent. My neck and wrists were 

adorned with spikes and leather and paint. My collar and bracelets were 

secured with nuts and bolts and if necessary would cut or pierce my 

wandering brothers in the night. If those didn’t do the job my knives would. 

I was a porcupine and I would not be harmed. 

“This is my alley home. These are my slickened streets. This is 

Muddle, California and this is my inheritance. This industrial complex, 

these buzzing orange streetlights, the bugs, the waste, the metal and the 

asphalt are mine. I have grown with you all and I adore you.” I called this 

out to the night. My voice bounced off tin siding, it bounced off giant 

concrete slabs, and it nestled in my alley home. 

To my right at the end of a long corridor of deep-red brick laid my 

gathering of defective stuffed animals, those that our machines had rejected 

due to imperfection, piled over the years against the unforgiving walls and 

pasted with debris. “How you cradle my head, oh you stuffing, you soot 

soaked stuffing!” 

To my left was the factory, the entirety of my childhood and the sweat 

of my parents. “God only knows what to do with it in these times, these 

hard times.” 

People would still come up to me to give their condolences and it was 

apparent that it was for them, not for me. My parents were beacons in the 

night. My father: a creator of dreams and creatures. My mother: a lioness 

and captain of industry. My inheritance: a broken toy factory and the 



 

condolences of the community. 

“And yes folks, straight ahead this way, right this way. The Eighth 

Plague, ladies and gentleman,” I yelled in disgust and admiration unaware 

of which thoughts were auditory and which were set to private. Years of my 

life were spent creating an abomination against man, created for man. 

When I turned twenty-one-years old Danny and I erected a temple that 

would attract those looking for anesthesia. We would invite the avant-

garde, the strange and outlandish, the artist and performer, and they would 

come from miles. We became neon sentries in the dark, bleak world and a 

bane to those that sought control. The sergeant by day would be customer 

and hound by night and no one would cause a fuss as long as the drinks 

flowed free and we set them up with the girls upstairs. We were the dirty, 

sexy secret that Muddle loved to loathe and we loved them right back. We 

were youth-un-checked. 

When Danny and I first set eyes on this complex we were just little 

kids, untwisted and safe in the arms of Mom and Dad. We spent years in 

fear as we forced ourselves to investigate every room, hall, and basement of 

the various dilapidated buildings. We would find the oddest things, like 

entire storehouses of men’s white underwear or boxes upon boxes of unsold 

Peeps marshmallows. But, the oddest thing we ever found was a 

mummified transient. 

We found him lying behind a stack of broken down crates that he had 

been using as firewood. He was naked on the bare concrete floor and curled 

in a fetal position with his mud encrusted clothing folded neatly next to 

him. There were a few empty cans stacked upright next to a pad of paper, a 



 

worn down pencil, and a single picture of whom I assumed were him and 

his family. On the pad of paper the words “thank you” were written in 

stubby little letters. I remember when Danny and I found him we didn’t 

scream, we didn’t move or speak, we just stopped and stared. Then from 

out of nowhere Danny revealed a small potato shaped rock and threw it at 

the man’s stomach. 

I’ll never forget that sound and I am sure that it shapes me to this 

day. When the rock broke through the man’s skin it sounded like a sheet of 

cardboard ripping and when it ricocheted around his ribcage it made an 

awful ceramic crackle. The noise forged in me and my imagination filled in 

all the terrible details. In my mind I could see every fleck of flesh stuck to 

those ribs, every collapsed vein dried and matted to the underside of his 

skin, and that is when I started to scream. Needless to say, Danny and I 

were no longer allowed to tour the complex without an adult and Danny 

was sequestered to his room with school and the bathroom as his only 

reprieve. Before he knew it Danny had spent the entire seventh grade in his 

room. I was only eight-years-old when I saw my first counselor and it 

quickly became apparent that there was a problem. 

From there the problems just multiplied and begat other little 

problems. Very early on I acquired a propensity for ingesting large amounts 

of booze. That sweet tender solace. That deafening embrace. The remorse 

and disgrace. My stomach evacuated. I knew I had a problem; everyone 

knew I had a problem. It’s just that I associated so well with that feeling. 

The sensation of falling in every little movement. The muscles in my 

forehead overcompensating for my drooping eyelids. My eyes seeing 



 

everything at once and questioning nothing. They were only observing. I 

was faster in that state. I was pure luck and exacting reaction, in that state. 

By age eleven I had learned that the madness and atrocities in the 

world, in my life, could be numbed or somehow rounded with the proper 

anesthesia. My counselor called this process “self-medication”. That term 

never ceases to amuse me. It’s always used in such a negative connotation, 

as if someone else knew what my body felt like. With enough 

experimentation I had found my peaks, my valleys, my dead ends, and my 

nirvanas. I felt more than capable in determining my own dosage. 

When I was fifteen-years-old I jumped from a moving train and when 

I hit the ground I broke my hip, so my doctor prescribed me with a truck 

load of hydrocodone. He said that it would help with the pain. His exact 

words were, “It makes the pain feel like it’s in the next room.” For six 

months the pain in the next room increased and for six months so did my 

dosage. 

After six months my doctor said my liver was working too hard. 

“Nothing to be concerned about,” he said. “Just working a little too hard.” 

I asked him, “Doc, if my liver is working too hard wouldn’t it make 

sense to give me something that doesn’t have acetaminophen in it, which is 

harmful to your liver; isn’t it harmful to your liver?” 

He cocked his head like a dog, got a right queer look on his face and 

said, “Yes. Yes, it is.” 

In a matter of just a few weeks I had managed to nestle down into a 

rather insidious addiction to oxycodone and for a term this one broke me. I 

was useless, terrified, and alone in a city that knew me not. I slept under an 



 

overpass; how cliché and shabby chic, an overpass. The county had 

supplied me with everything necessary to destroy my life. Well, you know 

what they say about good intentions. 

Better yet, what do they say about co-dependency? Danny Boy could 

tell you all about that. That fake ass, suburban cowboy. That loyal and 

obedient, tried and true good old boy, Danny Boy. My brother, my partner. 

“I can see the pearl snaps on your four hundred dollar shirt now, Dan!” 

I eagerly approached Danny’s apartment located on the backside of 

the bar and I screamed at my capacity, “I love you, Danny. I fucking love 

you, man!” 

Danny ripped the door open as if he’d been angrily waiting. He 

winged an empty bottle at me which broke over my right shin and he 

hollered back, “There’s that drink I promised you!” 

“Oh shit, he’s coming in,” I shouted while holding my shin just 

seconds before being tackled. 

As my head bounced off the concrete for the second time that night 

the split on the back of my melon just opened right up and guess what, I 

was back out. As my eyes closed I heard Danny breathing heavily and in a 

tone of fear he whimpered, “Oh no, man. Oh, no. Oh God, there’s a lot of 

blood, Ash! Come on, man, get up. Please get up. Are you okay, Asher? Are 

you o-o-o-o-o?” 

 

 

 

I frantically packed my bags with the sensationalistic media blaring on the 



 

background television. Clips and phrases formulated and slipped from the 

lips of the broadcaster, but the message was unclear. I observed my 

surroundings and the scenery crumbled before my eyes as if merely 

noticing an item rendered its constitution void. A table became a chair and 

a newspaper flew away. 

As I approached my mahogany dresser I saw family portraits hanging 

from a lattice of leaky plumbing where the walls should’ve been. When I 

opened the top dresser drawer and pulled it away, it dropped with a heavy 

weight at my side. The handle of the drawer seamlessly became the handle 

of my luggage and I was ready. 

An ornate gleaming door to my left creaked open just enough for me 

to see an angelic being floating out of a bruised sunset, surrounded by a 

slew of UFOs pouring mechanically over a dusty violet mountain range. 

Still caged by the lattice of plumbing I fell to my knees as I witnessed the 

masses pray and worship. The ground trembled as the being gingerly 

touched down, a heavy sensation of dread washed over me, and for some 

reason I sensed that I was too late. 

The being spoke, “You may rise. Come ye who shall come to touch the 

robe of the ever living God! For I am love and love am I. Come ye who shall 

come to be healed by the almighty. For I am pure and purity am I.” 

The being continued as I rose to step in line to meet God himself, but 

I couldn’t get past the plumbing; the door was gone and the room was 

slowly filling with a quivering blue liquid as it were an invisible cube. 

As I struggled to escape I noticed something a little off about this so-

called god. The robe that the being spoke of began to melt away, but no one 



 

seemed to notice. His gnarled, naked body began to turn green and red as it 

deformed. He flashed in my mind’s eye between a beautiful angel and a 

creature of unfounded demonic proportions. The creature’s eyes locked 

with mine and its evil eyes began to glow and burn as they spread outward 

and consumed my vision in a field of golden sulfur. The creature staggered 

forward like a filthy drunk with its thin lips splitting to reveal a mouth full 

of knives which smiled wickedly at me. The being let out a great booming, 

cacophonous noise as if laughter in reverse, and I was fully immersed in the 

sulfur. 

I could feel my passed out body begin to toss and thrash as I dreamed 

my horrid dream. Suddenly, my nostrils and lungs burned and I violently 

awoke, drenched in sweat and horrified with Danny shaking nervously at 

my bedside in the ER. My eyes sharpened as the doctor callously bellowed 

in a great magnanimous declaration, “See now, worry wart? There he is! No 

big deal, right?” The doctor slapped me across a fresh row of stitches some 

five inches long across the back of my head and quickly shuffled away 

shouting orders to his nursing minions. “Just like a football,” my 

benevolent healer chuckled conveniently just before he fell out of ear shot. 

Danny and I immediately locked eyes, his welling with tears, mine 

bloodshot and heavy. I ripped out my IV, fell into my brother, and I 

whispered in his ear, “Like a football. A football, he says.” And just like 

always, that was it. No great fall out. No dramatic roller coaster. Just a 

mean hankering for a double large gin and tonic with extra, extra lime. 

Security escorted us out the ER entrance and we embarked on the 

long walk home in the thick whipping wind, yelling sports analogies and 



 

cracking jokes about my cracked head. We finished Danny’s flask almost 

immediately and made a few stops along the way, but we couldn’t wait to 

meet that never ending oasis, The Eighth Plague. 

With my arm slung over Danny’s shoulder I said way too loudly 

directly into his left ear, “Man, I can’t wait to fill this prescription. I just 

don’t think that gin and tonic is going to be strong enough. But hey, at least 

I don’t still have that word stuck in my head. What was that word again?” 

Danny looked deep into my puffy, blackened eyes as we stumbled 

home with the buzzing orange streetlights over head and said, “I have 

absolutely no clue what you’re talking about, man. But, I love you anyway 

and I’m glad you’re safe.” 

 

 

 

 

If you enjoyed reading the first chapter of Muddle Town: Self Help, then 

please consider buying a copy at: 

www.MuddleTown.com/order

 

Thanks for reading and have a great day! 

 

 

http://www.muddletown.com/order
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