Pancakeface and the Cannibal

It was through the Kalowski boys that I met the girl called Pancakeface and honestly the first thing I did was milk her for what I estimated as her net worth. Later I felt horrible about it and considered giving $100 to a charity for people caught in the vicious cycle of huffing oven cleaner and playing skee-ball deep into the night, leaving their children unattended and extremely thirsty.  I made sure that the charity didn’t just provide skee-ball change for the oven-heads.  It took the children from the dank, aerosol-soaked apartments and helped them enjoy delicious beverages in some sort of hippie school.  As a neo-hippie myself, I knew that hippies were the best teachers because they wouldn’t bug you about grass-stains or Mohawks and I had heard that instead of nap time the kids would meditate while locked in a staring match with a praying mantis or flying squirrel.  Each child was allowed to choose between the two. 

Calvin Kalowski was an ink fiend and so was his brother Butterfly.  We called him the Buttfly.  The Buttfly was a jerk but you couldn’t blame him because he was diagnosed with severe obsessive-compulsive disorder, probably the severest ever his doctor said.  The object of his compulsive affection was his twin brother Calvin.  Wherever Calvin went, the Buttfly was there attempting deal with his broken brain’s urge to achieve flawless symmetry with his identical brother.

If Calvin drank an orange soda, the Buttfly would do the same, mimicking his brother’s every last gurgle and belch.  If Calvin got a tattoo of a gloved hand clasping his neck, the Buttfly required the exact same design. Calvin always obliged the Buttfly.  I had imprinted twelve identical designs on the brothers.

 I was throwing darts and mumbling when the Kalowskis busted in with a girl in tow.

“Buenas tardes, Turtle,” Calvin said.  The Kalowski’s were Mexican and jackbooted it over my Canadian heritage.

“Bns trds, trtl,” the Buttfly echoed.  The Buttfly always babbled under his breath, suppressing the urge of his hyperactive brain chemistry to mime his brother by dropping his speech down about thirty decibels.  This was much more tolerable than a full-on echo.  The only time you could understand the Buttfly was when he mimed his brother at high volume.  
Calvin ignored the Buttfly.  “Our friend Pancakeface is looking for a scratch artist.”  

“That would be me,” I smiled.  I always tried to be polite in the mornings when I would be at my grumpiest.  I turned to the girl called Pancakeface.  Her puss was especially rounded.  The blurp of her nose reminded me of my father’s fat thumb, permanently swollen from his days as a cockfighting referee.  Her legs were sort of fat and I don’t remember much about her midsection area. It was probably fattish too.  Her pancakeface reminded me of the level and hairless frown of a disappointed orangutan. 

“Welcome to the monkeyhouse,” I said graciously and immediately regretted.

“Well thank you,” Pancakeface said graciously and grinned herself every further into her primate role in my mind.
“Yes”, Calvin muttered uncomfortably at my slip.  The Buttfly tried to act embarrassed but it was so obvious he was just doing what his brain told him to.  
Pancakeface politely stepped forward and handed me a sheet of paper.  Her fingernails were neat and white.  I hoped that Pancakeface was not a bitch like all the other girls I admired for their neat grooming.  

On the sheet of paper was a sketch of what I thought might be a wooden pole with a bowl at the top. Stretching from the top of the bowl was the wing of a bird, as if the bird were bathing happily in the bowl.  “What a joyful bird,” I thought, even though all I could see was the wing.  Something about the wing of that bird was exuberant.

Midway up the pole was another bird, maybe an eagle or an endangered condor that appeared to be humping the pole.  A mouse with no legs was falling beneath it.  Had the great condor dropped the handicapped mouse so that it could more effectively hump the pole?  This seemed to make sense. 

I duplicated the design with pen and ink, adding in a few comforts of my own.  Pancakeface agreed to all these improvements.  She told me she especially liked the water splashing all around the bowl of the jubilant bird and the parachute on the desperate and falling mouse.

“The mouse will live and procreate,” she said.  “That’s much better.”

I thought about this and spoke up.  “I doubt it will live long enough to copulate.  How can a mouse survive if it can’t run to find food and scamper away from the next greedy condor that passes by?  And who would mount it?”
“It can roll,” she said.  “And I think it's lovely.”
“What an agreeable flapjack of a woman,” I thought.  

We agreed to meet the following day to finalize the design and ink it.  As the Kowolski brothers and Pancakeface left, Calvin dropped a note on the table.  The Buttfly did the same.

“Later alligator,” Pancakeface said as the door tinkled shut.

The Buttfly’s note was a buttload of misspelled nonsense.  The only coherent phrase in the entire note referred to halls of dogfood.  Another sentence asked me, “where did I mansion at?”  I marveled that Calvin loved the Buttfly as a brother would in the bible.  If the Buttfly were my brother, I probably would have pretended to shoot myself very realistically so that the Buttfly might imitate me and end his own life.

Calvin came over later that night.  He told me that he had pretended to sleep then stuck his brother with a tranquilizer dart in order to escape from the apartment alone.  It felt strange to hear Calvin speak without the Buttfly’s annoying murmurs.  Our embrace was intimate without the Buttfly aping the hug in the background.

The next morning Pancakeface was at the shop earlier than I expected.  I considered offering her cereal but decided against it, afraid that I might offend her.  Perhaps she was called Pancakeface because of all the pancakes she ate for breakfast.  If I were to offer her shredded wheat she might think that I was insinuating that her nickname was derived from her huge round face and not her voracious appetite for pancakes.  I gulped my cereal hurriedly and began to prepare for the tattooing.

Pancakeface decided that she wanted a tramp stamp, on her lower back just above the buttocks. Of course, she didn’t use this phrase, but we all know what it means when we see a girl with ink just above her crack.  She told me that the design was identical to a tattoo that her fiancee had on his buttocks, a tattoo that he would not explain.  She had guessed it had some special significance in his past life.

“What life was that?” I asked absentmindedly.  I was absorbed by the thought of Pancakeface making love to a pancakefaced man.  

Pancakeface was forthcoming and bright in her response, oblivious to my imaginations. “Boris is a reformed cannibal.  We met a year ago.  I was teaching a bible study course at the Cannibal Penitentiary.  He was my star pupil.”

I allowed myself to imagine locked up cannibals salivating over Pancakeface’s fluffy warm, body.  Did they imagine her doused in piping hot maple syrup as I did at that moment?

“Week after week Boris continued to attend the bible study sessions,” Pancakeface continued. “We fell in love over John 6:55.  He that eateth my flesh and drinketh my blood hath everlasting life: and I will raise him up in the last day.”

I knew the verse well.  My father was a minister and a raving alcoholic.

“Boris explained to me that after tasting the flesh of the Son of God he no longer desired the flesh of man.  He was released last fall and we were engaged a month later.  This tattoo is my gift to him for our wedding.  It is meant to show that I love him and accept his past, even if I have very little understanding of what he has been through.”

My aching heart was touched by this story. It made my eyes teary, like the story about walking on the beach with God but only finding one set of footprints.  It turned out that God was carrying me the whole time and I wasn’t even really walking at all.  I pictured Boris not as a deformed gentleman, but as a gracious griddle that supported and warmed his pancakefaced wife from a batter into a solid, living mass.

I was also fascinated by the idea of a bible study group at the Cannibalism Penitentiary.  I explained to Pancakeface that while in college I had lived in a reformed cannibal colony for a summer.  My intent was “to understand the social conditions that lead to cannibalism and determine how cannibalism can be understood in the context of the American Dream.”  These were the exact words that I used, drawn directly from the title of my senior thesis.

Pancakeface was filled with joy.  The edges of her eyes crinkled like warm blueberries.

“You have to meet Boris,” she told me.  I agreed that we would meet for dinner that night at her home.  “The love nest of Pancakeface and the Cannibal,” I thought.

I overcharged Pancakeface severely and she left.

“Toodles,” she said at the door.

The Kalowskis arrived at dinner before I did and had Boris in a fury about a story he was telling.  He was climaxing as I knocked and entered the shabby apartment.

“…in the form of a great endangered white rhinoceros.  He howled my name and demanded that I redeem the lives I had ruined.  And at that moment, my mission became clear to me.”

Boris’ face was cramped and splotchy like that of a panda.  He was a man who had clearly been saved, possibly more than once.

Calvin nodded approvingly.  “The Lord has a mysterious function,” he said.

The Buttfly echoed his brother.  It sounded like “Th Lrd hs mstrs fnctn.”
Pancakeface smiled sweetly, spreading her peachy lips.  “I believe you mean he works in mysterious ways.”

“Aah, yes,” Calvin said and winked at me.

“h ys”, the Buttfly mimicked quietly, but he missed the wink.

I was introduced to the Panda and he immediately mentioned my thesis work.

“You know I never wrote a thesis,” he said. “But with the good book here, why would I need to?  Its thesis is the one that really counts.”

“What thesis is that?” I inquired.

The Panda smirked. He had set it up, now he was about to knock it down.  “God is a thought who makes crooked all that is straight.”
I agreed with the Panda, and did so for the next hour and a half over homemade corned beef hash prepared by Pancakeface.  “It was my grandmother’s recipe,” she told me.  

“Was there a Grammy Pancakeface?” I thought.  “A mommy and daddy pancakeface?  Or just a daddy pancakeface?  There was probably a family of pancakefaces out there who made each other corned beef hash and laughed together with their huge mouths agape.

I agreed with the Panda so much that he invited me to attend his seminar at the penitentiary the following afternoon.  “Free of charge,” he said and I saw that his teeth were worn as if he had spent his early years squatting and gnawing bamboo.

“That sounds lovely, Boris.”  Pancakeface rubbed ber fiancee’s huge head.  She looked at me.  “Will you come?”

“Who is Boris?” I wondered.  The Panda’s haunches twitched.

“Of course,” I said, collecting myself.  I tried to appear interested to avoid the bear’s wrath. “What is the topic of your seminar, Boris?”

Pancakeface butted in for him. “That’s a secret, isn’t it Boris?”  The Panda’s nodding mouth opened and was stuffed with a roll by a well-placed paw.
“But tomorrow will be my first appearance in the seminar series, merely as an assistant of course.”  

“That sounds wonderful,” I began, but was interrupted by an exuberant Calvin.

“I regularly eat my own poop!” he screamed.

 “I regularly eat my own poop!” the Buttfly said matter-of-factly.

Everybody laughed, even the Buttfly.  At the time we didn’t realize that he was just imitating his happy brother.

I heard Calvin’s pebble knock on my window around midnight.  I unlocked the door for him and saw that he was trembling like a virgin asthmatic.  I led him into the parlor and sat him down in a chair that reeked of antiseptic.  

Calvin thanked me.  “May the Holy Spirit bring you gifts,” he said.  I nodded and agreed.  From the pocket of his coat he produced the plan we had drawn the night before and popped a medley of pills into his mouth, which he washed down with a swill of whiskey.  I sterilized my tools with alcohol and fire, waiting for the cocktail to settle in.  Once Calvin’s eyes were sufficiently googly, I laid him face down on my operating table.  

“This will be difficult,” I thought to myself.  “I have to think of him as a dirty stinking walrus, not as my dear friend Calvin.”

I leaned over the filthy putrid walrus and inserted a scalpel a short distance into his right buttock.  The walrus flinched and I drew back from the beast fearfully.  Was it awake?  Would it spring to life and gore me with its fearsome tusks?  It lay still and I reinserted the scalpel, cutting out three sides of a small square. This time the brute did not recoil from my tool, only clenched its headquarters tightly.  I peeled back the small flap of skin, irrigated it with saline solution and reached for my tattoo gun.  

The illustration was simple.  Within an hour I had completed the drawing, sutured the walrus’ avulsed skin, and Calvin was again lying face down on my operating table.  In another hour he awoke from his slumber and I helped him back to his apartment.  He immediately passed out next to the Buttfly in their queen-sized bed in their perfectly symmetrical room.  The two brothers snored loudly, the perfect harmony of twins surrendering to drug-induced, dreamless slumber.
The next morning I met Pancakeface and the Panda on the corner and we drove the fifty miles to the Cannibal Penitentiary.  Pancakeface explained that Boris would be addressing the juvenile ward of the prison, or child reform haven as she called it.  They gave me an official-looking VIP pass, which I wore around my neck.  My task was to sell t-shirts at a booth after the seminar, while Boris signed autographs and Pancakeface smiled.
At the prison, guards with billy clubs escorted us into a large auditorium.  One of the guards eyed the tattoos on my forearms with suspicion.  

“Had to practice on somebody,” I told him.

The guard grunted and exited the auditorium, leaving behind a warm scent of flatulence.  I set up my t-shirt booth at one of the exits.  The shirts featured a cartoon of Boris with a bandana tied across his forehead. His arms were folded and a title beneath his torso read, “Teaching the best way to serve your fellow man!” 
There were teenagers loitering about the hallways.  Some were knitting; others appeared to be playing Game-Boy.  All of them were boys, most looked innocent enough.  The Panda prepared the projector and checked the microphone as Pancakeface fretted about.  “What a lively flapjack of a woman,” I thought, and I was sorry that I had overcharged her for the tattoo.

Suddenly the auditorium filled with scampering youths and hollering guards.  I seated myself in the front row between two administrative-looking men.  I had an urge to mutter, “Warden” and tip my cap to the one on my right.

Soon the lights dimmed and a bright image appeared on a large white curtain.  The title read, “Truths and untruths about cannibalism”.  The murmurs of the crowd fizzled away as The Panda emerged from behind the curtain. “Hello,” he said.  “My name is Boris and I was a cannibal.”

He clicked a machine in his hand and the image changed.  In the place of the dramatic title was a table stacked with what appeared to be meat wrapped in wax paper.

“Most of you have eaten human flesh, as I once did.  Most of you have probably gone to emergency exits of local butcher shops and purchased parcels such as these: neatly packaged sections of muscle that you can grill in the comfort of your home.”

The Panda’s presence and the way he repeated the first few words of every sentence was commanding.  For the first time I realized I had been agreeing with a formerly ruthless cannibal for the past two days, agreeing in fact, with everything he said.  

He continued. “I am here to show you what goes on behind those emergency exits in those ugly butcher shops.  I am here to show you that cannibalism is not just about consuming delicious steaks fried with bell peppers and sweet red onions.”

I thought I heard a stomach groan behind me.

“I am here to show you the gruesome, behind-the-scenes realities of cannibalism as I have witnessed them.”

With that, the Panda again clicked his machine and an image of a plain, naked woman appeared.  She was lying on a bench with several masked men wearing lab coats examining different aspects of her body.  There were giggles from some of the younger kids and a catcall from a particularly brave boy.  The Panda ignored this.

“This is Wendy,” he said.  “And these men are butchers.”

The crowd was silent.  The Panda glared into the silent crowd for a minute then motioned offstage.  Pancakeface trotted out, doing her best to hold back her wide excited smile.  She was pushing an operating bench, which she lay down upon.  This time there were no catcalls.

“This beautiful woman will soon be my wife,” the Panda boomed.  “And for today will act as my assistant.”
Pancakeface waved from her position lying on the table. Muted applause followed.

The image on the curtain changed as the Panda hit the clicker.  Wendy was now a headless corpse and the butcher’s coats were stained with blood.  There was groaing and wimpering from the back of the auditorium.

“The first cut is the neck,” shouted the Panda ferociously.  Those of us who dragged our eyes away from the grisly photo saw that the Panda’s wife had removed her clothes and the Panda was bent over his naked fiancée with a saw against her neck.  Pancakeface was still holding back a childish grin.
“When you cut the carotid artery, blood drains from the heart and is unable to spoil the more tender meats in the lower extremities,” he explained.  “Drainage of the blood may be assisted by massaging the legs and abdomen.  Also, the victim is now dead, which is convenient.  With this motion, these men have destroyed a human life, the single most evil act a man can commit.  Now they are about to follow this with the second most evil act a man can commit: profiting from the death of another human being.”

Despite the heaves and moans of the juvenile cannibals and the clear revulsion of the administrators on either side of me, the Panda clicked the machine again.  Wendy was now disemboweled.  She lay on her stomach as her intestines and organs drained into a tub.

“The carcass is skinned and the organs are removed from the body cavity,” bellowed the Panda as he simulated the cut across Pancakeface’s abdomen and rolled her onto her stomach to show how the organs would drain.  “And kept to make soup which is sold…”

The Panda trailed off unexpectedly.  His booming voice echoed around the room until it was silent.  Pancakeface glanced up over her shoulder at the Panda expectantly.

“The tattoo,” I realized.  “He hasn’t seen the tattoo until now.  She decided to reveal her gift to him, her acknowledgement and acceptance of his shady past, at this very moment when he is doing what means most to him.”

I saw at that moment, for the third time, that Pancakeface was a beautiful and agreeable person.  It was then that I decided to donate the money I had swindled from Pancakeface to a charity that would help the children of oven-cleaner addicts.  

The Panda hovered over her, enraptured.  In his eyes I saw love more pure than a dark cloudy night.  I saw the success and domestic happiness that would pervade their lives, and the precious half-Panda, half-Pancakeface darlings that would enrich their holy matrimony.  I saw them as an old couple holding hands until their final dying moment, and their ascendance to heaven in the very next instant.  I began to think as the Panda did, repeating the first few words of every sentence, every thought.  “What a magnificent way to think,” I thought.

By this time the Panda had broken his gaze from his lover and collected his thoughts.  He continued, possessed with the ferocity of love and devotion to his woman, his pancakefaced heavenly woman.

“The finest cut of meat from a human is the flank.”  He spoke more slowly, with purpose and conviction.  We heard a soft click and on the curtain we saw the butchers plunge their serrated implements into the side of Wendy’s leg.

A passionate scream erupted from the stage and a shower of blood rained down, blinding those in the front row where I was seated alongside the distinguished adminstrators.  There were further cries of angst and horror from behind us. 

I closed my eyes to the sting of the salty blood.  “It’s salty and warm,” I thought.  “It’s so genuine, so faithful, so much like true love.”
Above my thoughts I could hear the Panda’s preaching and the wonderful screaming of Pancakeface.  The sounds of sawing human flesh rippled under their clamor.  “The right thigh, then the left, then we move on to more delicious of the dark meats in the upper extremities.”  

His speech had become garbled, as if he were replicating the effect of consuming the human as he butchered it.  From the whelps of the boys and the dry-heaves of the guards in the aisles I imagined through my closed eyelids that the Panda was chewing on some mock flesh disgustingly and more of the blood was cascading into the audience.

The report of gunfire exploded to my left.  I could hear guards sputtering commands between dry heaves.  The bubbling of hundreds of footsteps announced the evacuation of the hall.  

The stage was silent and I realized that I was weeping.  “How are these tears getting out around these snugly shut eyelids?” I wondered.  I tried to squeeze them tighter and make the tears well under my eyelids, but they kept sneaking out and I could feel them playing down my cheeks.

After a spell I was escorted from the auditorium, my eyes still tightly sealed, and seated in a most comfortable chair.  For the next four hours, I sat in this comfortable chair and endured the interrogations of policemen and detectives.  I was driven home in the dark and dropped off on the corner.  As I stepped from the cruiser I attempted to open my eyes only to find that they were already wide open.  “How long have they been this way?” I wondered.

Of course there was no sleeping that night.  I was drunk with thought, grief, and eventually with whiskey.  I was unable to think without the assistance of the Panda’s sentence structure.  “I am here to show you what goes on behind those emergency exits,” I thought.  “I am here to feed you delicious steaks fried with bell peppers and sweet red onions.  I am here only to observe because I once wrote a thesis about cannibalism.”

A pebble knocked on the window.  “He’s here!” I thought as the Panda’s voice reverberated in my mind.  Then I realized it had to be Calvin.  “I am here to show you my internal tattoo!  I am here to show you how unique I am,” Calvin’s voice spoke in my head.

Calvin let himself in and limped over to cloud me with his embrace.  We collapsed together onto the bench.  He was weeping and the tears leaked from under his eyelids.  I studied the lids and lashes from this new perspective.  “How do they get out?” I thought.  “What cracks can they squeeze through?  How can I apply the scientific method to this problem?”

Calvin was speaking and I tried to listen through the whiskey in my head.  His voice was trembling like a virgin asthmatic.  I felt as if I was reusing metaphors. 

I could hear Calvin gurgling onto my neck as I met Calvin’s gaze through the window. Calvin’s tears cascaded through the cracks in his eyelids, dripping on my arms, as Calvin opened the door.  I thought about sealing Calvin’s eyes with some sort of paste, just as a simple experiment, as Calvin stepped opened the door and pointed at me with his shiny hand.  I was pleased that there were two Calvins.  “One could serve as a control,” I thought, as the report of gunfire ended my life.

