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Merry Christmas Mister Hobo

“Ho ho ho!” roars the atomic ant man.

He picks up the max-pack beer crate, hoists it onto his shoulder and scrams the fuck out. Before the posh sucker that left it behind comes back for it. He rushes into Butler Street, where it’s conveniently dark, hugs the walls all the way ’til Saint-Stephan where he allows himself to slow down to a normal pace.

Free beer!

If only he could start drinking it… A 30-bottle crate is already heavy enough for both arms. But the atomic ant man is thirsty and cold so fuck it, right? He carefully lays the box on a bus stop bench, tears out a bottle-sized hole in the cardboard, pulls one bottle out, pops the cap, and off he goes with the crate under one arm, pouring the beer down his gob with his free hand. Baby Jesus, it feels good! He closes his eyes, his hand letting go of the empty bottle as he focuses on the sweet sensation of beer filling up his stomach. It almost feels like back home, sitting in his sofa, the remote in one hand, an after-work beer in the other, watching a stupid series with Caroline’s leg against his. He lets out a long sigh and, with it, all the day’s stress is gone. He opens his eyes again. Nah. He’s still in the frozen street.

The boulevard is lit up brighter than day, despite all the shops being closed. At 9pm on a 24th of December, there’s just the homeless and stray cats out. Second beer opened, he heads uptown. That’s where his camp’s set up. The poor little bottle gets half-emptied in one drag. When his eyes fall on the street, he jumps back. Caroline is right in front of him. Except she isn’t. It’s only a life-size ad featuring a girl that looks like her. A shiver that owes nothing to the temperature travels down the atomic ant man’s spine. He takes a shortcut through Pike Street. The boulevard has too many ads and the Christmas lights bring him down anyway. The image of Caroline doesn’t leave him though. Is that her scent he’s smelling? Probably a perfume shop selling her brand. She hadn’t cross his mind for so long, he thinks, finishing the beer. Suddenly she doesn’t feel so close anymore. He mechanically opens the next one and, at the first swallow, it’s like she’s walking alongside him. He shuts his eyes, imagining he’s holding her hand, that all is forgiven. He dreams of turning to face her, kissing her, feeling her warm lips on his mouth, her body against his. He opens his eyes. Beer’s empty. Bummer. What’s the big idea with such tiny bottles anyway? He pops the following one open and keeps dreaming of Caroline for another three blocks and four bottles. He’s starting to get drunk. He doesn’t feel the cold anymore. It’s good to be with her for a while, even in dreams. Plus, the more he drinks, the lighter the crate gets. On the other hand, he thinks, finishing the umpteenth bottle, his bladder is on the verge of explosion. And not the smallest snowdrift in sight to melt down! Ah, yeah, it hasn’t snowed this winter… Instead, it has rained cats, dogs and pigs for weeks. There ain’t one piece of dry cardboard in town for a man to sleep on. Tomorrow morning, on the other hand, it’s going to be cardboard-wonderland. With all the squares throwing out the box from their new HD TV set…

He squeezes in between a trash can and a drain pipe, zips down his trousers and opens the floodgates. A thick cloud of steam rises up. That’s how cold it is. He zips up one-handed, popping another bottle open. Where’s he at? He looks around. Oh shit! Shit-shit-shit! He guzzles down a huge swig.

He somehow walked up Boughton Street and went and peed on the back side of his former workplace. How did he not notice that? To make matters worse… Shit! The light is on! His brow furrows. On Christmas eve? What the fuck? He walks around the place, right under the sign “Krueger Automotive Care” and discreetly walks up to the window of the workshop. His workshop…

No way! The guys are in there! Selim is busy getting himself a set of flat wrenches, and the legs of Greg are sticking out from under an outrageously stripped down Audi coupé. What had these troglodytes done to this beauty? Leaving it to his blood alcohol level, he pushes the door in: “What’re you fuckers doing?”

Selim turns in a jump, a handful of wrenches deafeningly clattering around him. “Wha’s going on Selim?” comes out Greg’s muffled voice, “You drunk?”

“Shut up and get out from under there. You’ll never guess who’s at the door.”

The atomic ant man is just standing there, wondering whether he hasn’t done something stupid. When he got fired, it didn’t go smoothly. If Johnny…

“Is that the ant man?” cries out Greg. His face is smeared with black grease and a wide smile. He rushes towards his old pal, Selim too, and they engulf him in a three-way hug. “You have no idea how much we miss you! – We can’t keep up since you’ve gone. – Here, while you’re around, can you have a look?” The atomic ant man is moved to tears. Selim and Greg have the decency of not noticing: “Look here, there’s a mix-up somewhere between the injection pump and the cylinder, s’all I know. I took it all apart, cleaned and reassembled, and still gives me the same shit. Wait, I’ll show you…”

“It’s electrical dumbass!” Drunk as he is, it still seems obvious to him. He opens three beers and gives them one each. “Modern pumps, they’re controlled from freaking software. If the program crashes, it looks like the injection flow is stuck. But just flash the chip and it’ll run like clockwork.”

Selim lets out a long whistle. Greg’s jaw is hanging loose below his face. “Son of a…” A familiar squeak cuts him off. The atomic ant man freezes. The office door. Johnny can’t be here on a Christmas Eve, right?

He sure can. The atomic ant man leaps up to face the asshole that threw him out like garbage. He picks up his crate and he’s not sure whether he’s going to walk out slamming the door or knock him out with one of his bottles or… Selim gets in between them: “Johnny, don’t worry, he only came to give us advice on… – Shut up, Selim.” Johnny cuts in. He walks up to the atomic ant man briskly, like he wants to take a swing at him. The atomic ant man can’t wait. He’s going to kick his ass, drunk or not. But this son of a bitch stops a few centimeters short of punch-range: “So, you finally read your mail?”

“What? Is that all you have to say after one year?”

“Oh… You haven’t read you mail then? And the voicemail I left you? Nothing?”

The atomic ant man is seriously pissed by now: “One more bit of bullshit and I swear I’ll fuck you up.”

Johnny steps back: “Wow, slow down buddy. I’m sorry about what I had to do last year. Now business is picking up and given you’re one of the best I’ve worked with… I’ve been trying to get in touch for a month. You really got nothing?”

The atomic ant man is stupefied. He almost feels like hugging him. But he can’t forget that he’s an asshole, that he threw him out like a piece of shit, that… “I totally understand if you’re too pissed, or if you found something better… But I wanted to know your answer before I hire someone else. We can’t keep up here. Ask them.”

“We already told him, Johnny.”

“Well, think about it and let me know before New Year, OK. I got good people waiting in line.” He slips a business card in a pocket of his rotten jacket.

Too small to sleep on, he automatically thinks. No kidding, without good cardboard, you seriously freeze. Sleeping on bare concrete sucks all your warmth in no time. He mumbles: “I don’t know… I’ll come back.” He staggers towards the door, almost turns back to give him a beer. What’s he doing at work on a Christmas Eve? Too late to ask. He closes the door behind him, a little harder than he meant to. So hungry! he thinks, starting on another bottle.

By the time he’s done with it, and halfway through the next one, he stumbles upon a gold mine.

He got a little lost. As if that could still happen to him in this town. He managed to walk himself into an unfamiliar neighborhood. And, in that uncharted street, there’s a posh restaurant that’s about to close, and a porter is just taking out the trash. Jackpot! He waits patiently in a dark corner for the guy to go back in. He’ll then scale the gate and have a look in that sweet dumpster. But his stomach starts growling so loud that the porter suddenly turns and sees him. Shit! He’s toast! The guy quickly withdraws inside leaving the backdoor ajar. He’s either getting more trash, or calling the police, or something. The atomic ant man doesn’t budge. If it’s the cops, he hasn’t done anything illegal yet. They aren’t going to lock him up for smelling the bin, are they? Maybe for being too drunk… He doesn’t have time to think about it further. The porter is out again. This time he’s with a square who’s wearing a tuxedo so tight it makes him looks like a penguin. The porter points straight at him, the tuxedo-guy makes eye contact. Trouble.

The penguin crosses the street. The atomic ant man stays squat on his feet. He hasn’t done nothing wrong, there’s no reason for him to run. What’s he want, this son of a rich, anyway?

“Excuse-me, my friend, my employee over there just told me you were here. Don’t take it the wrong way but… you know… we happen to have quite a quantity of Christmas menu leftover. The customers are all gone so… If you’re hungry…”

The atomic ant man looks straight at him without moving for a second. Has he heard that right? S’a joke, right? It’s got to be a joke. Because if not… Shit, he’s going to burst out in tears. I mean, it wouldn’t be the first time a square tossed a coin his way. But some actual-real giving-a-shit? From a guy in a suit? What. The. Fuck. But really, there ain’t any other way of interpreting what he just said, so the atomic ant man nods frenetically. The bottles clink in the almost-empty crate. The penguin looks down. Uh-oh…

“You can take the beer inside if that’s what you like, but we’ve got a pile of open Champagne bottles in there…”

He starts walking back towards the restaurant. The atomic ant man follows him like a shadow. He’s squeezing his half-empty beer bottle so hard in his hand he feels like it might break. And come to think of it, that bottle is actually half-full.

Inside, it’s Buckingham Palace. It’s so warm he has to remove five layers of clothing. The penguin’s nose gets a few wrinkles at his smell but he lets out an amused chuckle. He’s having fun. Let him. High ceilings, ambient lighting, old-style tapestry and freaking chandeliers. The atomic ant man is hard at work trying not too look too impressed. He lets the other guide him to a table that the porter is summarily cleaning up. The waiters are all gone, the porter is about to leave too, it’s tuxman in person that serves him. The atomic ant man bets even the customers don’t get service directly from the manager, or whoever he is. Here we go! “Herbed Norwegian salmon on a bed of mashed sweet potatoes” announces the penguin. “Swiss wine fondue”; “Bacon-wrapped pork loin with pear”. “You like lobster too? We’ve got plenty of lobster left.” “Ready for desert? Cherry trifle or Butterscotch bananas with vanilla ice cream. Or both.” All of it comes with a side of the best wines in real glass bottles… His half-full beer is probably warm by now. The plates are porcelain, the glasses are crystal, the penguin is giving him the full show, with bows and all. When he finally puts down the fork, the atomic ant man knows he’s not going to have to eat again for quite a while. A tear of happiness is hanging from his eyelid, but he will not let it run down his cheek. It’s Christmas, tonight. Peace on Earth and goodwill to all men, and shit.

The light suddenly dims. The atomic ant man takes the cue. It’s late. The penguin wants to go home. Here he comes: “Did you enjoy the food, sir?” The atomic ant man can’t answer out loud. He simply nods. Out of nowhere, his rank pullovers and jacket appear on the man’s arm. The atomic ant man dresses up as fast as his state of inebriation lets him, empties his beer in one swig, lifts up his precious crate and out he is in the cold street. Ah, but on a full stomach, it’s not the same. He hadn’t eaten that good in ages. Maybe his whole life even. It wasn’t the kind of place he could afford to take Caroline to. And his old man was even more stingy alive than in death.

A couple of streets and beers later, he’s back in known territory.

He did a pretty wide detour, it turns out. He finds himself in the middle of Ashview, that boring posh neighborhood. Two kilometers to go to reach his camp. No worries. The beer will probably last that long. He navigates his way in between high walls and pointy gates that probably hide their SUVs and coupés. Not that he can see, but he assumes. As he walks past an open gate, he decides to check. SUV, coupé, or both? But the cars must be in the garage. Instead, he’s looking directly at the front of a house that features a large glass bay. The atomic ant man freezes at the sight of the illuminated Christmas tree. When he was little, they had one just like that. With presents at the foot. They’d wait for midnight and his sister and he would pounce on them like wild things. He stares dreamily for a while, reminiscing.

dong… dong… The atomic ant man swiftly turns towards the cathedral. dong… dong… Towards the house again. The kids are running to the tree. No way! It’s midnight! The atomic ant man takes a few steps forward, irresistibly attracted by the lights. dong… dong… He’s on the lawn now. In the living room, wrappings are being shredded by eager little hands. Two excited parents are standing in the background, clapping, just like his old folks had done back in the days. What had he gotten that Christmas? The boy turns to his parents with a big black box in his hand and a smile around the face. The box is quickly reduced to scraps and he’s now busy tearing up the internal packaging. Ah! Now he remembers! That Christmas, he’d gotten… “Optimus Prime! Thanks Dad! Thanks Mum!” The hands of the atomic ant man start shaking. He pulls another bottle out of the crate, in a little concert of glass chinks. The squares don’t even tick. Noise-cancelling glass is no junk. The little boy has dived into the arms of his parents. The little girl shrieks silently and soon joins the hysterical love-ball at the foot of the Christmas tree. He’d played so much with that Transformer! It had been his favourite toy for years. Actually, up to the point he switched to joints. He pushes back sobs with a few foamy gulps of beer. He’s thinking he couldn’t be happier and sadder at the same time. He’s soon proven wrong when a fifth person slowly joins the party. The grandma. The dam bursts. The atomic ant man lets out a loud rattle. He turns back and runs off into the dark street, his crate clanging loudly under his arm. No way they didn’t hear him this time.

He sucks his beer dry and pops open another one, which he drinks up as well. That Christmas he got the Optimus Prime, that had been the last Christmas of his Grandma. The only person in the world that ever loved him, and that he ever loved. It’s after her death his life started to go sour. Dear Grandma. On her deathbed, she’d told him he shouldn’t cry. Because she was going to go up there. That she’d come see him sometimes in the shape of a shooting star. Since that day, he can’t see a shooting star without leaking out a tear.

He digs into the almost-empty crate and gets out the second-to-last beer. He’s still sobbing a little, and so wasted he almost shatters it on a lamppost. By the time he crosses the railway tracks, he’s back in control of his breathing. His neighborhood is on the other side. Not far anymore.

He drinks that one slowly. The last one will be for bedtime. His camp is set in a former tyre depot still half full of rotting gear. The roof is collapsed on half of the building. Cheer up! Last night with wet cardboard. Tomorrow, he’ll stock up, store them in a dry corner and he’ll be able to sleep well for a freaking long time. About time too, the temperature is seriously dropping. The sidewalk is slippery with ice. It’s going to be a cold week.

He’s at the gate, about to remove the cosmetic chain he hangs on it to discourage robbers. Except he can’t, cause the chain is gone. Fuck!

He pushes the gate without a squeak. He tiptoes into the place and, it never fails, there’s a son of a bitch rooting through his stuff. He grabs his almost-empty bottle by the neck and silently walks up to the asshole. He won’t even know what hit him, this cocksucker. This wouldn’t be the atomic ant man’s first fight. He’s going to fuck him up good. His bottle-hand rises up, but one thought stays it. There’s still beer in this bottle.

“Yo!”

The asshole jumps one meter high and turns. He’s an old black guy, with a grey beard and dread locks sticking out from under his hat. “Man! Man man man, I’m so sorry! I don’t know! I didn’t take anything! I swear!” The atomic ant man shakes his head in disdain. He could probably beat him up one-handed without spilling his drink. But he doesn’t feel like it. The bugger’s even dirtier than him. Not really knowing why, he grabs his last beer and hands it to him. “Now fuck off before I break your legs.” The rasta stares at the beer for a sec, then grabs it like he’s just crossed the Sahara without a drink. “Thank you so much, man! Merry Christmas, man!” He limps away. The atomic ant man gulps down the last of his beer and sits on a tyre. Bummer! I should have gotten a cigarette from him.

The alcohol slowly throws him into a drowsiness that would otherwise be impossible in this cold. He falls asleep sitting. The empty bottle rolls from his hand to the concrete floor stained with frozen mud. An hour later, he crashes onto it. Right next to the wet cardboard he usually sleeps on. He half opens his eyes. Gotta move. Too cold. Fuck it. He shuts them. Never to open again.

A kid from the neighborhood will find his frozen body in two weeks.



The atomic ant man hopes he hasn’t ruined your Christmas. He’s hereby sending the message that there ain’t a law against inviting a homeless person to your Christmas Eve. But, hey, it’s your life, and he respects that. In case you’re wondering, he’s in heaven, he’s met up with his Grandma and he’s never gonna be cold again. How’s that for a happy ending?

If you still feel bad for him, good. People on the streets is a scrourge. And now that you’re paying attention, it might be time to do something about it. That is, if you live somewhere there are homeless people.

I’m mentionning that because there are places without, or without much of a homeless problem. People on the street isn’t unavoidable. I used to live, for many years, in a big town where we had one homeless guy. I haven’t seen him for a while, so now we have none. Leipzig, Germany, if you’re wondering. Case in point, homelessness is a fixable issue. And it won’t fix itself while you’re sitting on your ass.

If you have homeless, there is likely one or more association that’s trying to fix it. That association needs helping hands much more than it need money. Find out who they are, and ask them how you can help.

If you’re a policy-setter, you might be wondering how Leipzig got rid of their homeless. At no time was a death-squad involved. The reason why we don’t have homeless is very straightforward: renting a place is very cheap in Leipzig. Homelessness is usually a function of how inflated the property rental bubble is in your town. Get those rental prices under control already. Property-owners in Leipzig still turn a profit. Cap the shit out of that market.

And, if it’s that time of the years, Merry fucking Christmas.



Otherwise, I also wrote plenty of other kick-ass books. Have fun with that. Spread the word.


homostupidens.org/books
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