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editor’s introduction 
 

 
Those who know me know that for a very long time 
I’ve been sorely obsessed with communal literature and 
publishing and have in this or that enthusiasm 
attempted and failed at making an example of it 
manifest.  I have come close to success, I allow myself 
in kind moments, but never have I been more satisfied 
than by this collection and the authors who have been 
good enough to participate.   

For literature to communicate, the most important 
thing is to allow that reactions are not just reviews or 
critiques, reactions are letting the piece influence a 
statement as personal as a new creation—a piece 
should lead away from itself in larger measure than it 
leads into itself.  And this is what this volume set out 
to do—a group of authors shared their pieces 
anonymously, then shared their reflections on where 
the pieces sent them.   

We begin our anthology with an actual 
conversation and then we let the authors and the 
stories directly converse.   

 
 

-Pablo D’Stair 
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…as in the best  

it is… 
 
 

NOTE:  This conversation is composited from a series of written 
exchanges between Robert Johnson, Sonia Tabriz, and Pablo 
D’Stair and is not a transcription of a single discussion. 

 
 
 
PABLO D’STAIR: We’ll never tire of writing 
literature about murderers, because we’ll never tire of 
attempting to convince ourselves that’s not what we 
are—we see each other as monsters, but we need to 
find some evidence in letters that as a condition of 
humanity and individuality it can be rhetorically 
wriggled out of, that there is some definite transition 
from Guilt-to-Redemption and by the same token a 
way to transition out of being complicit, out of being 
culpable into being somehow proper, somehow just.  
In literature, there often seems to be this ‘starting 
point’, this notion that a responsibility for the general 
disarray of society—which in turn leads to particular 
crimes—is on everyone’s hands, but very unlike life 
this ‘realization’ or ‘admission’ quickly seems to wash 
the dirt from the non-criminal and extends as far as to 
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allowing the criminal (outsider) what I will call an 
‘utterly philosophical identity’.   
 
ROBERT JOHNSON:  I wrote a poem 
called ‘Dreamscape’ that captures some of what I want 
to say in response to you.  Here is one stanza: 
 
What prisoners live, citizens dream 
What citizens live, prisoners dream 
 
I believe these observations apply well to murderers, 
most of whom become prisoners.  The lives and 
actions of murderers are the stuff of our worst dreams 
and basest impulses.  Our tame waking lives, ironically, 
are the stuff of their best dreams and highest 
aspirations.  We can write about murder and feel a 
kinship with murderers and their crimes because they 
live out our violence-suffused fantasies, the ones that 
show our passions out of control, that let us bathe in 
the turbulent waters of risk and thrill and danger, 
maybe glorifying in violence and power, always to 
emerge safely on the shore of civility when we wake 
and return our thoughts to our daily lives.  We read 
about violent crimes in literature or the newspaper, and 
again are safe; when we’ve had enough, we close the 
book, fold the paper, and put the murder and the 
murderer out of our minds and our lives.  
 
PD: This touches interestingly on—and focuses 
my woefully here-and-there tack with words—some of 
what I find troubling in literature, both as reader and as 
writer.  This notion of dream, desire, vicariousness has 
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never so much played a part in literary experience for 
me, there is something in knowing that the 
unconscious mind is so much the engine that doesn’t 
allow for me to think of literature as dreamy 
departure—some writing is, of course, and it has merits 
and avenues to explore its own, but it is not something 
that blips on my radar so much.  I’m going to add a 
tick to what you say and replace the notion of 
dreaming with the notion of interfacing with 
literature—the citizen, the free man—innocent or 
not—can, as you say, remove himself from literature, 
returning to a place of safety, and in turn can choose 
not to turn inward on themselves and so gives literary 
experience one face.  The prisoner, however, does not 
have the same sense of leaving the literary 
experience—they can leave it, but not to security, not 
to someplace they can be free of themselves and the 
contents of themselves.  If there is an aspect of escape 
or displacement to literature for the prisoner, it cuts far 
different than for a free man, in that they leave the 
imaginings—I call it this now just for effect—and have 
to wrest themselves into their confinement, return to 
themselves, it is no soft option, no pleasant thing.  If 
we add to this that the literary experience, as I feel, is 
not one of entertainment, the thrust of literary craft 
being instead to, no matter the individual, let 
unconscious expression filter through a tiny window of 
conscious manipulation, the tension of the art is 
magnified.  The dream of a murderer to not be one is 
something far more pertinent and breathtaking—not in 
a giddy sense, but a harrowing one—to me than the 
dream of a non-murderer to be one, or to play at it.  
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You talk of our daily life being returned to, which for a 
free man means something much different than a 
murderer.  How you speak of a prisoner dreaming, this 
strikes me as far closer to how an author of literature 
should be than a free man idling away some time, even 
in intense perusal of a work.  If literature is treated as a 
dream or an option rather than a bleeding reminder of 
what one lacks—whatever one does not lack—and a 
piercing, absolute beckon to claim it something of 
worth is lacking—that murder you want to play at, it 
isn’t play, isn’t just someone’s words on a page and this 
needs to be admitted. 
 
RJ:  However active my fantasy life may be at 
times, the likelihood of me killing in real life is remote.  
I spend a lot of time talking to murderers and can see 
the things that separate us and them.  I have a sense of 
the violence done to violent men and women that 
allows them to do violence to others, including murder.  
‘Allows them’ is too weak; impels them is more apt.  In 
real life, the line between murderers and me and you is 
as thick as a prison wall.  Real life murderers cross 
many lines to reach the threshold of mortal violence 
and the open, looming gates of the prison.  Some of 
this is risk-taking that feeds on itself, small thrills 
building into big thrills, building into explosions of 
passion.  There is also the question of exposure.  Most 
of us live tame lives that do not expose us to violence 
or its consequences. If you live in an environment in 
which you see violent death, it is less foreign to you.  If 
you observe raw violence in your living room or on 
your street corner or in your schools, you see that 
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violence is something that has entered your world of 
thought and possibility.  Murderers tell us that they’ve 
seen violence, and having seen it, know they can do it.  
For them, violence is not a mysterious, remote, taboo 
ritual, but a mechanical thing that can be done.  In 
effect, they say, ‘killing looked easy, death had a 
familiar face. I knew if I had to, I could do it.’  Sooner 
or later they came to feel they had to use violence, and 
they did; and they felt that violence was just and good.  
Apologies only came later, for most of them, after 
apprehension.  Distant consequences like a life in 
prison or in the death house seem remote until you live 
them, at which point it is too late. 
 
PD: I’ve always been intrigued—I apologize for 
my layman sidestepping, you just stir a lot of very 
powerful considerations and I’m a clumsy one with 
words—and frightened, as I think I’ve mentioned, of 
the notion of the ‘literary murderer’—an individual 
who has killed and has some desire to create a 
literature--versus the ‘murderer in literature’—the 
portrayal of a killer filtered into art by one who has not 
killed.  Murder never rings true—and as I suggest 
makes it easier for one to convince themselves of their 
intrinsic distance from it—in a piece of art, no matter 
how well done, because murder is always proxy for 
something else—I don’t say this as a negative criticism, 
just an unavoidable truth.  You mention the real-life 
distance—the thickness of a prison wall—between a 
non-murderer and a murderer and I seem to see it 
composed of nothing, or very little, of an individual’s 
choice, but rather an insult to the individual 
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themselves, formatively.  The similarity I see, the one 
that this distance does not apply to, is the basic 
humanity that was—and always can still be—perverted, 
this just as present in someone who has never killed as 
in someone who has.  If a murderer were to write a 
literature—I don’t necessarily say a fiction, but I also 
do not mean a memoir or confessional—about the 
notion of murder being committed, I very much think 
it would be an alarmingly easy skin to slip in to, the 
overwhelming drive of art being the unconscious 
making the words set down recognizable, to the reader 
as much as the author—the thing would not be so easy 
to step away from.  In this same way, murderers in 
literature created by non-murderers cannot help but 
seem pitiful and outsider, foreign to our experience: it 
becomes simplicity itself to say, reacting to the 
unconscious expression of whatever artist, ‘I am not 
like that killer, I could never kill’ because this is the 
same as saying ‘I am exactly like the mind that crafted 
these words, a mind that has never killed.’  Add in to 
the equation, though, the expression of one who has 
killed and the result would be palpably different, I 
would think.   
 
RJ:  That’s true.  I don’t see Camus in the real 
world of violence. I see raw animal passion (like 
Daunte poised to strike in preemptive self-defense in 
my novel, Miller’s Revenge) or dead sensibilities that 
allow savage violence (as seen in real-life serial killers 
like Ted Bundy who plot and plan and smile and 
deceive, and when the moment is right, attack with 
lightning, savage ferocity).  We do not in life, or at least 
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in the justice system, see the refined detachment of 
Camus’ stranger, who is indeed a stranger to those of 
us who know or study murder.   
 
PD: Sure.  First, briefly with regard to your 
work—I don’t want to go on too much about it, for 
obvious reasons of association—one of the majesties 
and powerful grips of Miller’s Revenge is the way it deftly 
shifts to one side any chance of treating the actions of 
any of the characters as place holder, as senseless or 
absurd, as abstraction.  By having Daunte literally 
infused with a concrete sin, to use the first word that 
occurs to me, the question of the further 
consequence—propriety, life, consequence, justice—is 
sharpened, is imperative, far different than a character 
infused with an ethereal, rhetorical ‘original sin’ of 
some kind.  The very question of a homicide 
investigation taking place in a prison for people who 
have committed homicide—especially so factually and 
flatly rendered—and to have the investigator, the one 
who has never killed, be seen as the Outsider, The 
Stranger, The Interloper is an intensely correct view of 
the world, or better an immaculate and appropriate 
voice for a literature—it reminds a reader of their 
foreignness, their lack of understanding and threatens 
them that if they want to understand they first have to 
commit, admit, allow themselves to indentify with 
transgression that progresses not to mercy or final 
judgment but further transgression and further 
transgression.  Altering direction, briefly, I totally agree 
that Camus’ Mersault has nothing to do with murder—
and of course I don’t know that Camus meant him 
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to—and this brings me back to my irritation with 
disguising something else as murder.  The filmmaker 
Bresson in his Pickpocket took the same storyline of 
Crime and Punishment but removed the double murder 
from his Raskolinkov, creating instead an individual 
who commits petty thefts but who moves along the 
exact same trajectory as Dostoyevsky’s--he is pursued 
by the detective, has to face the void of himself, etc.—
and I find the film so much more affecting, personally, 
humanistically, than Dostoyevsky’s work—I’m 
simplifying both, of course.  Bresson reminds me of 
Millers Revenge, or vice versa, in that rather than take an 
alien and show us how he might become more human, 
we take a human and show how he can become alien, 
both works done through the filter of an absolutely 
recognizable narrator focus, this unsettling one more as 
audience, making one feel distanced more and more 
unless the choice is made to admit a closeness to the 
negativeness of the central figure, the sense of being 
nothing, or at least not what one feels oneself to be. 
 
RJ:  One reason we can see ourselves in the 
murderer is because, if we look closely, we can see the 
child that predates the violent adult, and that glimpse 
can be sobering.  As the old saying goes, ‘There but for 
the grace of God, go I.’ Given a certain life or situation 
or endowment, anyone can become a killer.  People 
who murder have been groomed.  Yet they were 
children once, innocent and pure; they did not make 
the world that made them.  They were dealt bad cards, 
and played those cards badly, to be sure, but there is a 
sense of unalterable fate lurking in their lives, and this 
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can and should make us uncomfortable.  These are not 
bright, lovable people who go bad; they are people who 
might have been bright, if they were stimulated; might 
have been lovable, if they’d been nurtured.  Some 
come with little going for them, but with care and love 
and resources, they might have gotten by, like one does 
with nice clothes and good grooming perhaps a cool 
ride.  But they are exposed to a harsh world, 
unsheltered, and what we see in them is a pretty ugly 
mess of a human being.  They get it; they know that 
they have been cheated, and it angers and embitters, 
and moves people into the realm where the emotional 
impetus for violence is a very real part of life.  Violence 
is by no means all that murderers know – there is a 
dark humor in the lives of violent men and woman – 
but murderers know what it means to be violated, and 
they know how to use violence to survive.   
 
PD: In this, in every word you say here, I find 
the root of my inarticulate—and sadly, I so often feel, 
incoherent—anguish at literature as deception, or more 
properly as simply lacking what it should not lack.  I 
find I am more presented with—through murder-as-
disguise—the idea of individuals who, as you have it, 
would not kill simply thinking themselves into the 
throes of violence, the act treated as absurd, as sudden 
and absent, man presented as an intellectually volatile 
thing that can, absurdly, irrevocably, go from 
intellectual semantic to instrument of death in an 
instant.  This, or I encounter the phrase ‘simply 
snapped’.  This, or the murderer is treated as a 
connect-the-dot, or worst of all a purposeful, 
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calculating intellectual perversion, a cartoon even, 
couched in otherwise incredibly necessary and 
pertinent prose and articulation.  There seems to be a 
repulsion to suggesting the actual intimacy with 
potential, so much as to deny it outright, to suggest an 
almost mystic, unknowable invasion is what causes 
murderous action.  This distance you talk about, this 
way you describe what a murderer is and is not, it is 
kept from literature and deflects the individual’s focus 
on the fact that, if what you say is true, it is not so 
much that one has turned away from murder, is apart 
from it or above it, but that one has simply never had 
to encounter the circumstances necessary to even 
possibly experience it.  The murder in literature that is 
never murder, it keeps the illusion of moral choice 
where no choice was made, of observing as if one was 
the same something one is utterly different from.  I 
think there is something reprehensible in art that 
reinforces distance, especially as the distance is not 
even earned, built of choice, but is, in a sense, arbitrary.   
 
SONIA TABRIZ: The written history we leave 
behind may be an imperfect account of the world we 
live in today.  But our vestiges will capture and 
certainly convey to our successors the distant worlds 
we dare to visit, with pen and paper in hand; in certain 
instances, places we only hope our reality more often 
resembled.  A hope that I would find plausible and 
maybe even profound rather than arbitrary.  
 
PD: It’s always the thing, this notion of what 
literature is, where it comes from and all of that.  For 
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myself, the philosophy of literature being about 
anything other than reality—albeit often abstractly or 
even whimsically rendered—is a foreign, or perhaps 
better to say difficult, one for me.  I find it more of a 
risk, the trend in literature to only make superficial 
resemblance to the world, a risk in that while certainly 
invention is an important component of the art, it is 
the most superficial of the components, it is the part 
controlled by the conscious mind, this part so much 
smaller and containing less mystery and at the same 
time less unguarded truth than that influenced by the 
unconscious.  It may well be a failing of mine, or at 
least an impediment, something my crystallized tastes 
have developed over the years, but I filter literature 
only through an expression of reality—and all of its 
unknowns—never away from it and into something 
more, something sublimated or removed. 
 

ST:  When reality isn’t enough to suffice, when 
reality is too much to bear, literature may well be all we 
have left.  Writing is our escape.  A way to remember 
or to forget; to explore our inner thoughts or maybe 
displace ourselves, taking on the thoughts of others; to 
envision a world where good prevails always.  I 
contend that literature should be reserved for such 
instances, where what we see matters far less than what 
we want to see.   
 

PD: Here, even better, is a chance to more 
pinpoint the illusory quality of what I’ve termed the 
conscious aspects of literature.  Moving further into my 
fear of giving too much consideration to such aspects 
is this very notion you bring up, good always 
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prevailing.  I’m taking it as an abstraction, because such 
is my bent, but even in doing so literature that 
addresses itself out in such terms, such considered 
terms, runs into a troublesome thing in that for 
literature to be able to suggest ‘what is good’ has 
prevailed, it must of some necessity make claim at 
speaking from a complete understanding of what is not 
good—this is easy to do in individualized terms of 
make-believe, but to make the journey from someone 
crafting a literature they individually think signifies the 
good to suggesting the individual behind the literature 
has any place to, in the world, be able to even identify 
that which is good with precision or definitiveness is a 
booby trap. Furthering—because I do seem to 
understand you put a greater value in the fanciful 
aspects of literature than I and I certainly am not 
dismissive of such an investigation—to see literature as 
an escape, though not to confuse this with escapist 
writings meant as a half a days idle entertainment, 
seems somewhat lacking in dignity—a dignity I like to 
find in literature but at the same time often worry is my 
imagination.  One person’s make-believe of good 
prevailing, after all, is just as fine as someone else’s, 
even if neither of them match up.  Is it enough, I 
wonder, in the face of actual individual turmoil—I am 
not saying this is the only state from which one should 
turn to or interface with literature, of course—to turn 
to someone else’s fantasy of a world where turmoil is 
vanished?  Do you—not asked antagonistically, but 
with utmost curiosity on my part—find the interface 
with literature such an outward thing, a moving away 
from yourself? 
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ST:  It may well be true that literature, to be 
literature, must serve as an account of our identity.  
Any form of art requires genuine honesty, in that it 
requires grappling with truths about oneself.  But I 
refuse to believe that literature lacks the depth required 
of it because it fails to define us by the injustices we 
endure.   
 
PD: While I certainly see where you are coming 
from, I perhaps expressed myself wrongly about 
something.  I do not think a failing in literature is its 
lack to define us by what we endure—injustice or no: 
as a matter of fact I don’t think literature fails at this 
one bit, it rather excels.  I think the failing of literature 
is the overwhelming—not complete, but 
overwhelming—lack of defining us by the injustice we 
commit.  The tendency seems to be to begin from an 
individual place above it, rather than to always, directly 
acquiesce to the intrinsic, personal presence of it, to 
whatever degree.  An injustice committed often seems 
to be treated as something that can be lessened, made 
to become peripheral at best, moved out from—and 
worse, this seems to happen indirectly, without an 
unconscious accounting for the truth behind the thing.  
That is, injustice or the commission of some bad act—
murder, say, to stick with the loose confines we’re in—
is immediately treated as symbol, not often seeming to 
have a consideration of actuality before made abstract, 
so that a person can be led to thinking they are reading 
about the psychological or moral aftermath of the 
taking of a life, when really, even in the mind of the 
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author, they are only reading of murder used as proxy 
for something else, the consideration of symbolic 
expression meshing wrongly with personal 
investigation. 
 
ST:  We are dreamers first, before anything else; 
and we are idealists next, ever addicted to hope in one 
way or another.  We are constantly aspiring and 
reaching towards a future where the good feels good, 
even without the bad; a future in which we have no 
faults of justice or morality to acknowledge and regret; 
a future in which we are certain of who we are, because 
we are who we should be.  Never giving up, and daring 
to envision a world better than the one we inhabit is 
who we are.  This is our identity.  And literature allows 
us to explore and expose it.  Our fearless fantasies are, 
and should remain, our literal legacy. 
 
PD: Being an idealist or dreamer is of course 
one matter, while the reflective nature of literature is—
to me at any rate, I am not attempting to speak 
definitively—quite another.  I do want to explore this a 
bit, as I feel my own aesthetic—and honestly 
somewhat pragmatically amoral slant on so many 
things—may be flattening some of what you say more 
than I’d want it to.  To me, for instance, there is an 
impossibility even in the inventive nature of some 
literature to express anything without moral fault or a 
situation without the possibility of injustice; the core of 
individual identity, because of what it is, cannot express 
this.  Even in something that might consciously be an 
expression—I actually want to say ‘attempt at 
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expression’—of an ‘individual completely aware of 
who they are’, as the individual crafting is not aware of 
who they are fully, the creation, even fancifully, is not 
what is happening.  That is, there’s a kind of detached 
pseudo-belief, as though writing a character who says ‘I 
am aware of who I am, absolutely’ is enough to say that 
there is such an individual or even the possibility of 
one.  It’s always seemed to me, and so literature has 
seemed an expressive investigation and representation 
of it, that the central tick of individual identity is this 
lack of knowledge and the impossibility of being 
without this lack.  If it were as simple as writing down a 
fiction of someone who thought something different 
than me or claimed composition of different principle 
elements, to make a truth or even a possibility of it, 
literature would stamp itself over reality.  No one, 
really, should ever aspire to be like a fictional construct, 
as fictional constructs are unfinished at best and bald 
faced liars at worst.  Part of the power and one of the 
finest strengths of literature for me is the absolute 
understanding that above all else it is unaware, 
incomplete, and a thousand fold more lost than I am 
while engaging with it.  It is voices unsure of 
themselves being read by eyes unsure of what they’re 
seeing.  But, I’ve gone on a bit more than I meant to, 
my nasty habit of blather. 
 
RJ:  Fearless fantasies are the literal legacy of 
writers of literature, as Sonia Tabriz aptly observes, but 
fearful fantasies are the living legacy of murderers in 
the real world and, sometimes, in the world of murder 
as examined in literature.  Like characters from 
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Dostoyevsky (pure fiction) or Capote (creative 
nonfiction), murderers often live with the images and 
sounds attendant to the violence they have visited 
upon the world—the jagged breathing of victims with 
slit throats, the pleadings for mercy, the sordid images 
of women (or men), violated and naked and bleeding, 
awash in blood and tears and sometimes semen, crazy 
with animal fear.  These are the stuff of the blood-red 
nightmares of murderers.  Small wonder a fair number 
of murderers wet their beds in prison, or cry 
themselves to sleep, or awake nightly in a cold sweat.  
These men (almost all are men) live on the precipice of 
ferocious, unforgiving fear.  They know the violence of 
which they are capable, and so they see it in their 
mind’s eye and in the eyes of others around them, 
people who can and even likely may do them harm.  
There is little rest for them.  Violence, fear, guilt – 
these are not abstractions for murderers.  There is a 
kind of justice in their open-wound suffering, more 
raw than that discussed by Sonia Tabriz but equally 
real. 
 
ST:  A number of years back, I went to the 
theatre to see the movie Freedom Writers.  This film was 
based on a true story about a woman who taught 
English to a class of high school freshmen in an 
underprivileged, high-crime neighborhood.  The 
students, she quickly noticed, had suffered far more 
hurt and loss than any person, let alone any child, 
should ever endure – from imprisoned parents, to gang 
violence, tragic deaths of family and friends, and a 
failure on behalf of the school and community to 
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educate them.  Not many people expected these 
students to succeed, and the students themselves had 
lost faith in their ability to overcome their hardships.  
They were broken and no one was there to help them 
pick up the pieces and move forward.   
 
PD: I only have a lay familiarity with the facts 
and proceedings of the infamous Leopold and Loeb 
murder trial, actually, but I have an intimate 
understanding of it as it has been extended into realms 
literary and cinematic, for example—moreover, and 
this is what troubles me, I feel I had some preexisting 
understanding of it, that a kind of archetype I knew 
form literary pages informed my perception of this and 
other instances of reality quite utterly.  To keep with 
just this iconic reference, what seemed to preexist in 
my understanding of the events surrounding this child 
murder was this notion of the ‘laboratory murder’, ‘the 
perfect murder’, ‘the murder-by-superman’ and the ‘art 
murder’—I knew it from Dostoyevsky, from 
Soderberg, from Shakespeare, this notion of an 
intellectualized thump that reduces the life of another 
to nothing, or to perhaps footnote at best, while at the 
same time elevates the perpetrator to the status of 
sociologist, of philosopher, thinker, brooder.  It turns 
my stomach, even as I resist letting it do so, both that 
this literary idea seems to have seeped into my 
perception of reality and equally as much that reality 
around me seems so little upset by the encroachment, 
embraces the fiction, as it were.  Because it is a fiction, 
and fiction is not the basis of Literature—another 
misnomer that so often galls me—it is a criminally 
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complicit fiction that is so easily transmittable from the 
page to the air we breathe.   
 
ST:  The scene I recall most vividly is one 
where the teacher found some of the classmates 
passing around a piece of paper.  She confiscated it 
only to find a caricature, drawn by the Latino gang 
members making fun of a black classmate.  As the 
teacher expressed her disappointment to the class, one 
of the students exclaimed that he would die for his 
kind because that meant he would die with respect.  He 
would be remembered for his dedication to his people.  
But the teacher proclaimed quite the opposite – he 
wouldn’t be remembered at all if the only thing he left 
behind was a poorly crafted drawing. 
 
PD: When the notion of the ‘senseless’ the 
‘absurd’ the ‘existential’ murder is discussed, literature 
lacks the depth required of it, lacks the hard, draining 
sense of being swallowed that exists in the world when 
one life is taken by the hand of another—literature too 
often ceases being a reflection and becomes a fantasy, a 
play pretend.  When Camus has Mersault fire those 
shots into that inert body, he certainly is making a 
statement of moral and intellectual detachment, the 
novel then continuing as the world attempts to unravel 
from this deed some reason, some sign of the origin of 
such heartlessness.  All of which is fine.  But, there is a 
disquiet in me as to how far the literature allows the 
investigation of Self to be carried along, all the time 
wearing only the guise of murderer, ridding ties to 
earthly reality as simply as saying ‘this is the 
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detachment of man and this is what such detachment 
represents in a world of nothing but words’.  The 
epiphany of guilt and acceptance—similar to that of 
Raskolinkov—is here an endpoint, something that this 
struggle seems to arrive at as a prize, but to me it 
wrecks the world back to nil, arguments become zero 
sums, identity is effaced.  In literature, this is as simple 
as writing the last sentence, but it treats so cavalierly 
the hairs-breadth-line that separates a man from a 
murder, and worse it separates the two identities of 
victim and villain as a matter of perspective.   
 
ST:  I’m reminded of this film as I contemplate 
your wariness of any literature that veers away from 
this notion of reality you purport; literature that serves 
as an escape or as a venue for inward and outward 
reflection on matters that do not exist in the physical 
world.  You seem to fear that these forms of writing 
lack a sort of dignity you require of literature and, to 
return to your preliminary insights, you fear we are 
leaving behind a history that does not adequately 
represent who we are and what we have inflicted upon 
others and endured ourselves.  Perhaps, in a way, your 
fears are akin to the fears of the teacher in Freedom 
Writers.  In writing about these fantasy worlds we do 
not inhabit, populated with fantasy people who always 
seem to have the perfect reason to excuse their rare 
misbehaviors, you seem to imply that maybe we too are 
idly crafting mere caricatures that we will be 
remembered by – caricatures that capture oddly 
proportioned people and their experiences, but don’t 
really reflect the emotions that accompany them.  They 
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don’t capture, in any meaningful way, the real us.  And 
how our characters have contributed to creating 
injustice and destruction in the world, as the 
consequence of attempting to achieve a moral fairness 
that we can’t even define, and a state of peace we can’t 
fully contemplate.  I think you are wrong in this.  And 
the next part of the movie may shed some light on 
where I think we differ. 
 
PD: I do so long for a literature that treats 
murder not as symbol, but as actuality, does not seize 
from it what it is while mouthing words into it as 
definition.    ‘Understand we are all capable of guilt and 
some of us do not chose it’ or ‘Understand that we are 
all capable of violence but some do not go through 
with it’ are both half formed irrelevancies I feel life 
always pummels with addressing but that literature 
pales into reclusive distance from.   
 
ST:  A few days later, the teacher asked the 
students of all different backgrounds to face each 
other.  She called out various phrases and asked that 
the students who could identify with whatever she had 
said step forward and stand directly across from one 
another.  The students were apprehensive at first, as 
their interactions with one another were often violent 
in nature, but they complied.  And in doing so, the 
teacher brought them together, and demonstrated 
rather directly that these students had far more in 
common than they had once realized.  Their emotions 
were universal, regardless of the circumstances that had 
elicited those emotions.  And in the same respect, our 
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emotions as people across the globe, they too are 
universal.  Surely one person’s actual experiences as 
well as their abstractions and journeys into the 
unknown parameters of the mind and heart will be 
different than another’s.  But we are bound by 
something larger and stronger. We are connected by 
the human condition – the joys, the pains, and 
everything that happens in between.  Commonalities 
that explain why, regardless of whether we are sure or 
utterly unsure of ourselves, we can connect and 
connect deeply. 
 
PD: I often wonder if literature—and the 
impulse for it in us—has any sort of moral core.  There 
is a kind of forceful nudging toward the idea of charity, 
forgiveness, rising above the wretched acts around us 
and literature so calmly and through calculated 
construction borrows just enough from life to tell a 
sweet convincing pseudo-truth: There is a civility in not 
reciprocating against the damned, there is a sublimity in 
having the most severe wrong done to you, but sparing 
the same severity to the one who inflicted your wound.  
That is— paraphrasing again from Camus and also 
from some fictionalized versions of Clarence 
Darrow—it is the place of a civilized society to not 
give in to the same mad impulses of sick individuals.  
We cannot kill, because it, by rhetorical construction, 
would mean that we are giving conscience to the 
murders we punish.  How can we claim to be just if we 
will inflict death on the murderer? so to say (sloppily).  
For literature, it ends there, or ends in a horror walk 
through Dostoyevsky’s Notes form the House of the Dead, 
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through abstractions of Burgess, through reduced 
speeches and spectacles of tick-by-tick what a 
condemned man might suffer—but there is no blood 
in this, this is words, the words that literature somehow 
wants to transform actual men into.  It would be, for 
example, quite another matter were it to play out that 
some criminal ‘madman’, feeling it his philosophical 
right, we to incarcerate some individual of their 
choosing for some crime of their defining, keep this 
person locked up for twenty-five years—would the 
argument against reciprocal punishment hold, in reality, 
that it is unjust to confine this villain, to incarcerate 
him for twenty-five years for his act on the grounds 
that civilization would be giving in to the same 
deranged madness of a sick criminal mind?   
 
 
ST:  At the end of that class, the teacher pulled 
out a stack of blank journals, one for each student.  
They were to be filled, she said, with whatever each 
student had to say.  Literature – in the form of short 
stories, diary entries, or poetry – that captured 
something essential about each of them, on their terms. 
The words in their journals would convey who they 
were, how they felt, and what they had experienced and 
overcome.  This is what they would leave behind, the 
teacher stated.  This is what they would be 
remembered by.  Further along in the film, the viewer 
is shown clips of the students writing in their journals 
in their homes, school, or around the neighborhood – 
anywhere they could find a moment to reflect and 
express.  And while these scenes are shown, the voice 
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of one of the students describes what these journals 
had come to symbolize: 
 
We had something to say to people… 
We were writers with our own voices… 
We were here. 
This is what happened. 
We mattered. 
Even if it was just to each other. 
And we won’t forget. 
 
PD: Now, I’ve already—and let me now with 
redoubled directness—admitted to my straw man 
position in all of this and my haunt is not a 
dissatisfaction with reality, but with literature, with 
literature that does not admit to the faults in justice, the 
faults in civility, the faults in Self that reality of course 
has no choice but to confront.  It often terrifies me 
that we might, in pages, in volumes, in cinema leave 
behind such testaments to the falsehood of our 
identities, that future civilizations might find our words 
and take them as truth, read what we wrote and truly 
think that we were beings split in two, that we were 
one day this and the next day that, that it was our place 
to name ourselves through philosophical constructions.  
There is something horrible in this betrayal of the page 
to me, that it becomes a refuge for lullaby and that we 
quote it so freely in the face of the actual anguish we 
see, live in, inflict, but somehow refuse to embrace.  By 
embrace, I do not mean admit softly to ourselves, I do 
not mean rend our garments over, but mean we in 
truthful reflection admit as something elemental to us.  
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RJ:  Earlier Sonia discussed literature as a valid 
and valuable form of escape.  It is that, certainly, 
though it might be worth noting that escape is a very 
different thing for prisoners, as Pablo has implied.  
Often, prisoners dread waking in the morning and 
retuning to a world that requires hyper-vigilance and 
lonely, stone-cold facades.  Dreams are a respite they 
cling to.  Even nightmares are an escape.   Even dull, 
dreamless, coma-like sleep is a haven.  It is life that is 
the enemy.  For prisoners, prison life is a demented 
version of Groundhog Day.  Every day is the same.  
Any day can explode into ferocious violence. The only 
real escape is in sleep.  Or death.  The suicide rate in 
prison is quite high. Literature can help prisoners cope 
with adversity, I’m sure, but there are limits. 
 
ST:  I have no doubt in my mind that our 
successors should have access to the truths about what 
we experienced – the facts, figures and explanations 
that dictate, to the best of our ability, the world we 
lived in.  But I am not sure that merely transcribing 
objective reports of day-to-day life is enough.  Let us 
dare to leave behind more of ourselves.  Reality may 
describe what we are, but what about who we are or 
hope to be?  This we can only capture subjectively, as 
we delve into ourselves and explore beyond the reaches 
of what we know.  Exploring the unknown is 
fascinating.  It’s passionate.  It requires and evokes a 
rawness that I purport is more real in some ways than 
the sort of reality you stand firmly behind.  It is these 
literary remnants, bound by emotion and an audacious 
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courage to venture far and wide, that our successors 
too will connect with as they experience the world and 
come to realize that there is and will always be far more 
to life than meets the eye.   
 
PD: In art we must not turn away form the fact 
that we are liars judged by liars, and perhaps the sad 
paradox of what I’m driving at is that art requires 
genuine honesty.  If we look to what we set down of 
ourselves forever—sometimes giving it kind names 
such as Hope, as Aspiration, as Reach Toward—but 
not as records of our actual history, but our literary 
history and find make-believes, there is little hope that 
earnest truth and conviction will be found in our living 
hearts or those of our neighbors.  Literature, to be 
literature—to be anything—must be a chronicle of, an 
admission of, our identity as injustice. 
 
ST: Human beings are, by their nature, flawed 
creatures.  And to live life aiming to be the one 
exception to that rule – to somehow envision achieving 
perfection, whatever that may be – is a mistake.  But to 
give up, to settle for mediocrity because perfection is 
unattainable, is an even bigger mistake.  I can, and will, 
envision a better world and a better me.  And the 
words I leave behind will dare those who take my 
place, long after I am gone, to do the same. 
 
RJ:  The notion that the reader might conclude 
that he or she is ‘exactly like the mind’ of a murderer 
who crafts literature, a consideration you raised earlier, 
Pablo, is intriguing.  Murderers have crossed certain 
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lines, and the experiences that made that possible, as 
well as the experience of having killed, do make a 
difference.  But that difference may or may not come 
out in literature.  I have worked with murderers who 
write.  The content and quality of the writing varies 
quite a bit. I see some of the vestiges of their formative 
years in their writings, and maybe some of the cynicism 
that comes from living with violence and residing daily 
in the dull yet precarious world of the prison, but I’m 
not sure I see a distinct sensibility in the literature they 
produce.  When they turn to the subject of violence, I 
find an acuity that is remarkable, but that is because 
violence is something they have lived, intimately.  Your 
comment that ‘there is something reprehensible in art 
that reinforces distance’ resonates with me but seems 
too harsh.  Self-deception in literature, as in life, is 
reprehensible.  But sometimes we crave distance from 
life, the better to see ourselves and perhaps life as well, 
a point made, implicitly, in Sonia’s comments.  Other 
times distance is unavoidable, and as such cannot be 
reprehensible.  Art can be true to life but it can’t be life.  
For me, at least, art that claims to be life is contrived. 
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Nik Korpon introduces 
Jason Michel 

 
 
I just returned from NoirCon, a weekend of deadbeats, 
cutthroats, vagabonds and gutless cheats. We talked 
about the characters they write, too. 

Zing! 
This weekend showed me a lot of things. Not only 

was it a chance to geek out with people who have the 
same frame of reference as I, but it reinforced a 
thought that I've had for a while, one I've never been 
completely sure about. This idea is two-fold. 

I've always been a proponent of genre--be it noir, 
crime, sci-fi, horror--as a more true art form. Maybe 
true doesn't have the right connotation. Maybe honest 
art form is what I'm looking for, one that speaks in the 
language of the people. There's nothing wrong with a 
navel-gazing Iowa novel, and I can appreciate them in 
the right mood, but I've never felt that they are really 
exposing the stained marrow of American society, 
digging into the dysfunctional vein of collective 
unconscious. Hitting its stride in post-war 1940s 
America, noir gave a voice and image to what the 
populous was thinking. It embodied the anxiety and 
feelings that went unspoken. Yet still, the authors were 
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derided. They're no Fitzgerald, Faulkner, or 'real 
writer.' They're hacks on Underwoods and the only 
print they should see is Page 3 of Hush Hush. Granted, 
there were a lot of awful books, but even a bad pulp 
novel is more interesting--to me, at least--than a 
meditation on the human condition where characters 
amble round empty houses wondering what it is to be 
white middle-class. Admittedly, that's an exaggeration, 
but 70 years later, the point remains painfully relevant. 

What really interests me isn't just how these works 
are received, but the perception of the authors who 
write them. People, usually family members, will say, 
'What did we do to make you write this? Why can't you 
just write something nice?' I'd propose that in fact we 
are writing something nice and pretty, that we're 
communicating what others can't, and, forgive the 
hyperbole, but we might be the conduit through which 
truth passes, shedding light on the shadowed crevices 
of the world and denuding the public of its costume. In 
Kerbs, Priest shows how quickly we can flip between 
compassionate and exploitative. Celebrity Death Camp 
takes our obsession with voyeurism to its absurdly 
logical conclusion. The weekend I spent in the 
company of people who write about deadbeats, 
cutthroats, vagabonds and gutless cheats found me 
laughing more than I have in recent memory. I'd 
propose that we who dabble in the dark words see the 
world for what it is and find the humor in it. Because a 
lifetime spent without pushing the line between 
treachery and comedy is far scarier than anything I 
could ever write. 
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Kerbs  
(and) 

Celebrity Death Camp and Other 
TV Hits 

 

JASON MICHEL 
 

 
(Kerbs) 

 
 
It is safe. Safe enough to turn left. I flick the indicator 
up with my thumb. The orange street lights run off 
into the distance. This place could be anywhere. This 
road could be any road. All roads are any road when 
you are inside your car. 

All roads have to go somewhere. They used to all 
lead to Rome. Now they lead to car parks. To industrial 
estates. To multiplex cinemas. To shopping centres on 
the outskirts of town. To motorways leading to other 
roads. This road leads to the docks. 

I am going to the docks to pick up a girl.  
Now hold on, one second! 
 



 

 

42 

 

Do not think that this is going to be another, man 
fucks whore in sleazy hotel room, kinda deal. I am not 
going to fuck anyone. Well, not tonight anyway. I know 
all the girls and they know me. I have been going there 
for ten years, at least. They have a pet name for me.  

They call me Priest.  
I listen to them, you see.  
That is all I do.  
That was why I checked if it was safe. It was not 

for me, it was for the girls. I did not want them getting 
into whatever kind of trouble with the police. Or 
whoever. But especially the police. Those fuckers wait 
until nightfall and demand free jobs off the girls. Those 
who refuse either get beaten or spend the night in jail. 
With a good old fashioned rape thrown in for good 
measure. If you are lucky. Then there are one or two 
illegals down there. Russian lasses. The last thing I 
want is to be part in their arrest and deportation. That 
is not why I go there. I go there to provide a service. I 
give a service to the lowest and the oldest rung of the 
service industry.  

Whores. Working Girls. Hookers. Ladies of the 
Night. Red Light, Roxanne. Don’t turn the light on.  

I listen. 
They call it their confession. A whore’s confession. 

I am not a catholic. I am not even religious. Most of 
them are not either. Except the odd Polish girl and 
when she speaks she says the whole bit. She cannot go 
to church, you see. Too much Pride. There is deep 
feeling in the human mind that makes us want 
someone to talk to. Whether it is a best friend, an 
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imaginary friend, a taxi driver or a shrink. And these 
girls have no one.  

You think they can talk to their pimp?  
I am sure he is just the milk of human kindness. 
 

*** 
 
I turn into the road and drive slowly along. The girls 
begin to appear out of the shadows. From under street 
lamps. In groups of two and three. Solitary walkers. 
When they realise it is me they begin waving and 
smiling. Shouting greetings. Their heavy make up 
cracks. The girls have been so welcoming to me. 

They know exactly where to find me. Under the 
streetlight. Next to the huge set of industrial doors. 
Soon they begin to come. Click clack. Click clack. Their 
stilettos each make their own sound. You get to 
recognise them after a while. Especially the older ones. 
There is a high turnover of girls. Newly arrived 
immigrants. University students making a extra cash. 
Girls fallen under the wheels of hard times. Some 
leave. Some stay. Some get murdered. They say that no 
one cares for a whore.  

That is just not true.  
I do. 
There is a tap on the window. A face looms into 

view. I open the back door and she gets in. They 
always get in at the back. Safer, I guess. They must feel 
in control for once. Having somebody driving them 
around. They are doing the telling.  

The door opens. A sweet little mini skirt and 
blonde bob gets in. 
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Hi, Priest, she says.  
It is Candy. Or at least that is what she calls herself. 

I do not care what her real name is. To me she is 
Candy. 

Hi, Candy, says I. You alright, sweetheart?  
Can’t complain, she says.  
She smiles weakly as she stares outside the window.  
It is beginning to rain.  
Bloody weather. 
That is pretty much how it starts every time. You 

give them time to relax. To get their thoughts together. 
To really think about what they need to say. 

Then she starts talking. Some of them whisper. 
Some of them shout and scream and pull their hair. 
Some just cry. 

Candy begins by talking about the twosome that 
bought her the night before last. She describes what 
they looked like. What the room was like where they 
took her too. She describes how they spit roasted her. 
How they came in every hole. She tells me every word 
they used to describe her. She describes how they make 
her feel about herself. How she felt before, during and 
after the fucking. She sits and really thinks about her 
life. 

And the micro video camera in the sunblind takes 
it all in. All her pain. It takes it all in. Ready to pour it 
all out. For the highest bidder.  

In this recyclable culture with our Hollywood 
remakes and our hip hop samples, the holy grail is to 
see something unique. The difference between this and 
all those gaudy TV shows and reports is that these girls 
trust me. I mean they truly trust me. It has taken years 
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to buy this trust. And so their stories are as true and as 
open and as honest as they can be. Husbands and 
wives are not this close.  

I have something unique.  
Take someone’s pain, their lowest point and sell it. 

The lower, the more extreme their lives are, the higher 
the price. Like a fine wine or tobacco, pain also has its 
exquisite side. A whore’s pain and confession is indeed 
something special.  

I have business men in the city and billionaire 
playboys listed among my clients.  

Candy finishes her confession. Tears came at the 
end. The parasite in me smiled. A big wide smile. I 
drive back to the lamp post. Candy gets out on the 
kerb and as she is just about to leave she stops. She 
taps on my window and I roll the window down. She 
leans in and kisses me gently on the forehead. It was 
the sort of kiss that a mother gives her baby. 

She turns and walks away. 
The camera never saw her kiss.  
For that I am happy. 

 
(Celebrity Death Camp And Other TV Hits) 

 
She finally sat down on her big fat arse. On her big fat 
sofa.  

This arse had once been pert. Hard. A peach of a 
behind.  

This was before the ready made meals. The fast 
food. The office job. The drive to work. The not 
enough time for herself. The trying to make ends meet. 
The consoling box of chocolates after another 
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relationship crashed and burned. And so the arse had 
become big and her arteries had hardened. She had 
become another cardiac in waiting on the long climb 
up the work’s staircase. 

The sofa was placed in front of the TV set. All the 
sofas of the world are now in front of TVs. The 
furniture was arranged around the plastic box. The 
lamp, the bookcase, the small table where she ate lunch 
at weekends. The chairs on which her fat arse sat. 

The TV control always rested by the pillow where 
her head lay. It was where she finally fell to sleep every 
night. That was where it lived. Unless it bounced off 
the sofa in a moment of sudden pressure and release. 
Unless the fat arse moved too fast.  

She pressed the big red button. The TV flickered 
to life.  

She leant forward, staring ahead. Gravity and the 
other forces of the universe made a concertina of her 
belly. She reached and grabbed at the one litre Diet 
Coke bottle in front of her. She filled her glass and 
drank it down. She then poured herself another one. 
Damn, she was thirsty tonight, the sugar rush told her. 
Then a Coca-Cola advert came on. There was no 
escape. 

In one lumbering but swift movement, she moved 
her legs from the floor to the sofa and turned on her 
side, resting on her left elbow. Her right hand still held 
the three quarter full glass. 

Now came the most important decision of the day. 
More important than what email to reply to the 
stationary supplier at work. More important than which 
sandwich to choose from the deli. More important 
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than which male colleague to flirt with. It was which 
TV channel to spend her last waking moments of the 
day watching. 

Should she watch the show where a group of 
young good looking and petulant people (and one 
obligatory old fart) are left on a desert island with tasks 
to carry out until there is a winner? 

Or maybe the one where a group of Z-list 
celebrities are put in a house together and voted out by 
the bored and baying public while trying to revive their 
undead careers? 

Or how about the one where excessively rich 
young good looking celebrities are put to work on a 
farm? With the obligatory amusing ‘beautiful young 
heiress covered in cowshit scene’. 

Or how about the ‘take someone damn ugly, cut 
strips off them, insert silicon and turn them into a fake 
looking beauty queen’ one? She did like that one so. 

Oh, decisions. Decisions. 
She wanted to lose herself. To lose herself so deep 

that she could never be found. To no longer live her 
own life but to let those vivid ghosts on the TV screen 
live for her. Let them be loud and petulant and idiotic 
and repulsive and scream and shout and swear. Let 
them have their trials and tantrums and tears and sex.  

So we don’t have to.  
So we can go to work and discuss their phantoms 

lives while doing all our bloodsucking bosses want us 
to. 

So we can waste the only time we have after our 
shitty jobs, thinking of them. 

So we can all have the quiet life. 
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Dull. Docile. 
We used to have the Circus Maximus. Throwing 

the Christians to the lions. Gladiatorial Combat. War 
on our doorsteps. Raiding Parties. Pillage.  

Now we have WWF and Come Dancing. 
Now we complain if the heating is up too high on 

public transport. 
This is where I come in. 
I happen to think that the TV should be opened to 

its true potential. If we want to see Reality TV in all its 
glory, I say let’s be as honest as we can. 

Let’s start with Celebrity Death Camp.  
I mean, Guantanamo Bay will have to be used for 

something else now. 
And here’s the twist, the voting public will have to 

vote for which talentless simpering ego-maniac will 
have to stay on. Hell, I’d watch that one. I’m even 
making a list of potential candidates while I write. 

Or how about You’ve Been Assassinated? 
Our honourable British public sends in the names 

and addresses of those who have hurt them severely in 
the past and they are judged by a team of experts who 
decide on who most deserves to die. Another list forms 
already. 

Or Austrian Village Incest Preservation Society?  
It’s gotta be better than The Osbournes. 
Or even Blind Rape? 
Four young men(or women) and one young 

woman(or man), a roll of duct tape, a dildo and 
switchblade. You can guess the rest. 

In the meantime, I need to attend to Mary Jane. I 
know her name is M.J. because that’s what is says on 
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her letterbox. I look through her window. She looks so 
lonely on the sofa, don’t you think? 

She needs someone to brighten up her day. Who 
knows, she may even get on TV. 

I wonder how fast she can move? 
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Chris Deal  
introduces  

David S. Grant 
 
 
I'm not very consistent.  In most things, yeah, but in 
my fiction, no, not consistent, nor reliable, dependable, 
homogenous, none of those lovely synonyms.  I guess 
I have a short attention span, but that's not it either.  I 
can sit and read for hours until I get bored.  If the story 
isn't boring, then I sit and read and when I'm done, I 
go do something else.  Doesn't matter what.  But with 
writing, like I said earlier, I'm not consistent.  I'll open 
up my notebook or a blank document and write a story 
about zombies.  Next time it'll be a guy killing someone 
else, which admittedly is a lot like zombie stories but 
there's no one moving around while rotting.  I've 
written horror, science fiction, something similar to 
fantasy, whatever other bullshit genres of speculative 
fiction there are, literary, hell, I once wrote an erotica 
story and it's in print somewhere.  I don't stick with 
one thing to write about, I guess is what I'm saying.  I 
get it in my mind I want to write a story and I write it, 
no thoughts as to what it is about or how it could be 
classified.   
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 Actually, that's a lie. 
 I want to be able to tell myself that I can do 
whatever I want with a blank piece of paper, that if I'm 
in the mood to write crime I can do that, a werewolf 
story, cool, write that up, two bodies curled together 
and getting closer to a little death, sweet, that's hot.  If 
I can write something, that means I will.  Or, I don't 
know, knowing you have the capability to do 
something makes you want to do it more.  Say a kid 
discovers his wee-wee and that if he does certain things 
the right way, it'll feel good.  He has the ability now so 
that means he'll do it more often.  Horrible metaphor, 
but you know what I mean.  I hope, cause I'm not sure 
myself.  I don't want to be pigeonholed, I want to write 
everything I can while I can.  And, well, I've managed 
to write stories in whatever genre I've set my mind to.  
Except one. 
 Bizarro. 
 See, I don't even know what the bloody hell that 
really is.  The Right Honorable Potter Stewart once 
said of bizarro, 'Fuck if I know what it is, but I know it 
when I fucking see it.  Now pass the j.'  For an 
Associate Justice of the Supreme Court, dude was 
hardcore.  I've read a good few collections of shorts 
that purport to be bizarro in nature, and I haunt this 
one bizarro journal, and I've even tried a couple times 
at writing a story in what I think the guidelines of the 
genre are, but no dice.  I can't hit the right blend of 
surreal and funny.  I think bizarro is supposed to be 
funny.  Those stories I read by respectable bizarro 
authors (is that the first time 'respectable' and 'bizarro' 
have shared the same sentence?), they're funny to me, 



 

 

52 

but I can't write funny.  Still I try to hit that right 
balance of bizarre and sublime, and I'm failing. 
 Then I read this one, Reborn: A Suicide Note.  I 
wasn't expecting this. I'm thinking this is one of those 
stories about hell or heaven but then the author pulls 
the rug, or a string, or whatever piece of imagery you 
want to incorporate here to show how it clicked, the 
story made sense, the bizarre was real, the weird 
truthful, and seriously, who the hell drinks Diet Coke 
anyway?  You ever watch a standup comedian and you 
think to yourself, 'This is funny' but it doesn't hit you 
deep inside, doesn't pull a laugh from your stupid body 
like an exorcist doing what it is that exorcists do?   
 After this story, my soul is clean. 
 Oh, and a Luger is a semi-automatic recoil based 
pistol that was initially patented in 1898 by a German 
fellow by the name of Luger.   
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REBORN: A suicide note 
 

DAVID S. GRANT 
 
 
This is not what you promised me.  You are a liar.  You 
told me this is my only option, a new beginning.  Your 
words.   

It was strange to not have a hangover.  Surrounded 
by Tylenol capsules, I brushed them off to the side of 
my bed and beat my chest like a gorilla or a crazy 
person.  More like a crazy person that tried to kill 
themselves the night before by consuming an entire 
bottle of Tylenol.  This morning I woke up and 
everything was new.  New apartment, new trees 
outside, and a new drawer for my socks.  I can hear my 
new neighbor, from what I can gather her life revolves 
around sex and vacuuming.  Walking outside I almost 
tripped over a newspaper and then there was my other 
neighbor who replies to each inquiry with ‘Its okay, I’m 
from Texas’, even though we are not anywhere close to 
Texas.  Also, I didn’t ask him a question, this is just a 
standard response.  I nodded approvingly and picked 
up the newspaper.  I paused for a second to read the 
headline which read something about Depression and 
Rape.  I continued to nod approvingly at this and then 
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got into my new car, a beige Buick, and then looked 
over at my neighbor who was still there, smiling at me.  
As I closed the door I heard ‘Its okay, I’m…’  Driving 
to my new job I was grinding my teeth when I saw an 
old man holding up his thumb, presumably looking for 
a ride.  I pulled up and rolled down the window.  He 
stuck his head inside and looked closely at my body.  
‘Where’s your cardigan sweater?’ he asked and then spit 
inside my car.  Driving away a song by En Vogue was 
playing.  I pulled over, looking for a sharp object to 
stick into my ears, but could only find a dull pencil.  
The next song on the radio was a song by Bruce 
Springsteen that says something about being on his 
knees begging.  I thought about Teddy. 

At my new job I sat for three hours, staring at 
Human Resources forms that did not have my name 
on them.  During lunch I went to a sporting goods 
store and looked at guns.  I am having trouble 
differentiating between the revolvers and lugers.  When 
I returned to the office my new boss asked me why my 
paper work has not been completed.  I told him they 
didn’t have my name on them.  He stared at me for 
two minutes and then walked away.  My new desk is 
empty, except for the HR papers of course.  A person 
introduced as Dale popped his head in and said he was 
there if I needed any assistance.  I stood up and danced 
around with jazz hands.  I have no idea why I did this, 
I just felt very out of place and mentally cloudy.  I 
suspect Dale ran to my new boss because he came back 
and asked me how my paperwork was coming along.  I 
didn’t say anything we just stared at each other, having 
a special moment I guess.  Next, I searched the office 
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for a beverage, a Diet Coke, but was greeted with 
disappointed faces as if I had just lit a cigarette inside a 
nursing home.  When I asked for a regular Coke they 
looked as if I had just burned down the nursing home.  
I settled for bottled water and went back to my desk 
where I stared at my paperwork for about twenty 
minutes.   

The new elevator has the third floor button burned 
out; this is interesting to me because my old elevator 
had the fifth floor burned out.  Susan is my new work 
neighbor.  She wears a lot of perfume and continues to 
refer to her child as her husband’s seed.  Susan tells me 
that she has quite the reputation; some would say she’s 
a disciplinary problem.  At first I thought she was 
hitting on me (I had never had a copy room affair so 
this was a welcomed advance) until she told the story 
about how she brought in an antique gun to show her 
boss.  She had known he was a collector and didn’t 
think anything of bringing in a firearm.  She insisted 
the bullets were not in the gun, but rather her purse.  
She confessed that she is aware that her nickname 
around the office is Gun Lady.  The good news is that 
I have Internet access.  I go to Wikipedia where I 
search for the definition of revolvers and lugers. 

Dinner was sub-par and I suspect will be sub-par 
for the rest of my life.  The lone waitress is named 
Doris.  She is cute, instantly appeared to flirt with me (I 
had never had a Diner bathroom affair so this was a 
welcomed advance), and then talked about her 
husband and children while I attempted to choke down 
my sub-par meal.  Biting into what I believed to be 
chicken I thought I cracked a tooth, which led me to 
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think about other things I’ve done in my life.  His 
name was Teddy and he was on his knees, begging for 
his life.  The pleas were sincere, Teddy understood it 
was too late, and there was no going back to five 
minutes earlier.  I remembered Teddy was wearing a 
Detroit Tigers hat, this was strange because I’m pretty 
sure he was from Atlanta, at least that’s what I’d heard.  
The last time I asked Teddy about the money he owed 
Wayne the Whip it was a rhetorical question.  
Predictably his story had changed from five minutes 
earlier, one day earlier, six months earlier.  There were 
hundreds of Teddy’s out there and on this particular 
day, Teddy was going to be relieved of his duties in the 
world.  Doris noticed the despair in my eyes and came 
over to ask me if I was okay.  I nodded approvingly, 
tipped her twenty-five percent, and left. 

Outside of the Diner I grabbed a seat on a park 
bench.  I thought about whether I was losing my mind?  
Do we consciously know if we are losing our minds?  
Is there a split second right before crazy town where 
the mind says ‘Oh shit, here we go, definitely losing 
our mind now’?  I thought about needing to buy more 
Tylenol, but then I thought about Doris and whether 
she had ever had sex in the Diner bathroom.  Probably 
not, I decided and then got up from the bench. 

During my walk home fresh, new air hit me in the 
face.  I miss my old air.  As the sun sets everyone here 
wears Cardigan sweaters.  The weather by most 
standards is perfect. Complaining about the 
temperature here is like saying you are not a fan of 
Stevie Wonder--in other words you better duck 
because someone is going to take a swing at you.  In 
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my head I hear your words: Second Chance and New 
Adventure.  They run through my head, but are then 
replaced by my words: Madness and Hell.  I think 
about the incident with Teddy, the gun in my hand, 
then forced inside his mouth, hearing his teeth shatter 
as I stuck the barrel deep inside.  I still think about the 
sound of his teeth crumbling.  I think about this more 
than the bullet exiting the back of his brain.  I guess it’s 
because I’ve seen people get shot before, but I had 
never seen a barrel of a gun forced through a full set of 
teeth.  That night I found a piece of tooth in my 
pocket and for the life of me couldn’t figure out how it 
made it inside my pants. 

In my new apartment I am trying to concentrate on 
writing this letter to you, but it is hard with all of the 
sex and vacuuming.  What is she cleaning up?  Does 
she wear a cardigan sweater while she vacuums?  
Maybe she is ONLY wearing a cardigan sweater while 
she vacuums?  Has she ever tried to kill herself? I 
Googled  ‘suicidal vacuuming neighbor that only wears 
cardigan sweaters’, 1,254,976 results in .20 seconds.  I 
clicked on the first three links, but am disappointed 
when nothing too bizarre appears.  I think about my 
other neighbor.  What is so great about Texas anyway?   

I am losing my mind here.  Halloween isn’t far 
away, do they celebrate here?  Is there candy corn?  If 
not, does Halloween really exist if there is no candy 
corn?  Repeat.  I am losing my mind.  At work today, I 
wrote an email starting with the body and then couldn’t 
figure out what to put in the subject area.  I spent at 
least thirty minutes reading the body part of the email 
looking for a word or phrase to place in the subject 
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line.  Mind=Gone.  I don’t have much time; maybe 
television will put my mind at ease.  Do they have 
shows with Ted Danson here, or is he like Diet Coke? 

When your name disappears so does your history, 
your existence, your identity.  I had other options.  I 
could have kept my name with my other options.  I 
could have had an identity.  Instead I am lost, and my 
mind is checking out.  I always believed there were 
moments when time stood still, there was no stress, 
and the body didn’t age during these times.  This is the 
opposite of this.  Now, I’m insane.  Instead of living 
my life I am wondering what would happen if I drank a 
cup of mosquitoes.  If you know the answer to this 
please, oh you know what, just forget it.  I think I just 
heard a snap in my mind.  Is this what they mean by 
snapped?  Am I now crazy, why so paranoid?  Are you 
spiking my water?  Repeat. Oh just forget it. 

This is not what you promised me.  You will be 
REBORN! This is what you told me, courtesy of The 
Witness Relocation Program.  I am writing this for you 
to let others know what this is really like.  Life is what 
you make of it, but if you don’t understand your 
surroundings this becomes a problem.  I am unable to 
relate.  If you are unable to relate you are unable to 
communicate; unable to live.  Repeat.  I am losing my 
mind.  I am trapped.   I just did fifty jumping jacks, 
naked.  There is no way out.  Thank you, thanks for 
absolutely nothing.  I don’t even know what I’m saying 
anymore.  I just heard another snap! 

Tomorrow I am going back to the sporting goods 
store where I plan to buy a revolver, or maybe a luger. 
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Corey Mesler  
introduces  

Stephen Honeycutt 
 
 
I’ve been thinking a lot about noir lately, especially the 
filmic kind. I find in my late middle-age that, instead of 
turning to my old stalwarts like Bergman and Fellini for 
comfort I am watching more movies like Gun Crazy, 
Born to Kill, Thieves’ Highway, The Asphalt Jungle, Murder 
My Sweet, Out of the Past, and the crowning achievement 
of film noir, Double Indemnity. I am getting some kind of 
solace from shadowy Warner Brothers’ sets, with tough 
talking dicks talking tough to tough talking dames, or 
pigeons, or skirts. I want to ask myself why but I don’t. 
Perhaps it is a delicate pleasure and one that would 
evanesce like dew if examined.  

And, of course, some of my favorite directors, 
even the most artsy ones, have dabbled in noir. 
Godard, certainly, in Alphaville. Robert Altman in 
Thieves like Us and The Long Goodbye. John Huston in 
The Maltese Falcon. Roman Polanski in Chinatown. And 
on and on.  
 More and more, these are my film touchstones: 
Cloris Leachman stumbling down the middle of the 
road, clad only in a trench coat, at the beginning of Kiss 
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Me Deadly, the cat finding Harry Lime in the darkened 
doorway of The Third Man, Sidney Greenstreet’s hollow 
laugh. Again, I want to hear Bogie say, ‘I met your 
daughter.  She tried to sit in my lap. I was standing up 
at the time.’ 
 And my reading has changed, too. When I was a 
literary pup, wet behind my proverbial ears, I used to 
think detective novels second rate literature and until I 
had read all of Dickens, or Dostoevsky, or Faulkner, or 
Iris Murdoch, or Saul Bellow or Virginia Woolf, I 
couldn’t spare the time to read about gumshoes and 
gun molls in Byzantine plots concerning murder and 
familial or moral or governmental corruption. Then I 
read James Cain’s The Postman Always Rings Twice. 
Whoa, I think I expostulated. This is something else 
indeed. I have been known to say that it is closer to 
Camus than to Spillane. What a novel. And what a 
gateway into the world of first class noir fiction. Now I 
am conversant in the novels of the greats: Chandler, 
Hammett, Cain, Ross MacDonald, Jim Thompson. 
These are meaty books. I would stack up Chandler’s or 
MacDonald’s prose against just about anyone else’s. 
These are books to savor. Often, as with Conan 
Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories, it isn’t so much the 
strangulated plot—which I sometimes can’t even 
follow—but the style, the atmosphere, the élan, that 
makes these readings adventurous and pleasurable.  

I used to say, given another lifetime I would read 
more genre fiction. I found that other lifetime late in 
my ordinary life. I recommend strongly all the writers 
above, with the possible exception of Spillane.  
 Where was I? Oh, yes, the short story at hand: 
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 ‘A Moment’ is a cold blooded noir in the Jim 
Thompson/Megan Abbott mode. Its first person 
narrative moves like a jack rabbit in front of a prairie 
fire. It’s fast. And it holds you fast, mercilessly, the way 
a snake holds a small bird. It’s druggy, sexy, souped-up, 
fervid, bleak, brutal fun. And the ending, a chorus of 
aloneness, had me tapping my foot as if to a tune.  
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A moment 
 

STEPHEN HONEYCUTT 
 
 
He may or may not have felt anything.  It was actually 
quite quick, one moment he was on top of me the rush of 
an orgasm racing through us both and then… dead.  I 
don’t know how, in fact I don’t care how but there he 
was on top of me thrusting away and then lifeless and still 
rock solid inside of me.  It took a while to roll him over 
but once I did, I rode until I came three times and then 
cleaned up the mess that I left behind.  His body lifeless, 
even though I knew he was dead his chest still looked to 
be moving up and down.  I lifted his arm several times to 
make sure that it hadn’t just knocked him out, I wanted 
to make sure he wasn’t just unconscious before I stormed 
out of the motel room into the soggy summer night. 
 It wasn’t the first time I had been here, to this motel 
room… room 165.  This wasn’t the first body that I had 
left dead in that room, it wasn’t the first time I was paid 
to kill.  Many times I had been approached by wives, 
husbands, mothers, daughters, sons, fathers, cousins, 
aunts, uncles, grandparents, friends; I was even once 
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approached by an entire congregation.  It isn’t everyday 
that I am approached but at least twice a month someone 
asks if I can help them out. 
 The reasons behind why they want me to do it 
doesn’t matter to me, I don’t care about the specifics 
unless I need them to complete the job.  Nevertheless, 
they will give me the whole story, the entirety of why they 
want him or her dead.   
 They will tell me their names, their ages, the hair 
color and eye color… they tell me what their favorite 
cereal is.  All the data that I accumulate on them, well 
most of it will never even be processed, never get used.  
But still they tell me the stories and I sit politely and listen 
to every one of them.   
 Bob, the father-in-law, he got drunk one night and 
raped his daughter-in-law.  He was a kind man, six foot 
three and weighed about two hundred and fifteen 
pounds, brown hair that was thinning and bright grey-
blue eyes that seemed soft and caring.  His voice sounded 
like the sweet humming of a saw, she had heard him sing 
her children to sleep, crooning like old Blue Eyes.  His 
touch was gentle; he would fly the kids up and down the 
stairs, to bed, from the bed, to the bathroom, all the while 
making the sound of a plane soaring through the clear 
blue sky.  She recounts watching him play with them, 
lifting them into the air by their feet and swinging them 
around, using the strength in his arms to lift them above 
him as he lay stretched out on the cold wooden floor.  
The kids giggling, their laughter filling the house, echoing 
from room to room as they ran to hide from grandpa.  
She remembers all of this, every memory from the time 
after he got drunk and raped her.  Every laughter just the 
product of that night, every smile that the kids smiled 
reminded her of him.  As she tells the stories I have to sit 
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and act like I care, I have to feign that I am sympathetic; I 
have to pretend that I am her friend.  As she tells the 
stories I act like a psychiatrist, I nod and place my hand 
on her knee, I smile when she smiles and frowns when 
the story gets dark.   
 All that she tells me, well most of it doesn’t matter.  I 
just need to know his name, where I am to meet him and 
if he is clean. 
 That is all that I really need to know.  All the rest, it’s 
just filler, it’s just added material to make the time seem 
worthwhile.  I am her therapy, all that she is telling me 
well, they are things she can’t tell any one else.  Not her 
husband, not her father, not her Priest, she can’t tell 
anybody what she is telling me.  I am her sole confident, 
what she is telling me she can’t tell her children, not even 
when they are old enough to find out who their real 
father is.  She knows all of his medical conditions, 
everything that has happened to him in his life she knows 
so that she can protect her children. 
 I met him at a bar, he was alone, his wife had died 
four years earlier and this is where he came every Sunday 
night.  All of this I learned from his daughter-in-law.  We 
went back to the motel, I made him pay and then it was 
up to room 165, it was always 165.  I laid him down and 
stripped him then went down on him, he came in my 
mouth.  It didn’t take long, three maybe four minutes and 
he was already done… I had to rush my plan but I left the 
room alone and he left the room under a white blanket. 
 Brandon, he was a successful businessman.  Blonde 
haired, blue eyed, his jaw chiseled from granite, his abs 
like a washboard and his arms strong wrapped around 
you.  He worked in the entertainment business; he ran a 
strip club on Western Dover and was also co-owner of a 
brothel that ran out of the basement of department store.  
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Very successful, he drove around in a Porsche, jet-black 
with chrome rims, the interior leather… a pair of dice 
hanging from the rear view mirror.  He wore only the 
best custom made suits and always, night and day, 
smelled like Roca Wear IX and wearing shades.  His hair 
was medium length and curled at the tips, his lips moist 
and his breath mint fresh.  Ira, his sister, she told me all 
of this.  She told me that before he became a filthy rich 
businessman he was a great brother, she said before the 
strip club and brothel he was always at Christmas dinner.  
He would bring presents for his niece and nephew, he 
sang carols with them as they went from door to door, he 
was a great uncle, a great brother, and a great son.  She 
tells me that when they were younger they use to love to 
go to the creek and catch crawfish; they would catch 
them and place them in buckets to take home for the 
aquarium.  She tells me about how they would bathe 
together when she was three and he was one and a half, 
how one time he peed on her back.  As she tells me this 
she laughs and then sighs to herself, he head goes back 
and her eyes fade.  She is reliving the moment, the 
happiness of a bygone childhood.  She tells me that when 
they were going to school that he always tag along with 
her and her friends, always wanting to do what she was 
doing.  She tells me this used to annoy her but now… 
well now she remembers it fondly.  I just nod my head, I 
smile at her, I remember what childhood was like, and my 
smile is faked.  Brandon, he likes young girls, this is why 
she is happy he doesn’t come to Christmas dinners 
anymore, and she doesn’t want him around her kids.  He 
used to be nice, happy, he used to be a good person but 
that changed when he got into the business.  His parents, 
they died five years ago, they died never knowing what he 
actually did for a living and Ira made sure that was the 
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case.  When she came to me, he had stopped by the 
house and brought one of the girls that worked for him… 
this was for Christmas dinner and Ira’s husband didn’t 
want his kids around him.  They got into a fight, Brandon 
and her husband went to blows in the den, this was 
fourteen days prior to coming to me.  All the info on 
their childhood it was irrelevant to what I need to know, I 
just needed his name, where to met him, and if he was 
clean.  That is all that I needed to take care of the job that 
she was asking me to do.  All the rest is simply to make 
her feel better.  The therapy to let her wash herself free of 
all the remorse that she had held inside.  The childhood 
where she didn’t want him to tag along, the moment 
when she left him alone by the creek, the time that she 
went to see a concert and left him at the house by 
himself.  Every moment in their childhood where she 
could have been a better sister to him, well her telling me 
all of this is her way of relieving herself the shame and 
guilt.  It’s not her fault, the fact that she is hiring me to 
kill him well that is just to protect her family, to protect 
her kids. 
 I went to the strip club, I watched a couple of the 
girls dance even tipped a few and had a lap dance.  The 
music blaring and the lights dancing around as the girls 
slid off their bras and greased up the pole.  I watched as 
they would climb up and the drape down the pole sliding 
slowly to the floor and popping their asses cheek by 
cheek to the beat of a drum.  The music in strip clubs are 
hypnotic melodies meant to cause you to want to leave 
your seat and pull out your cash, the teller in the corner 
of the room charging you almost as much as you take out 
to pay a woman to take off all her clothes.  Its one-step 
above prostitution, I’ve been there, done it and moved 
on. 
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 The strip club is where I met Brandon; he walked 
over to me and introduced himself.  I shook his hand and 
pouted out my lips to kiss his cheek; he took my hand 
and kissed it sweetly.  He talked to me for a couple of 
minutes before asking if I had ever thought about 
dancing, asked if I had ever considered being up on stage 
and making tons of money a night.  I tried to act as 
innocent as I could... I told him that I could never do 
that… told him that I wasn’t pretty enough, I told him 
what every girl tells a guy when she is fishing for 
compliments or wanting to get into his pants.   
 Men are so easily manipulated… hook, line, and 
sinker. 
 We went to the motel, I made him pay and then we 
went to room 165.  Its always room 165, I got naked and 
let him have his way with me… every position 
imaginable; he tried every one of them out on me.  I felt 
sore after two hours but I knew that this was only a test; 
he wanted to know if I could make the transition from 
stripper to whore.  After the forth line of coke he did off 
my stomach his nose started to bleed, I knew that his 
brain would start to hemorrhage.  He clutched at his heart 
and then to his head, I moved as he collapsed onto the 
bed, his body bouncing on the springs and then no 
movement.  I rolled him over and pulled the condom off 
his penis, still hard and full of blood, his testicles swollen 
full of semen that would never stain the sheets.   
 I left the motel room after cleaning up what I left 
behind, I left the motel room alone with him laying dead 
on the bed.  The coke on the nightstand and his body 
motionless and his cock still as hard as it was when he 
was fucking me. 
 He left under a sheet, the room taped off with the 
police caution tape that implies a crime scene.  The story 
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on the front page, the next week the club was shut down 
and the basement of the department store was raided… 
this businessman naked and dead in a motel room. 
 Leslie, the brunette with perfect boobs and big 
brown eyes, her lips red and swollen.  Her wife came to 
me and told me that she used to be a man and then a 
couple of surgeries later and he became a she.  His/her 
wife, she tells me about how they use to be close, high 
school sweethearts that got married after college.  She 
tells me that he was a masculine man, played football and 
basketball, lifted weights and even owned a gym.  She tells 
me about how they fell in love at first sight, she was in 
the lunchroom and he caught her eye from across the 
room.  She tells me that he made his way through the sea 
of people just to say hi to her, as she tells me this I can 
see her eyes starting to water.  He use to be a beast in 
bed, she told me about the first time they slept together, 
his parents had gone out of town and she was just going 
to spend the night and maybe give him a blowjob.  She 
tells me about how he handled her, how his hands glided 
over her thighs and his kisses rose between her quivering 
legs.  He was sensual, every kiss like a rose petal falling 
onto her skin, like a musical note hanging in time and 
space.  She tells me how when he entered her he kept 
making sure that she was ok; he kept asking her if it hurt, 
if she wanted him to stop.  She tells me with a single tear 
rolling down her cheek that he was the sweetest and most 
gentle lover she had ever known.  She tells me about how 
they broke up and then got back together then broke up 
and got back together… a couple of fools in love she 
called them.  Her story, it sounds familiar, I’ve heard it a 
million times over but I act like this is the first time I have 
heard a story like this.  I pretend to not see every twist 
and turn in the story; I pretend not to know the ending.  
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After the last time they broke up, just before going to 
college she hooked up with a couple of guys but not one 
of them compared to him.  She told me that she bumped 
into him in her sophomore year downtown with a couple 
of friends.  They were both sitting at the bar when they 
glanced over and saw each other sitting there… he rushed 
through the crowded bar to sweep her off her feet into 
his arms and hold her closer than any man had held her 
before.  They didn’t break up again after that night, they 
were inseparable.  They moved into a house off campus, 
he transferred so that he could be with her and they 
rented a house off campus.  They were young and had 
lots of fun, they explored sexually… inviting men and 
women to join them but never anything behind one 
another’s back.  It was a relationship that had been 
through the good and the bad and came back to the good 
again.  She tells me all this but really I could care less.   
 She starts to cry as she tells me about the wedding, 
they wrote their own vows and she couldn’t finish hers.  
She tells me that his vows said that he would love her 
forever, he even quoted Ruth from the bible… where you 
go I will go, and where you stay I will stay.  Your people 
will be my people and your God will be my God.  Where 
you die I will die, and there I will be buried.  May the 
Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely, if anything but 
death separates you and me.  As she tells me this her 
words break into sobs and her hands cradle her face, her 
eyes red and puffy, the green gone and brown with 
sorrow.  Between gasps of air she tells me that she still 
loves him but that he no longer loves her… she tells me 
that their kids are scared of their father because he is no 
longer a he.  She says how he has brought shame to their 
family and his exploits with others have tainted her once 
happy home. 
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 All of this information isn’t needed, all I want to 
know is his/her name, where to meet him/her and if 
he/she is clean… all the rest is to make her feel better. 
 I meet Leslie at a club… a gay club on the corner of 
Birchwood and Hurst.  The mirrors reflect you from all 
angles, from all sides.  The music thumps as the dance 
floor fills with sweaty people, bumping and grinding to 
the cosmic and sonic bass and drumbeats.  House music, 
I think that is what they call this music.  The lights change 
colors and strobe through out the night… I see her at the 
bar, talking to some butch girl or a feminine guy.  
Sometime it’s hard to tell.  I wait for Leslie to walk to the 
bathroom and I follow, I make it look like a chance 
meeting and within three long moments we are inside the 
stall and her panties are around her ankles and my mouth 
is wrapped around her false cunt.  I taste salt and 
perfume… her hand clawing to my hair as I push in 
closer and harder.  We leave the club and drive towards 
the motel, when we get there we make our way up to the 
room.  It’s room 165, it’s always room 165. 
 She throws open the door and forces me to the bed, 
pulling my skirt off and ripping my thong panties off with 
her teeth… she plows in and I can feel her working her 
tongue.  I find myself climaxing after four minutes, it only 
takes Leslie four minutes to make me cum.  I push her 
head in tight and squeeze my thighs around her ears 
making everything silent for her. 
 Dorothy… her wife… well she watched the whole 
time, sitting in the dark on the other side of the room 
waiting for my signal.  I wanted her to wait until I came, 
until I had felt pleasure and then I waved her over… with 
my thighs clinched around Leslie’s head she never heard 
the footsteps, she never heard the crouching and never 
heard the crunch of an ice pick severing her brainstem.  



 

 

71 

After it was all over I listened to Dorothy cry, I held her 
as she sobbed, tried to console her and then left the 
room… alone.  I walked out of the room after cleaning 
up any trace of my presence… I was long gone before the 
gun shot rung out and took part of Dorothy’s brain and 
skull with it.  They both left the room under a blanket, 
together they laid in the motel room, room 165 until the 
cops showed up and carted them out under a blanket. 
 Her, it was because of her that I ended up doing this. 
 You never know how to approach people and ask 
them… ‘Can I hire you to kill someone?’ it isn’t 
something that comes up at dinner.  It wasn’t something 
when I was younger I ever thought I would get into… I 
never thought I would become a hired killer but now at 
the age of thirty-five I am a hired killer.  Leslie, she was 
my first.  When I knew Leslie she still went by the name 
of John and she/he was my lover.  I never actually knew 
Dorothy, it wasn’t until after a couple of years that I 
found out he was married and by that time he had started 
to become a she.  Dorothy knew about me long before 
we met, that is why she felt comfortable telling me the 
story… she felt comfortable telling me why she had 
kidnapped me and why she had tied me up in their 
basement.  The conversation was long and made even 
longer by the gun that she held in her left hand, her finger 
resting far too easily on the trigger.  For three hours I 
listened to the story and at the end of those three hours I 
had convinced her that we should kill him… that’s how 
easily it can happen.   
 You never know how to approach someone and ask 
them to kill your ex husband, your cheating wife, your 
incestuous brother… the friend that fucked your sister’s 
ten year old kid.  None of us know how to approach 
someone but all of us know that there is someone out 
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there willing to do it.  I offered to save my life, now it is 
my life.   
 I have no husband, no wife, no son, no daughter, no 
mother, no father, no uncle, no aunt, no cousins, no 
nieces, no nephews, no grandparents, no friends, and no 
congregation.  I have no story, no names, or hair colors, 
no eye colors, or favorite cereals… I don’t have a past 
that I will tell a stranger about.  This story, well in the end 
the only thing that matters is the name, where to meet, 
and if it’s clean…. 
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Darcia Helle  
introduces  

Gregory Frye 
 
 
Imagery in writing has always fascinated me. Done 
well, I’m pulled in, lost within the world of sound and 
colors. This piece had me lost. 

Telling someone a story is easy. Anyone, truly, can 
do it. That doesn’t mean it’s interesting, only a story 
told. The best writing, however, activates all the senses. 
Inside that story, I can taste the rawness, feel the heat. 
Colors in the story dazzle me. My ears ring from the 
explosion of words. The acrid smell burns my nostrils. 
The line separating my reality from the fiction blurs 
and disappears. The best fiction opens the door wide, 
beckoning me forward, then closes the door tightly 
behind me. 

While I was reading this piece, I lost myself. That’s 
the way I want to feel when I read. I’m not important. 
I’m no longer there.  

That’s the reader in me. The writer in me 
experiences envy. A good piece makes me go back for 
seconds. I explore the words, read them and savor 
them. Study them.  
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How many times can I read one sentence before it 
bores me? Sometimes, with a piece like this, the count 
is endless. The intricacies of the wordplay are a living 
thing. One sentence plays off another. A word taken 
out, changed, added, would spoil the effect.  

The reader in me doesn’t care how the writer 
arrived at each word, each thought. That part of me 
only follows the flow, responding to the words put 
together on the page. The writer in me knows how 
hard that is to achieve. While I read, the writer in the 
background of my being nods in appreciation.  

The brilliance of this piece reminds me that words 
in excess are not an indication of better description. 
Ten words to describe one action do not bring better 
focus or more life. Ten words are often nine words too 
many.  

Beauty is found in simplicity. Conveying an 
emotion is harder with fewer words but, done right, far 
more powerful.  

The Seven Demons of Randal Murray offers beauty in 
its simplicity. But to say that is not to imply that the 
story itself is simple or uncomplicated. In fact, the 
opposite is true. These words create multiple layers for 
the reader to experience. A word of caution: beware or 
you might get lost inside. 
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The Seven Demons of Randal 
Murray 

 

GREGORY FRYE 
 
 
I press the gun against the side of my head. The barrel 
is still hot while the odor of burning skin and hair 
permeates the dark room. Seven demons pound at the 
door, they're almost through now.  
 The bedroom door rattles in its frame. Hinges 
scream and warp. Wood splinters. The earth shakes. 
 I count to three. 
 Pull the trigger. 
 Flashing lights. Outside. An ambulance. Pressure at 
the side of my skull. A man looks down at me, lips 
tight. Eyes dark. He is not a demon. Maybe. 
 'Three dead. Bastard shot every one of them.' 
 I try to twist, turn to see who spoke these words. 
Who shot who? But the man with tight lips shoves me 
back. I am floating toward a bright light, and the man 
remains at my side. He speaks to me but instead of 
phonetic sounds, a family of spiders scurry from his 
mouth and down his chin. I close my eyes and try to 
cry out but can't. Plastic mask on my face. 



 

 

76 

 When I open my eyes again, time has escaped. I am 
in a white room. White sheets. Daylight in the window. 
Wires snake in and out of my shirt. I try to lift my hand 
toward my head but am stopped after six inches with a 
metal clank. Same with the other hand. 
 'He's awake. Doctor Thomas, he's awake.' 
 A man in a white coat approaches. He smells like 
cigarettes and the letters on his name tag are fuzzy. The 
doctor shines a light in each eye and pain surges 
through my skull. I grit my teeth and mash my eyelids 
shut. 
 'I'll bet you've got one hell of a headache. We'll 
give you something for that. Open your eyes.' 
 'How many fingers am I holding up?' 
 'Three.' 

'Who's the president?' 
'Obama.' 
'Your name?' 
'Randal Murray.' 
'Do you know where you are?' 
'Hospital.' 
'And can you tell me why you're here?' 
'The bullet didn't go where it was supposed to.' 

 The doctor hesitates. Studies my face. 'You're 
smiling. You think that's funny? Do you remember 
what you did?' 
 'I'd like to be left alone now. Please go.' 
 The doc makes a few notes on a clipboard and 
hands it to a nurse with a surgical mask hiding her face.  
 'Doesn't work like that, Mr. Murray. A lot of 
people out there want to talk to you. You seem good to 
go, so I'm going to give them the okay.' 
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 The doctor with a blurred name tag exits. Two 
guys in suits enter. They leer over my bed and brandish 
police badges. Detectives, they say. They mention their 
names, but I catch neither. 
 'Mr. Murray, do you know why you're handcuffed?' 
 Close my eyes. If I could just block this whole 
scene out. Disappear from the face of the earth. A gun 
to the head should have done the trick. This wasn't 
meant to happen. Me being alive. 
 'Do you remember what happened last night?' 

'Anything at all,' the other detective says. 
 I open my eyes again and stare at the wall on the 
opposite side of the room. The detectives wait for a 
full minute. 
 'He's not going to give us anything right now. Not 
that he needs to. We've got enough evidence to send 
him away for the rest of his life. Doesn't matter if he's 
batshit or not. You hear that, Mr. Murray? We'll come 
by tomorrow to check on you. Until then get used to 
those handcuffs.' 
 The detectives leave and I let out the breath I'd 
been holding since they entered the room. Had they 
lingered, the plan was to hold it until blacking out. 
Maybe I should try that again. 
 Horrible images are stained into the back of 
retinas, whether my eyes are open or closed. My babies 
with holes in their heads. 
 The door slams shut and my next visitor is beside 
the bed. Her hair is frayed and pink rings surround 
swollen tragic eyes. Tears fall on chapped lips. Kim's 
looks ten years older than when I saw it yesterday 
morning. 
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 A hand slams against the side of my face. A dry 
slap, hot and cold. I feel nothing, just the persisting 
headache, like lightning. She slaps me again and a cop 
runs into the room and pulls her back.  
 'How could you do this, Randal! You goddamn 
bastard, how could you do this! Our children!' 
 A second cop enters and they grab my wife by the 
arms and lead her out of the room. A clatter of noise 
comes from the hallway. People shifting fast. 'Hold her 
up. Get her to the chair. Grab some water.' 
 Somebody shuts the door, and I am alone again. 
 From my left, on the opposite side of the room, 
the rustle of newspaper nearly explodes my heart with 
fear. I jerk my head fast enough to strain a muscle in 
my neck and see it is only another cop. Pulling guard 
duty. He peers at me from over the top of the sports 
page. 'Don't look at me, asshole. I'm just here to make 
sure you don't try nothing stupid.' 
 A day later, I am sitting in a room with bolted table 
and chairs. Nothing to kill myself with. The only thing 
they're giving me is Tylenol, which does nothing for 
the headache. But the pain in my head is the least of 
my concerns. 
 The two detectives from yesterday enter. After 
they're done talking to me, they'll realize there is 
nothing to do to change what has happened, what is 
still happening.  
 Or, maybe they can help me. I should tell them 
everything. 
 Detective #1 sits at the table, set a file before him. 
#2 remains stands in the corner of the room, back 
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leaned against the wall. Like he's got something to hide 
or wants to spy on me. 
 'Mr. Murray, I'm here to ask you a few questions 
about what happened the other night. You ready to 
talk?' 
 He opens the file with no attempt to shield its 
contents, but the words are all jumbled and dancing. 
Can't make anything out. 
 On the wall to my left is a giant mirror. A single 
glance and there is more than just two detectives 
accompanying me in the room. I snap my line of sight 
back toward the detective. Ugly mug, cauliflower ear, 
eyebrows almost connected. Coffee breath. 
 'Something wrong?' 
 'The mirror.' 
 'What about the mirror?' 
 'You don't see that?' 
 The detective glances at the mirror and then back 
to me. 'Nothing unusual.' 
 I look at the mirror again and they are still there. 
One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. Seven demons. A 
few stalk around Detective #2. Another sticks his 
tongue out toward #1's head. One presses his face 
against the mirror, trying to glimpse through to the 
other side. The leader of the bunch, I don't know his 
name, he makes eye-contact with me in the mirror and 
grins. 
 Close my eyes, lay my head on the table. Even if 
the detectives agreed to cover the mirror for me, which 
they wouldn't, it would only anger the demons. 
 'I think we need an evaluator here.' Detective #1's 
voice vibrates and echoes through the side of my face 
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pressed against the cold steel of the table. 
 'Bullshit.' Detective #2. He slaps his a hand on the 
table loud enough to jar my eardrum. I sit straight and 
look him in the eye. 
 He pokes a finger in my face. 'Three kids in your 
apartment with bullets in their heads. And then you try 
to ice yourself. We just want to know what happened, 
so we can finish our reports and go home.' 
 In the mirror a demon has his hands wrapped 
around #2's throat. Another holds his hand like a gun 
and presses against the detective's head. 
 'Maybe you should stay here with me. Might not be 
safe for you to go home.' 
 'What the hell's that supposed to mean? You 
threatening me, cowboy? Why you keep looking at the 
mirror? What do you see in there?' 
 Shake my head. Swallow hard. If I tell the truth, 
maybe they'll believe. Or at least they'll give me enough 
meds to make this shit go away. But even if I didn't see 
the seven demons anymore, they'd still be there. That's 
for sure. Nothing can change that. Nothing. 
 'It was the only way to protect them.' I rub at the 
skin around my throat. Maybe I can choke myself to 
death. 'I had to save them.' 
 'Your children you mean.' 
 'The demons are my fault. I know they are. I don't 
know how to make them go away.' 
 'Holy shit.' #2 backs away from the table. He 
doesn't believe. 
 'Do you see these demons now?' 
 Nod my head yes. 
 #1 leans forward. He uses the thumb and index 
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finger of his right hand for a single downward stroke 
on either side of his face. Raspy sandpaper. 
 'How long have you been seeing these demons?' 
 'Off and on, my whole life. The past three weeks 
have been the worst though. At first there was only 
one. Now seven.' 
 'Seven demons?' 
 'They wanted to kill my babies. I don't know what 
happens if  a demon kills you. I mean, do you go to 
hell afterward? I had to protect them from that.' 
 'According to your file, you've never received 
mental treatment of any kind. But you've got a rap 
sheet. Possession of controlled substances, a couple 
DUI citations, disorderly conduct, attempted robbery. 
No time served because your father is circuit judge. 
Only community service. But you've been totally clean 
for the past seven years, Mr. Murray.' 
 'After my first was born, I cleaned up my act. Got 
a construction job. Cut back on the booze. Popped 
pills but only for muscle pain.' 
 'From work?' 
 'The demons came back about three weeks ago. My 
wife and I went to a party. This guy I worked with.' 
 'His name?' 
 'Martin Stoltz. Anyway, at this party he puts on a 
video he found on the internet something. A collection 
of animal porn.' 
 Detective #2 laughs from his corner. 'Just gets 
better and better.' 
 'He puts on this animal porn. All sorts of weird 
shit. Chicks sucking off horses or being fucked by 
dogs. A guy screwing a sheep. Everybody laughed. 
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Everybody thought it was funny. I sat there watching 
this shit, horrified. Ashamed that it gave me a boner. 
Even my wife was laughing.' 
 'So...' 
 'I tried to forget about it but couldn't. I started 
looking this stuff up on the computer at home. That 
and all sorts of other bizarre fringe type stuff. I 
couldn't stop myself. Half of me was mortified, the 
other half of me enjoyed it. The darkness. Dark matter. 
But I was looking at stuff I'd never dreamed of looking 
at it for like two days straight. Whenever I closed my 
eyes it's all I saw, these images ingrained in my head. 
When I looked at my children, I saw this shit. When I 
looked at my wife. I got real depressed. Drinking. More 
pills. Started hearing voices. And then the demons 
came. Do you know how to make them go away, 
Detective? I'll try anything. Seriously.' 
 'Martin Stoltz? Isn't that...' 
 'I killed him two days ago. I'll tell you where the 
body is.' 
 Detective #1 massages the bridge of his nose. He 
closes the file and stands. Heads for the door. 
 'Where's the body, Mr. Murray?' 
 'Locked in a port-a-poddy at a construction site 
near Ninth and Caduceus.' 
 'That's one block over.' 
 'Right.' 
 I'm in my bed again. It's dark. Hands cuffed to the 
rails. Why don't they just throw me into the lion's den? 
Get this over with. Lightning flashes through the 
window. Tree branches scraping against the glass. 
Thunder. 
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 In the lightning flash, I see the demons stalking 
about my room. Biding their time. Another flash of 
lightning. Emergency back-up generator failed. The 
guard cop next to me is motionless except for jumping 
shadows on the wall. Head crooked to the left and 
back. Blood all down his face and the front of his shirt. 
 The handcuffs click loose, and I raise my hands 
toward my face. Blood. 
 The hallway outside my room is empty and black. 
Impossible to see anything but no motion. Nothing. 
 One step and I stop. Whispers come at me from 
every direction like bats, darting toward me, poison. 
My name whispered over and over again. 
 Crack of thunder overhead and lightning spills into 
the hallway from exterior windows. This corridor is far 
from empty. A thousand demons, standing, staring, 
facing me. 
 No, no, no, no, no, no, no. 
 Again lightning and they are closer, reaching out to 
me. 
 The whispers stop, and I hear weeping. Teeth 
grinding together.  
 These are not demons.  
 These are people.  
 They are dead. 
 A hand grabs the collar of my shirt, another 
touches my face. I back away and more are behind me. 
Grabbing me, touching me. 
 'Help us, Randal.' 
 'No, get away. Stop touching me!'  
 The sound of their grinding teeth forms a rhythmic 
scraping clack. Tribal drums conjuring nasty spirits. 
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 'Help me!' 
 Close my eyes. Close my eyes and collapse to the 
floor. A million dead souls fall in on top of me 
followed by the smell of piss, shit, and burning hair. 
 They break my bones and suck the air from my 
lungs, the semen from loins, the blood from my heart. 
 This is it, Randal. This is where you die. It's been a fucked 
ride. Might as well be Jim Morrison in the bathtub. Hendrix 
choking on his vomit. Kurt Cobain shotgun blast. Lights out. 
 The room goes cold. Hum of a window air 
condition unit. I sit, knowing there will be an ugly plaid 
couch to catch my fall. Dad's old couch. I know this 
room. And that's me sitting across from me, sitting at 
the computer. 
 'Randal?' 
 I watch my other self at the computer. On the 
screen is an Asian woman sucking off two dogs at 
once. I remember this. 
 'No, Randal. Turn it off.' 
 I watch my other self unzip his pants and 
masturbate to the images on the screen. My other face 
slack, tense, slack, mouth gaped open. Hypnotized 
zombie. Mind giving up on all that is good, pure and 
light. 
 Try to stop my other self but my hands swipe 
though his figure like he's just a hologram. 
 'Why did you do this to us, Daddy?' 
 Turn around. Bradley, Thurston, and Marcy. They 
each have bullet holes in their foreheads. Thurston 
picks at his bullet hole. Marcy cries. 
 'Why?' Bradley repeats. 
 'Mommy's in the bathroom.' Marcy wipes at her 
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tears. 'Help her. Help her before it's too late.' 
 The hallway of my apartment shifts and cracks like 
a boat in the middle of a storm. Bathroom, last door 
on the left. The door knob is hot, smoke drifts from 
beneath the door. 
 I open. First thing is the fire in the trash can. 
Burning paper. 
 'Kim?' 
 What was she burning here? Old letters maybe. 
Letters torn up into little bits. Cursive loops 
disappearing into charred ashes. The message gone. 
 Choking sound. Struggle. Tear back the shower 
curtain. Kim is suspended from the shower head, a 
length of pantyhose tied about her throat. Skin purple. 
Urine stain blooming at the crotch of her pants. 
 I work my fingers inside the hose around her neck 
and try to loosen so she can breathe. But it's too tight. 
Too late. She stops struggling. Her tongue lolls from 
her mouth, lips peeled back like a hissing cat. 
 What have I done? I reach to fix her mouth but 
freeze at the sound of someone at the bathroom door. 
 It's Kim. She stands in the door, weeping. Teeth 
grinding down hard. Her eyes glimpse behind me at the 
sight of her other self, hanging and dead, and then back 
on to me. She leaps toward me, a giant knife in her 
hand. She plunges the blade into my chest and bites my 
face. 
 Stop. Reset. 
 Kim at the door. Teeth grinding. Weeping. She 
sees her own dead body behind me and then locks her 
eyes back onto mine. Eyes weeping, eyes full of regret. 
The knife sinks into my chest, pierces my heart. Cold 
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steel exploding inside. 
 Stop. Reset. 
 Stop. Reset. 
 Stop. Reset. 
 Stop. Reset. 
 Stop. Reset. 
 Stop. Reset. 
 Stop. Reset. 
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Gregory Frye 
Introduces 

Darcia Helle 
 
 
We stood in the parking lot for the Rush concert. Five 
us. Slamming back a few beers before heading through 
the main gate. People all around, weaving their way 
through the cars, headed toward the venue. 
 This guy with long hair and a beard approached. 
He smelled like moth balls and pot. Or maybe that was 
me that smelled like pot. Anyway, this guy held up a 
jug of clear liquid. Grain alcohol. When he popped the 
cap, the odor sent mind back to all those allergy shots 
as a kid. Terrible, trauma, horror. 
 'You guys want to drink this shit?' 
 Mr. Moth Ball handed the jug to my buddy Roger. 
Roger held the jug to his mouth, tilted his head back, 
and air blew bubbles into the grain alcohol. An illusion. 
He passed the alcohol to me with a wink, and we each 
followed his lead, pretending to drink while our new 
friend rubbed his hands together and bared his teeth. 
 The jug came back around to Mr. Moth Ball, and 
he didn't hesitate. He gulped the grain alcohol down, 
down, down, for a full ten seconds before dropping the 
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jug to the ground. He reeled backward, grabbed his 
stomach. 
 We all looked around at each other, our eyes saying 
it: Oh shit. The jug lay on the ground, grain alcohol 
sloshing into the grass. We watched Mr. Moth Ball 
tumble into his car and pass out in the backseat. 
 When we came out of the concert he was still 
there. 
 I don't remember if his eyes were brown or not, 
don't even know if he was dead. 
 This story, Wilted Brown Eyes is interesting. At first, 
it's easy to be distracted by the clever twist at the end, 
how the chorus 'I've never accidentally killed someone' 
suddenly offers a haunting reality. 
 I envision two people, sitting, sharing a bottle of 
wine. And then the urge strikes. Could come from out 
of nowhere. The one seizing the other by the head, like 
palming a melon, and driving it into a sharp corner of a 
nearby piece of furniture. 
 Surprise. 
 How about pushing somebody you love off a 
balcony? Or stabbing them while they take a nap. It 
doesn't even have to be firsthand. You could be sitting 
on your porch reading a book, waiting for a car crash 
in front of your house. Ready for action. 
 Going back to the story, the narrator staring into 
the brown eyes, studying them, I can't help but wonder 
where these primal urges come from. Are they just 
that? Primal? Our ancient caveman ancestors 
screaming from their graves, screaming through the 
years and boiling our blood. 
 Just like the blood on the crimson carpet, it's 
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impossible to tell where it ends and where it begins. 
Chaos envelopes our souls, and we can tell ourselves 
that we perceive in black and white. But that's a lie 
created to placate a false sense of security, telling 
ourselves that it will all be okay. Really, it's all a 
struggle, us worming our way through gray matter. 
Confused. Everything is at conflict. The world is fueled 
by contrast. War. Too much peace and we get bored. 
 Temptation to disturb the status quo. To hurt 
somebody or something. Adrenaline spikes. Existential 
breakdown. Some people quickly recognize these 
temptations as dark, absurd even, and they quickly 
discard them, shove them down into the cognitive 
cellar where they came from. 
 Other people act on these temptations. Sometimes 
they get caught. Sometimes they don't. 
 But what about the people who live in denial? The 
people who claim naivety in the face of this darkness. 
What's going on there? What kind of weird is there to 
be found under that surface? Where does the blood 
end, and where does it begin? 
 I don't know.  
 Consider this a literary sigh.  
 Or maybe it's just the demons talking. 
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Wilted Brown Eyes 
 

DARCIA HELLE 
 
 
I’ve never accidentally killed someone. That’s the 
thought I have as I step around the bed and peer down 
at him. His eyes are open but I can tell he doesn’t see 
anything. He’s lying on his back, framed by the edges 
of the black and crimson rug I’d bought to hide the 
wine stain on the hardwood floor. The blood leaking 
from his head gets lost in the crimson, making it hard 
to tell where the carpet ends and his blood begins. 
 I ease closer, looking for signs of life. His chest 
isn’t moving. 
 I’ve never accidentally killed someone. 
 I sit on the edge of the bed and look into his 
unblinking eyes. They’re brown. But saying he has 
brown eyes is really not telling the story at all. Brown 
can be dark and rough like old tree bark or light and 
soft like a new leather jacket. Brown has so many 
variables. It’s really not a color of its own but more of 
a category.  His eyes are a wilted brown, like they’ve 
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been left in the sun too long. Little dots of green 
brighten them, making me think of a crisp fall 
morning, before winter settles in and kills off that last 
bit of life. 
 I’ve never accidentally killed someone. 
 I always loved his eyes. The first time we met, he’d 
handed me a glass of champagne and said, ‘Hello. My 
name is Jake.’ 
 ‘You have amazing eyes,’ I’d said. Just like that. 
Words spilling from my mouth untethered.  
 Now Jake’s eyes stare up at the ceiling. The blood 
has stopped drizzling from that awful gash on the side 
of his head. His blood is on the nightstand. All over 
the sharp corner. Dripping off the edge. 
 I’ve never accidentally killed someone. 
 I sit for what might be a long time or might be a 
few seconds. Jakes’ eyes won’t look back at me ever 
again. 
 I’ve never accidentally killed someone. 
 Does it matter, really, if the act is intentional? 
Killing someone means they are dead, regardless of 
intent. Dead is dead. Right? 
 I’ve never accidentally killed someone. 
 I shake off this mantra I’ve been reciting in my 
head. Whether I’ve ever accidentally killed someone is 
of no importance. I killed Jake. And it wasn’t an 
accident. 
 
 



 

 

92 

 
 
 
 
 

Stephen Honeycutt  
introduces  

Corey Mesler 
 
 
That sweet touch, the faint taste of lips, the phantom 
kiss lingering long after she vanishes… How quickly 
this woman, this Goddess, how quickly she can build 
you up and destroy you.  It’s the weakness of every 
man, the prize of every longing, the epitome of mere 
existence… a woman. 
 Do you remember that very first woman, well… 
girl, the one that broke your heart even before you had 
the chance to put away the G.I. Joes.  We all had one, a 
girl who very nearly destroyed a relationship with 
friend, one who put best friends at warring odds 
because she checked yes on both of your 
questionnaires.  It always seems to be at the core of 
every story, a woman, the cause for all the action, for 
all the suspense, for all the madness.  Fight Club had 
Marla... Kiss Me, Judas had Jude… The Gambler had 
Polina… Doctor Glas had Helga Gregorius… The 
Bible had Eve.  Men do stupid things, things that 
would have never been conceived of before that 
woman waltzes into the picture, everything we do we 
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do in pursuit of a woman.  I am definitely no different.  
I have fought my best friend, lost relationships with 
friends, moved in, sold out, bought this, bought that, 
went broke, and went to blows… all the please or 
attract a girl.  There was one girl in particular; she had 
me wrapped around her finger so well that I would 
have done anything she asked.  I bought a cell phone 
for her, helped pay for her car, gave her money when 
she needed it, paid for her phone bill, and paid her 
rent… all of this after we had broken up.  This is the 
woman that most of the stories I write are based upon, 
naturally there are other faces and personalities that 
worm through but she is the one that the foundation is 
poured upon.  Wars are fought over women and 
religions constructed around them, temples built in 
honor and alters constructed in reverence.  

There is nothing better than a sappy cheesy love 
song from the 80’s or a morbid brokenhearted song by 
some Goth inspired band from the 90’s.  ‘Rosanna’.  
‘Cherry Pie’.  ‘Every Rose has its Thorn’.  We can’t 
help but to have clung to them as we went through 
heartbreak or were feeling the fresh beginning of a 
relationship.  My personal favorite from the 90’s was 
by a band called Stabbing Westward and their song 
‘Waking up Beside You’… many times that plagued my 
parents house.    

Women hold an unbelievable power, one which 
cannot be taken away and most assuredly was 
bestowed upon them by God.  That is why your 
mother’s look can evoke the constellation of emotions; 
tears and fear, a smile and frown, rage and compassion, 
discontent and the purity of complete joy.  I learned 
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very young; if she is happy you are happy, if she isn’t 
happy your life is a living hell.  They have brains and 
beauty making them the most dangerous creature on 
earth…  But without them no man would ever be great 
because, as we all know, behind a great man is an even 
better woman. 

This brings me to The Book Game.  In this short 
story the woman is named Elizabeth Rafael and she 
possesses everything a dangerous woman does.  She is 
a gorgeous six foot tall redheaded goddess that words 
fall short in description.  In addition to her sensational 
beauty she is also in possession of the rare first edition 
books by author Eldridge Rafael who took her at the 
tender age of 15 to be his bride.  The story grips you 
and weaves around you a web of love, lust, mystery, 
and crime.  It contains well crafted love scenes and a 
genteel poetic glimpse at what a woman can cause a 
man to do.  The story flows gently like a stream that 
the reader follows to the waterfall at the end, the ride 
almost as much fun as the drop. 
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The Book Game 
 

COREY MESLER 
 
 
Pushing books is a game, a tough game, a sap's game.  
It's a racket.  And Memphis is a racket town. 
 So when I got the call that there were some new 
books in town I reacted with the nonchalance taught me 
by years of hard knocks in a hard business.  The voice on 
the phone was thick as honey. 
 ‘Mr. Pimple?’ it cooed. 
 ‘It's Parmple.  Zack Parmple.  What can I do for 
you?’ 
 ‘You buy books, am I right?’ 
 This was one cagey broad.  I wanted to tell her to 
stop being cute and cut to the chase, but again, instinct 
and experience told me to play along. 
 ‘If they're the right books, yes, of course.  That's my 
business.’ 
 ‘Firsts?’ 
 Again with the cat and mouse. 
 ‘Of whom are we speaking, Ma'm?  Grace 
Metallious?  Fletcher Knebel?  Rush Limbaugh?’ 
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 ‘You jest with me, Mr. Parmple.  May I call you 
Zack?’ 
 ‘You may.’ 
 ‘No.  These firsts, from what I've been made to 
understand, are worth quite a bit of money.’ 
 ‘Well, eventually I'm gonna need names.  Now we 
can continue to chat amiably here--I got nothing else to 
do till my root canal at four--or you can leak a couple of 
the author's names up front.’ 
 ‘Does the name Eldridge Rafael mean anything to 
you?’ 
 My heart did a quick tattoo but I kept my poker face, 
er voice. 
 ‘Rafael.  Yes, I would probably be interested.  He 
was an American writer, wasn't he?' 
 ‘You are a card, Zack.  I guess his value is familiar to 
you.’ 
 ‘Yeah, you could say that.  His and some of his other 
fellow Americans, Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Dos Passos.  
These are some guys I've heard of.  But tell me, Ms, 
um...’ 
 ‘I'm listening.’ 
 ‘Uh, tell me.  Eldridge Rafael's firsts are as scarce as 
plutonium.  How would one obtain, I assume you're 
speaking about, more than one of Mr. Rafael's first 
editions.’ 
 ‘Oh yes, more than one.  At least one each of his 
entire output, mint, in dust jackets.  And plutonium is 
not rare, only difficult to get your hands on.  It's plentiful 
if you know where to look.’ 
 ‘My mouth is watering.  I repeat, how did you come 
by these gems?’ 
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 The silence was long enough that I believed she had 
hung up.  I was about to do the same when her voice, 
minus some of its honey, broke the spell. 
 ‘I am his widow.’ 
 

*** 
 
Eldridge Rafael went to Paris in 1922 already 
disenchanted with the lack of respect he was receiving 
from American literary critics and reading public.  He 
continued to write there through the thirties, books 
largely published in small quantities by a struggling 
American press, called Lamplighter Books.  It was Ezra 
Pound who first brought a Rafael manuscript to the 
attention of William Portcullis, the founder and only 
editor of the shoestring press.   
 Since the 1950s, though, an influential group of 
American critics, needing someone obscure to champion 
to make a name for themselves, ‘rediscovered’ the nearly 
unknown expatriate and sang his praises to every journal 
with a readership of a hundred or more and a new star 
was born on the literary horizon.  It didn't help Rafael 
much--he was in his dottering eighties by then--but his 
last years weren't quite so desperate as his previous three 
or four decades.  He died in 1969 (the same year as his 
drinking and fistfighting buddy Hemingway) of 
congestive heart failure.  His books are now required 
reading in every college American literature class and his 
all but nonexistent first editions are the prizes of 
bookcollecting. 
 Rafael spent his last years in California, a recluse for 
the most part, though he emerged occasionally for this 
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award or that.  I had never heard tell of a child-bride 
(from the sound of her voice she couldn't be over 45) 
and Memphis is a long way from the drug and health nut 
crowd out west.  So, I was more than a little dubious 
about this phone call.  Nevertheless, telling myself ‘you 
never know,’ I made an appointment to meet with her 
two days later. 
 

*** 
 
Tuesday is normally a slow day in the book trade and I 
was using the low traffic time to price some Modern 
Librarys I'd recently purchased from an English 
professor's widow.  This was enjoyable--I'd always had a 
fondness for Modern Library and Mr. Cerf's dream of 
affordable literature--but too many of these were missing 
their dust jackets.  Why so many readers throw away 
those lovely little works of art which adorn most books 
I'll never be able to fathom. 
 I was penciling in $12.50 on a particularly nice Giant 
of the USA trilogy when the bell rang meaning a 
shipment at the back door.  I got to my feet--I was 
working alone that day having given my assistant 
manager and the young college girl who helped out part-
time the day off--and went through the stockroom to the 
rear entrance.  There was no one there. 
 I re-secured the door and when I went back out 
front there, standing behind the cash register, an area 
reserved, of course, for employees only, was the most 
striking redhead I'd ever seen. 
 She was almost six feet tall with a sensational mop of 
auburn-to-red hair.  Her figure was the kind of God-gift 
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best left undescribed, language being reserved for lesser 
radiance.  She was wearing a loose, gypsy dress, which 
when backlit by the floor-to ceiling glass windows at the 
front of the store, was as the merest gossamer.  She may 
as well have been dressed in bee's wings.  She looked to 
be about forty. 
 ‘Mr. Parmple?’ she twinkled. 
 ‘You got me,’ I said, holding up my end of the 
conversation and holding down my salacious life-force.  I 
knew who this was but I wanted the moment to 
elongate; I wanted to stay strangers. 
 ‘I'm Elizabeth Rafael,’ she stated in a moderated, real 
estate salesperson voice. 
 ‘I guessed as much.  I thought we said tomorrow.’ 
 ‘Yes.  Forgive me.  It's my distrusting nature which 
led me down here to, how should we say...’ 
 ‘Make sure that I'm not a charlatan.  How, tell, does 
ringing my back door help you determine that I'm on the 
up and up?’ 
 ‘I don't understand,’ she said with a practiced 
coolness. 
 ‘You sent me to the rear of the store so your 
entrance could be made more dramatic, or more 
surreptitious.  So you could have fifteen seconds to fully 
investigate my operations here.  By the way, you're where 
no customer has gone before.’ 
 ‘I'm a bit muddled here.  I assure you I did no such 
thing.  I came in through the front door like any 
respectable customer.’ 
 She dabbed at her perfect lips with a dainty 
handkerchief.  The affected gesture was simultaneously 
ridiculous and enchanting. 
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 I regained my manners. 
 ‘Would you like some coffee?  Would you like to sit 
down?’ 
 I admit this last offer I made reluctantly.  I did not 
want to lose this unearthly view through her transparent 
raiment. 
 She moved like a graceful animal, sidestepping half-
empty boxes, to sit at my chair at my desk.  She crossed 
her legs and showed enough exposed flesh to keep me 
distracted. 
 ‘Well, this is certainly an interesting location, Zack.’ 
 She meant midtown Memphis, generally thought of 
as crime ridden, bohemian and populated with street 
people and aging hippies.  She meant she was slightly 
disappointed, genteel lady that she was.  It was either an 
indication of her pampered upbringing, or it was a 
polished act.  Either way it didn't warrant a response. 
 ‘The store seems full of fascinating history.  I bet you 
could spin me some tales of lore,’ she flirted, trying to 
recover my good opinion. 
 ‘Mrs. Rafael, The Book Store, (such was its generic 
name, signaling, I always felt a lack of pretension, a meat 
and potatoes find-what-you're looking for, kind of place) 
is what it is.  Your cursory inspection of it should not 
queer any deal we were going to make.  If this hinges on 
your scrutiny of my practices, I'd just as soon call this off.  
If it's history you want I can provide it; the store's resume 
is impressive.’  My anger was rising as I spoke. 
 ‘Whoa, Zack.  I didn't come to beg for a history.  I 
came to give you one.’ 
 ‘Uh huh.’ 
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 ‘All right.  And to see if I would like you and trust 
you with what I'm going to show you and tell you.’ 
 Quick images of raised skirts and lowered shorts on 
a playground flitted through my reptilian brain. 
 ‘I'm curious,’ I managed. 
 She settled back in my loosely hinged desk chair and 
spoke as if she were an automaton, as if this tale had 
been told and retold, when in actuality, she assured me 
later, this was her first unfolding. 
 ‘I met Eldridge Rafael at Berkeley in 1968.  No, I was 
not a student there.  I was, and if this shocks you I can 
only apologize and hope it does not color your 
impression of me so severely that we cannot work 
together, fourteen years old.  He was a friend of my 
father's--they taught together in the forties, and before 
my father was drummed out of academia by McCarthy, 
they were best friends and colleagues.  By 1968 my father 
was a walking shade, disgraced and unemployable, a 
tippler and a worm.   
 

*** 
 
‘Eldridge Rafael brought my father to Berkeley that year 
to attempt a reconstruction of what was once a fine and 
honest man.  Instead he fell in love with all my father had 
left in the world, the one thing that brought him joy, his 
last remaining source of pride.  He fell in love with me. 
 ‘Eldridge Rafael introduced me to the world.  He 
taught me books and theater and music; he took me to 
the opera.  I had been brought up on crackers and 
lunchmeat, lived in places you wouldn't leave your dog.  
To say I was overwhelmed is weak understatement.  I felt 
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like Cinderella, like this was some fairy tale blessing, and 
at the time, I didn't realized that every fairy tale blessing 
coincided with an equally powerful curse.  This was a 
time when the entire planet was re-inventing itself and 
Eldridge Rafael created me as surely as if he had sewn 
me together in a laboratory. 
 ‘And, yes he introduced me to the carnal pleasures.  
Gently and with great patience and proficiency he made 
me a woman.  I was fourteen and I felt as sophisticated 
as a starlet. 
 ‘We were married in February 1969, and, as you 
probably already know, he died in March.  You can 
imagine the shame that would have followed an 
announcement of our betrothal and his subsequent 
demise.  My father and I, for all intents and purposes, 
went into hiding.  The ignominy of the situation further 
weakened my already weak father and he died in 
Indianapolis, in a cheap motel room, and I left him there 
and never went back. 
 ‘At fifteen I was alone and frightened.  I fell in with 
what we have come to call ‘the underground,’ and lived 
by petty crime and begging for the next few years.  
Quickly now, I'll wrap us this tale of woe. 
 ‘Before he died, Eldridge told me he had one legacy 
to leave me: his first edition books.  He had held onto 
numerous copies of all his early printings and he told me 
they were mine for eternity.  Only recently I discovered 
they may be worth a lot of money, and so you find me 
here, in Memphis, Tennessee, trying to cash in on my 
inheritance.  It's a truncated version of my story, but it's 
all true, and by telling it to you, I have placed myself in 
your hands.’ 
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 She finished with a sigh and I followed her 
exhalation with a deeper one of my own. 
 ‘Well, um, Elizabeth, to say I'm interested is putting 
it mildly.  If you'd like I'll close the shop right now and 
we can go inspect what you have.’ 
 She smiled a smile of relief and gratitude.  It was the 
first sign of genuine emotion I felt I had gotten from her. 
 ‘That would be lovely,’ she said. 
 ‘Let's go, then.’ 
 ‘One other thing,’ she said, pausing as she lifted her 
glorious body from the chair.  ‘Someone wants to kill 
me.’ 
 

*** 
 
We took my 88 Nissan Sentra and travelled east, out to 
where people have too much money and not enough 
soul, out where the houses are expensive and heavily 
protected.  But we drove through that wasteland of 
wealth and turned north onto the expressway.  It turned 
out Elizabeth Rafael had a room at a Motel 6 at the 
intersection of a couple small highways north of town.  
Somewhere, amongst these Dennys and Burger Kings 
and Mapcos and Catfish Cabins, out in this Stripland 
which is the same in any city in any area of the country, 
there was squirreled away a fortune in rare books. 
 We parked in the back lot and her room turned out 
to be on the second floor in the rear, facing the interstate 
and a large tract of unused, probably city-owned land.  
She seemed nervous as we got out of the car and, I 
admit, I was a bit overwrought myself. 
 After she closed the door and turned on a bedside 
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lamp she turned toward me and sat down on the edge of 
the bed.  I looked around the room and saw no boxes or 
trunks which might conceivably hold treasure.  I let a 
heartbeat or two pass. 
 ‘Well,’ I finally said to break the anxious silence, ‘the 
books are here?’ 
 ‘You've been looking at me,’ was her blank reply. 
 I was torn between professionalism and confession.  
Lust beat in me like an old drug.  What always wins won. 
 ‘You look like a million dollars to me, and I don't 
mean the fortune in books you claim to be carrying.  
You're a, well, an extraordinarily attractive woman.’ 
 ‘I haven't been with a man in three years.’ 
 I swallowed.  ‘I find that incredible.’ 
 ‘I have an idea that if we are intimate the trust 
developed will carry us through this difficult venture.’ 
 It sounded absurd to me but I didn't argue. 
 When we were both naked I came alive for the first 
time in a long time.  My recent history is not important, 
but Elizabeth Rafael woke me up in a way that was both 
necessary and unexpected.  When she sat on me, and her 
near perfect body was above me in all its refined 
goodness, I was somehow completed.  I held her as if 
she were the  grail, and when I howled with pleasure, she 
placed her mouth over mine, the way you might suck the 
poison out of a snakebite. 
 

*** 
 
The really big scores in the antiquarian market usually 
occur by blind luck.  There is some thought that the 
good dealers are known and sought out and, hence, the 
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rich get richer, etc.  But more often the story goes that 
some schnook finds something worth crowing about and 
he crows.  There's the couple who found the 
unpublished Melville novel in their grandmother's attic; 
there’s the guy who was pitching out his mother's old 
Harper's and found between two decaying periodicals a 
Near Fine Tamerlane. 
 In my experience the best I'd ever done was the four 
dollars I paid for an AA blue book First with a tattered 
dust jacket, which garnered me a cool fifteen hundred on 
the sales floor.  So, I was prepared for what Elizabeth 
showed me, and then again, I wasn't. 
 They were all mint condition.  They looked as if they 
had been kept hermetically sealed or as if they had been 
printed yesterday.  The Crabapple's Dilemma alone was 
worth a couple grand.  There was a Martha and the Shoe 
Salesman with both first edition dust jackets, one inside 
the other.  I'd only heard about this publishing gimmick; 
I'd never actually held one.  There was an Advanced 
Reading Copy, in wraps but pristine, of his most famous 
book, the rightfully praised Kill the Sunrise.  And a regular 
first printing of same, with the ‘racy’ cover photo with 
the partially exposed nipple.  And, what I thought was 
the piece d'resistance, a first of his first novel, written when 
he was only nineteen, a freshman effort, little reprinted 
since, entitled The Scamp's Dog. 
 Elizabeth sat quietly while I handled these delicacies 
as if I were handling baby seals.  She had the beatific 
presence of a saint, or of a woman recently satisfied.  She 
sat there, in a short bathrobe, her hair still wet from her 
shower, every inch the goddess, and smiled gently at my 
every exclamation, at my flabbergasted wonder. 
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 And when I was overwhelmed and had put the 
treasures back in their cases (we were in the room next 
door--the minx had booked two rooms, one for her, one 
for her late husband's life-work) I lay back on the bed, 
speechless, my head swimming.  Elizabeth came over to 
the bed and sat next to me, placing a warm, moist hand 
on my thigh. 
 ‘They are valuable, then,’ she said, in sexy 
understatement. 
 ‘Oh, Elizabeth,’ I managed. 
 ‘I believe there is one more piece to look at.’  She 
reached into the drawer of the bedside nightstand and 
pulled out a small, cloth wrapped package.  She placed 
her hand over it and hesitated. 
 ‘I trust you now, Zack.  I wouldn't show you this 
otherwise.’ 
 I nodded as sincerely as I could. 
 She unwrapped the cloth and inside was an acid-free 
plastic bag containing a small, slightly worn chapbook. 
 ‘Eldridge destroyed every copy of this except this 
one,’ Elizabeth said.  ‘He was a little ashamed of it, and 
yet, he couldn't entirely exterminate it.’ 
 The chapbook was entitled ‘Shirley's Surprise,’ and, 
even a cursory inspection, showed it to be one of the 
most offensive pieces of pornography I had ever seen, 
kiddie porn being the lowest a man with a printing press 
can sink.  That it concerned activities with a well-known 
child movie star made it all the more execrable.  
Obviously, if it had ever seen the light of day, the 
lawsuits would have been fast and final.  Witness poor 
Graham Greene's punition for even an ironic suggestion 
of improper intent. 
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 So.  It was sick but it was irresistible, i.e. it was worth 
a fortune.  Published even before The Scamp's Dog, on a 
small letterpress owned by a friend of the author's 
(Elizabeth filled me in on all this after my head had 
cleared, and after, I add, we had again, ‘tested our 
intimacy.’), the chapbook was meant as a gag.  It was 
hand distributed among a few acquaintances and the 
‘gifts’ met with humorless disdain.  A couple of 
friendships were broken.  All copies were returned and 
the hundred that were printed sat in Eldridge Rafael's 
basement until a few decades later when he remembered 
them and consigned all but one (THIS one, this which I 
held in my hand!) to the furnace. 
 It was priceless. 
 

*** 
 

At first the bumping and banging in the next room didn't 
register with us.  Housekeeping or a family packing up 
for the day's journey were the only possibilities my mind 
let seep in.  I was not yet attuned to danger, not yet 
always at the ready.  I had never prepared for combat, 
nor been involved with the criminal element.  I was 
streetwise, savvy as my assistant manager complimented 
me, but not tested tough. 
 Suddenly, though, our eyes met and the 
communication said trouble.  There was someone 
ransacking the next room, and that room until a couple 
of hours ago, was Elizabeth's.  In a quiet panic we 
packed up the books as carefully as possible and tiptoed 
to the window.  There was a gunsel leaning against a new 
Lincoln a few spaces down.  Without talking about it we 
knew what we had to do. 
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 I had to be a diversion. 
 I walked out of the room with all the nonchalance of 
a tourist visiting Memphis, come to see Graceland.  I 
walked right up to the gorilla who was built like a gorilla. 
 ‘Hey!’ I said, a pleasant yokel. 
 He looked at me like I was library paste. 
 ‘You live around here?’ 
 He was moved to speak.  ‘Beat it,’ he said. 
 ‘Ha ha,’ I countered.  ‘I was wondering, pal, if you 
knew where Elvis lived.  I don't mean now, ha ha, or at 
Graceland.  I'm talking about his family, you know, when 
they first came to Memphis.  Housing projects, wasn't it?’ 
 He squinted toward the horizon, which was gray 
with exhaust, and colored here and there with fast food 
signs.  I didn't think he could divine anything from that 
vista. 
 ‘I said beat it, cream puff,’ he came out with. 
 ‘Right you are, pal.  Elvis probably holds no 
fascination for you locals, eh?  Now my wife and I, we're 
from Indiana by the way, we know just about all there is 
to know about the King and his music, but you know we 
never been to Memphis.  Now I came down here on 
business, I'm in Pens, you see, not pens like pig pens, ha 
ha, but writing implements, you know, fancy ones worth 
their weight in gold, big market these days, and anyway--’ 
 He had my shirtfront in his meaty claw and his face 
in mine.  ‘I'm not your pal, nimrod, and I don't give a 
flying flan about Elvis or pens or what you and your 
nasty wife are into, I want you outa here in three 
seconds.’ 
 This was quite a pronouncement and I nodded with 
complete comprehension. 
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 ‘Fair enough, ‘ I said as I watched Elizabeth 
squeezing into my car. 
 I made an effort at sauntering toward the car, with 
my heart in my throat.  I took the last few steps at a 
quick clip and leapt into the passenger side as she started 
it and put it into gear in one motion.  As we spun out of 
the parking lot I heard a toy-sized bang and our rear 
window shattered. 
 ‘Well,’ Elizabeth said, ‘I warned you.’ 
 

*** 
 
‘His name is Michael Morrison, and he's big stuff on the 
coast.  Real estate, futures, even got some fingers in some 
pies in Hollywood.  He's powerful, scary powerful.’ 
 Elizabeth looked back over her shoulder and smiled 
a tense smile.  She was standing at my stove, putting 
together a lentil stew.  She was wearing one of my shirts 
and with her height it barely covered all the particulars.  I 
was distracted but still running on fear-adrenaline, and I 
wanted to hear who was trying to kill me.  Call it healthy 
curiosity. 
 ‘Eldridge got involved with him somehow, some 
picture deal that never happened or something.  And 
Morrison found out about the books and he's been after 
them ever since.  I think at one point Eldridge was going 
to put them up as collateral on the deal and, stupidly, he 
explained to Mr. Morrison their value.  Otherwise an ape 
like him would never have been interested in something 
so mundane as literature.’ 
 ‘Now what do we do?’ I inquired. 
 ‘I don't know, Zack.’  She turned toward me and I 
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saw the beginnings of a storm.  I rose and put my arms 
around her.  Ok, I thought, I can play the strong one. 
 After dinner we spread out on the couch with a 
basketball game on the TV with the sound low.  We 
talked about our pasts for a while, why I'd never married, 
what it was like for her scrounging on the streets.  It was 
a companionship and familiarity I was not used to.  It felt 
new.  It felt good.  We were quiet for a while. 
 ‘How about this?’ I said.  ‘I buy the books from you 
first thing in the morning.  I got some friends down at 
First Tennessee and I think I can have a cashiers check in 
your hand by nine a.m.  We'll leave the books here for 
the time being--so far they don't know me or where to 
find me--and we'll go to the police and see if we can get 
them off our tails long enough for you to leave town and 
head for parts unknown.’ 
 I was talking like a tough guy with all the answers 
and I knew it and I felt like a clown.  She was thinking 
hard about what I said. 
 Finally:  ‘What about us?’ she whispered. 
 This was the part I purposely left out of the 
equation.  I wanted her, wanted her bad, but how could I 
risk her life to assuage my loneliness?  She looked at me 
now like a high school girl with her first crush. 
 I put my arm around her tighter and kissed her for a 
long time and I thought, ‘I can never let her go, never.’  
We made love a couple or three times that night, 
exhausting both of us, so that when the alarm went off at 
seven, we re-entered the world like lost spelunkers. 
 She looked at me sleepily, her mouth crooked and 
wet with drool.  ‘I guess we have to come up with a new 
plan,’ she said. 
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 I fought myself with monstrous intensity.  ‘No,’ I 
said and got up.  I closed myself in the bathroom and 
turned on the shower, taking deep breaths to try to 
dislodge the softball of anxiety in my chest.  The water 
felt like a thousand needles.  I showered and shaved and 
took care of some other business.  I was in there fifteen, 
twenty minutes.  When I came out Elizabeth was dressed 
in a pair of my pants and one of my shirts and she was 
hanging up the phone. 
 ‘I tried to reach some friends on the coast who might 
help us out,’ she said.  ‘I couldn't get anyone this early.’ 
 ‘It's ok.  We'll stick with the plan we got.’ 
 

*** 
 

Getting the loan was the easy part, after agreeing on a 
price for the books.  Ed Hodges at the bank was an old 
friend and a good reader.  He'd helped the store before.  
Elizabeth reluctantly took the check, which was generous 
and smiled as she put it into her purse. 
 The story we told the police took more time than we 
had counted on.  Walking into a police station and 
getting an immediate audience is not like in the movies.  
It's more like dealing with any other government agency, 
inattention, then indifference, then ignorance.  And, 
finally, they just weren't convinced books could be worth 
killing for. 
 I drove Elizabeth to the bus station around 1:30 and 
told her to buy a ticket and not to tell me where she was 
going. 
 ‘Zack,’ she said.  ‘Let's wait--’ 
 ‘Elizabeth, we gotta get you out of town.  Let's not 
talk about now for now.  We'll assume you'll call when 
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things stabilize.  We'll get back together, I promise you.  
I'll hold advertising the books for a while and when this 
has all blown over we'll see where we are.’ 
 ‘Ok,’ she said softly. 
 We sat on the bench in the terminal, holding hands 
and not talking much.  She looked so good, even in my 
clothes, a dozen different times I thought I should make 
a stand and keep her here in Memphis with me.  Some 
black kids were cutting up near the door and we smiled 
at them and then it all happened very fast.  She pulled her 
ticket out of her purse, crumpling it in her hand, the way 
a child holds something that you tell her not to lose.  She 
kissed me, wetly, quickly.  She was out the door before I 
could say her name. 
 

*** 
 

I went by the store and my assistant manager, Doris, had 
everything under control.  We had made a couple of 
good sales that morning, she said, that leather Dickens 
set we'd had for a year, and the Philip Roth first we had 
just bought. 
 ‘You don't look so good,’ she said after a few 
minutes. 
 ‘I'm a little down,’ I admitted. 
 ‘Woman?’ she said, with that prescience that is solely 
feminine. 
 I looked at her and nodded. 
 ‘Why don't you go on home, Chief?  Meredith is 
coming in when she gets out of class anyway.’ 
 ‘I think I will.  Thanks,’ I said.  I looked around as if 
there was something I was forgetting and then turned to 
leave. 
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 ‘Oh,’ Doris said.  ‘Someone was by for you.’ 
 ‘Oh?’ I asked with some inappropriate flutter of 
hope in my chest. 
 Doris presented me with a business card.  It took my 
eyes a few moments to focus on it.   It read: 
 

MICHAEL MORRISON 
Used Cars 

 
 No phone.  No address.  On the back in ballpoint, 
‘Thanks, Pal.’ 
 

*** 
 
When I got home there was no sign of forced entry, no 
disarray to the apartment.  When they came in they went 
straight to the books and disturbed nothing else. 
 I sat down on the couch and I didn't feel anything.  
No rage, no sorrow, no loss.  I was numbed; I was 
extinct. 
 

*** 
 
Rafael had never married a fifteen year old girl in his 
waning years.  If I'd bothered to consult a literary 
biography I would not be where I am today.  An 
unhealthy mixture of concupiscence and greed destroyed 
me.  He had never given his prized first editions to 
anyone.  They had been stolen from the family estate by 
a used car salesman and his partner, who was possibly his 
wife, and had been sold and resold across the country for 
the past few years.  A third man was involved, a former 
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light-heavyweight named Chuck Mangione (no relation), 
a cousin of Morrison's who had just gotten out of jail. 
 The family had never reported the loss because of 
the pornographic chapbook.  They had sent out private 
‘feelers’ and then let it quietly die. 
 Why this had never gotten out on the antiquarian 
Internet, I don't know.  Normally book dealers look out 
for each other and warnings about stolen books are 
common.  I believe, for this was my personal feeling 
about the matter, that no small amount of 
embarrassment kept this story quiet and, hence, this team 
still out there selling the same first editions over and over 
again.  No one wants to admit an attractive skirt took 
him in. 
 I learned all this in bits and pieces, calling other 
dealers throughout the country.  The story has entered 
legend in our business.  It has taken on the properties of 
myth, except to those chosen few who are out the 
money. 
 Some stores, I found out, went out of business after 
the fiasco.  The Book Store has held on.  I've had lean 
years before.  I'll survive. 
 

*** 
 
I do have one consolation.  Or two, if you count the 
memories of sleeping with Elizabeth Rafael, or Morrison, 
or whoever.  I also have The Book. 
 I don't know why I did what I did.  A bookseller's 
intuition, a sixth sense garnered from experience.  But I 
had slipped ‘Shirley's Surprise’ in the pocket of my jacket 
when Elizabeth and I left that motel room. 
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 I still have it here in front of me.  It repulses me—
it’s akin to owning a piece of Naziana--and I can't 
imagine I'll ever sell it, though who knows what I'll do if 
times get tough.  Maybe they'll come back for it, maybe 
Elizabeth will come back, though that would be quite 
risky.  No, I probably won't sell it, but it comforts me.  It 
makes me feel a little less like a sap. 
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Jason Michel 
Introduces 
Nik Korpon 

 
 
And there’s a twist. A twist. A twist in the tale.  

I bloody well love a good twist. 
Don’t you? 
It maybe obvious to say this, but doesn’t a twist 

make a story – whether on celluloid, computer screen, 
paper, or just words in your ear – more than just 
simply entertaining?  

Not that to be simply entertaining is a bad thing, I 
mean, I don’t listen to The B-52’s or The Cramps to 
ponder the intricacies of existential suffering.  

But a twist in a story whisks us away from our 
blinkered views and prejudices of ‘what is’ and ‘the way 
things should be’ and let’s life and the realm of 
possibility become more, for want of a better word, 
elastic. A damn good twist surgically opens us up and 
plunges into something that we absolutely did not 
expect. A shock and surprise that grips us and draws us 
in and can change our perspectives on what we once 
thought was carved in stone, yet we now know was 
merely a step off a precipice into a more complex 
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abyss. You can get a similar physical feeling when miss 
a stair, or that moment when a branch breaks and 
you’re left dangling motionless in thin air, or when you 
expect to fart but you touch cloth.  

So, here’s my line of thought, people. 
Think of this: modern scientific ideas tell us that 

there is more information contained in a shocking and 
surprising event than in an everyday occurrence. 
Sudden tsunamis, earthquakes and suicide bombs hold 
more information for our tiny Reality TV watching 
under-evolved brains to process than does an apple 
falling downwards or your boss acting like a twat. 

And in the sanitised 21st Century Western world 
where, to be brutally honest, boredom truly has a hold 
of us 99% of the time and most of our mediocre needs 
are catered for and where we are told that we should all 
live healthy lives and we will live forever, the only real 
place to find such a dangerous and startling feeling is in 
stories. Well, not until the revolution comes anyway. 

Think of those films, books or short stories that 
have truly opened our eyes to possibility. Roald Dahl 
and Ballard could do it in their own weird and 
wonderful ways. Hitchcock and Nolan thrived/thrive 
on it. 

‘Amber Flowers’ does this too.  
And how. 
It is a tender and sad and downright fucking scary 

story that walks the line of genres. I wouldn’t know 
where to put it and thank whatever power you believe 
in for that. This little story begs us to ask questions like 
dogs scratching at a door when on the other side lies 
something that you just know is … at the very least … 
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unpleasant. From humble beginnings, dropping clues 
hither and thither, taking you on a little ride until you 
think you get it don’t you?, with all your hip knowledge 
and culture, you think you’ve got it all sewn up and 
figured out.  

And then it happens. The twist.  
And yes, it is a good one. 

 
 
 



 

 

119 

 
 
 
 
 

Amber Flowers 
 

NIK KORPON 
 
 
Standing at the edge of the cliff, she-loves-me-loves-me-
noting an orchid, a wave crashed against the rock, 
sending a plume of water skyward and muting the 
thump of a closing car door. She crept behind him, gun 
cocked. 

‘This is my favorite part,’ I said to Chelsea. 
She stuck the gun into his back, then the screen 

tilted, turned lime green. I smacked the side of the TV 
set and he turned around, shocked that the previously-
thought-dead sister of his lover was now jabbing a gun 
in his belly. How’d you find me, he said, to which she 
countered, I just followed the stink. 

‘That’s horrible,’ Chelsea said. 
‘Don’t be such a drag. Just enjoy it, the good part is 

coming.’ 
He said something that was washed away in the 

static of poor reception and I readjusted the antennae, 
right as she said, But I guess it’s all relative and pulled the 
trigger. I squeaked, clapped my hands. He fell 
backwards, another plume of water catching his body 
and taking it out to sea where no one would find it 
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until he washes ashore in the sequel. She peered over 
the edge and told him he wouldn’t be getting an 
invitation to Christmas dinner, then climbed into her 
sports car and spat gravel from the tires. 

‘Pretty cool, huh?’ I said. Chelsea rolled her eyes. 
‘All right, it’s not a great movie, but did you see how 
good Conner was?’ 

‘He’s a mighty nice faller.’ 
‘He said it took them eight tries to get it so the 

water came up as he was falling.’ 
‘That’s a lot of jumping,’ she said, wrapping her 

apron around her forearm. Someone knocked on the 
door to the cafe. Chelsea just shook her head, tapped 
the place on her wrist where a watch would be. ‘Does 
he have another stunt or can we go home now?’ 

I searched the coffee station for the keys I knew 
were hanging out of my back pocket, waiting to see 
Conner’s name in the credits, then eked out a grin as 
Chelsea dangled them in front of me. ‘Yeah, we can go 
now.’ 
 

*** 
 
By the time we came to the park by Monument and 
Charles, the autumn sun had edged below the jagged 
line of building tops, a few rays escaping in alleyways 
or over a collapsed tenement. Rush-hour traffic 
clogged the street, drivers white-knuckling their 
steering wheels as Chelsea and I walked up St. Paul. I 
coerced her into posing a few times on the fountain, a 
bench, the marble steps of the cathedral, and once with 
a handful of leaves, speckled orange, yellow and red 
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against her mahogany skin. That a camera provided a 
different way to see things, she understood, but she 
said embracing the beauty of mundane life meant I was 
reading too much Kerouac and Camus. 
 ‘I need something to cheer me up while Conner’s 
gone,’ I said, ‘so don’t burst my existential bubble.’ 
 ‘But you don’t know anyone here? At all?’ 
 I shook my head.  
 ‘So why come to Baltimore?’ 
 ‘Conner,’ I shrugged. ‘He had a few leads for jobs, 
knew some people in stunts here.’ I nodded at my 
building. ‘This is the home-front. You know, it’s 
almost funny.’ 
 ‘What is?’ 
 ‘That he’d rather jump off a four-story cliff into 
freezing water than wake up next to me.’ I wiped my 
cheek. 
 A gust of wind blew up the collar of her coat, 
twisted long curls around her ears. ‘This weekend, I’ll 
take you out and you can meet some of my friends. 
You’ll love Mary, she’s a legend.’ 
 ‘I mean, do you know how high four stories is?’ 
With my finger, I ticked off strings of windows. ‘I live 
on the fourth floor. And that’s a small jump, 
apparently.’ 
 ‘At least he’s not afraid to experiment when he 
comes home, right?’ She gave a toothy grin and nudged 
me in the ribs with her elbow. 
 ‘I don’t think I know you well enough to talk about 
how he fucks me.’ I pursed my lips in an embarrassed 
smile as the mailman passed us. His cheeks flushed, 
though from the wind or my comment, I wasn’t sure. 



 

 

122 

 ‘As long as Creep doesn’t hear you two.’ Chelsea 
pointed up, where an old man with a golden fedora 
peered out of the window above my apartment. 
 ‘He’s probably waiting for the mailman.’ I picked a 
leaf from her hair, looked up to the window. ‘See. He’s 
gone now.’ 
 ‘Still weird.’ 
 ‘You close tomorrow?’ 
 ‘Yeah. I’ll call Mary and we can meet them after we 
get off.’ Chelsea glanced up behind me. 
 ‘I’ll see you tomorrow then.’ I gave her a peck on 
the cheek. ‘Thanks for walking home with me,’ and 
waited for the light to change before crossing the 
street. 
 Walking up the front stairs, I glanced over my 
shoulder. Chelsea stared at the building, hand shielding 
her eyes even though the sun had set. I held the door 
open for the mailman, waved to Chelsea, and when it 
wasn’t returned, stepped into the lobby. 
 Utility bill, phone bill, Have you seen me?and donate 
to the Baltimore Rejuvenation Committee. No new 
letter from Connor. I left the junk mail on top of the 
building’s mailboxes and took out the postcard he’d 
sent last week. A cough echoed through the tile 
stairwell. I tilted the card, tried to guess what the word 
was that he scratched out, what he was drinking that 
dripped onto the corner of the postcard, tried to 
pretend I was in the diner booth next to him watching 
him write. A cloud of tobacco smoke and something 
acrid, like photo developer, snuck up on me like a 
summer thunderstorm. I startled, looked up from 
Connor’s scribbling. A wrinkled man with a golden 
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fedora slid his mail key into the lock. His hat looked 
like a mangled halo. 
 ‘Sorry to give you a fright.’ He smiled, cocking his 
head. He had prospector eyes, like something out of a 
Wild West book. They were the same color as his 
fedora. ‘You’re new here, ain’t you? I know every face 
in this building. Lived here twenty-seven years, know 
every pipe, outlet and face.’ 
 ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Just moved from Austin.’ 
 ‘Ah, Boston. Lovely city. Took the wife—God 
Bless—up there many moons ago. She wanted to see 
Faneuil Hall, I wanted to see Ol’ Brooksie and the Os 
beat the Sox.’ He leaned in, conspiratorially. ‘They were 
still cursed back then, see. The Bambino was haunting 
Fenway Park. Yeah, they were days.’ 
 I bit my lip to hide a smile, slid Conner’s postcard 
back into the mailbox. 
 ‘I’m sorry, my manners slip me sometimes. I’m 
Herschel, the maintenance man.’  
 ‘Raquel,’ I said. ‘Pleased to meet you.’  

‘Ah, Raquel. Fancy name.’ He did a slight bow, 
took my hand and kissed my knuckles. His hands felt 
like sharkskin. ‘Don’t mean to bore you. Without the 
wife—God Bless—a crazy old man like myself don’t 
get much chance for conversation. Just ‘Fix this, fix 
that, my sink don’t work ‘cause I shoved too much 
crap down it,’ pardon the language, Miss Raquel.’ 

‘It’s okay, Mr. Herschel.’ 
‘Please,’ he said. ‘Just Herschel. Mister Herschel is 

my father.’ He gave a soft nudge and winked. ‘I hate to 
pry, but your eyes look red. Why a beautiful young lady 
like yourself crying? You miss your man, don’t you?’ 
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I stepped back, planted my fist on my hip. ‘How 
do you know if I have a boyfriend?’ 

He just smiled. ‘Man have to be plenty crazy not to 
try and suit you. Even crazier to leave you alone.’ 

I inhaled, exhaled. 
‘And I saw you two carrying in a couch few 

months back.’ He laughed. 
‘Oh,’ and blood rushed to my cheeks. The front 

door opened and a guy who lived on second floor 
came in. He smiled at us and unbuttoned his corduroy 
jacket, a turquoise ring flashing in the light. ‘My 
boyfriend works in movies, so he’s gone a lot.’ 

‘Don’t say. An actor’s lady.’ 
‘He’s a stunt double, actually. Falls of roofs, flips 

cars, gets thrown around a lot. He’s really good at it.’ 
‘Mmm,’ Herschel said. ‘Must be hard on your 

nerves, though.’ Corduroy closed his mailbox and his 
cowboy boots clicked up the stairs.  

‘He landed a spot on the Assassin’s Bride sequel. 
That’s where he is now.’ I waited until the closing door 
echoed, then lowered my voice. ‘The weirdest part—
except for the mole over his lip, that guy who just 
walked by could be Connor’s twin. It’s so odd.’ 

‘Kinda like seeing him everyday, you think about it 
the right way.’ 

‘Makes me miss him more, sometimes,’ I said. 
‘Though he’d never wear a gaudy ring like that.’ 

Herschel laughed, coughed. ‘Well, Miss Rachel, all 
kinds of people got all kinds of different ideas about 
what’s nice.’ 
 

*** 
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‘Hi, Burt,’ I said. Burt meowed, rubbed his back against 
my leg. Connor named him after Burt Reynolds, 
because Cannonball Run made him want to be a 
stuntman.  I dropped my purse on the kitchen table, 
walked down the hall to the bedroom and changed into 
Conner’s favorite Stunt Guys shirt—the one he got 
while working on Stay God, his first job—then flopped 
on the bed. Something cold and wet hit my cheek. 
 ‘Dammit Burt,’ I yelled down the hall. Pulling the 
blanket up, I held out my arms. The wet spot spread 
past my arms. A pungent smell, but not cat piss. 
Something dripped on my arm. A dark circle hung to 
the ceiling like a lunar eclipse. I dialed the rental office, 
but the digital voice told me they were closed for the 
weekend, so I grabbed a sheet and sleeping bag from 
the closet and fell onto the couch like I’d been shot.  

My mouth tasted like the bottom of a shoe. In the 
kitchen, I found a treat for Burt and a beer for me. I 
popped Assassin’s Bride into the VCR and plopped on 
the couch again, spilling half my beer over Conner’s 
shirt in the process. After I washed it in the sink, I 
hung it on the clothesline strung across the fire escape 
then carefully lowered myself to couch because I was 
tired of getting up and down and hit play on the 
remote.  

Twenty minutes into the movie, Burt hopped up 
next to my leg. The guy who dies at the end chased his 
soon-to-be-dead wife through side streets and 
alleyways, scraps of sports car flying when they hit the 
wall. This was Conner’s favorite part. Growing up, his 
dad had a Corvette but would never let Conner polish 
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it, much less drive it. I could feel his vindictive smile as 
he slammed the car into the brick wall. Burt’s paws 
kneaded my thigh, as if he was making bread. I 
adjusted my bra strap, laid my hand over his back and 
scratched his belly. His paws kneaded. 

‘What do you want?’ I looked down and he was 
nudging a gift towards me, a bone. ‘When did you start 
eating chicken,’ picking it up with a tissue, ‘or whatever 
it is you’re eating?’ I tossed the bone in the trashcan, 
looked at Burt. ‘Didn’t I tell you pigeons have all kinds 
of germs?’ He meowed. 

A knock at the door. 
‘Is it for you?’ I said to Burt. I pulled on another 

shirt, peeked through eyehole. Herschel stood in the 
hallway, distorted through the fisheye glass. Something 
small in his hand. I latched the chain, cracked the door 
open eye-width, front foot wedged against the bottom. 

Herschel beamed a broad smile. ‘Sorry to bother 
you so late, Miss Raquel, but I thought I’d bring you 
something.’ He held out his hand, a small velvet box 
cupped in his palm like a newly laid egg. 

‘Thank you, Herschel.’ I opened the door an inch 
farther. ‘That’s… very nice of you.’ Snaking one hand 
out, I readjusted my grip on the handle with the other, 
leaned more weight onto my front foot. I reached for 
the box like it was a dormant snake. 

He frowned. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Raquel. I didn’t mean 
to frighten you.’ He lifted the lid. A brushed silver 
brooch sat on tissue paper, twisted into a Nouveau curl 
with dried flower petals underneath amber resin. ‘You 
seemed upset earlier and I thought I might could cheer 
you up. Can’t stand to see a lovely lady cry.’ 
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‘It’s beautiful. So… classic,’ I breathed. The amber 
shimmered under the hallway lights as I turned it in my 
fingers. Burt hissed behind me and I swatted at him 
with my foot. I set it on the tissue paper, looked up to 
Herschel. ‘You made this for me?’ 

‘It’s a hobby I picked up when I was stationed in 
Austria during the War. The children loved them.’ His 
frown lifted to a bashful smile. ‘I thought you’d like it, 
your man being away and all.’ 

‘Thank you, Herschel. Really. ’ The chain caught 
when I opened the door. Heat spread across my face. 
With a meek smile, I said, ‘Can’t be too careful, I 
guess.’ 

‘No you can’t, Miss Raquel. No you can’t.’ He 
doffed his fedora, said, ‘Well, I’ll bid you a good 
evening then.’ He climbed the steps, whistling a Sinatra 
song. I’ve got you under my skin. 

The door whispered closed. Thin lines cut through 
the ochre petals, sliding under bubbles and granules in 
the amber. Like looking into a gypsy’s ball, the amber 
was depthless. I meandered to the couch, lost beneath 
granules and swirls. I propped the box on the table, 
dimmed the light and grabbed my camera. Emerald 
beer bottle, chipped white coffee cup. A mismatched 
bowl with a spoon sticking out. 

A roll of film later, after luring Burt into two shots 
with a well-placed bag of treats, I put down my camera 
and rewound Assassin’s Bride, laid my head down to 
sleep. 
 

*** 
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‘Why are you still wearing that creepy ass thing?’ 
Chelsea made a face like she’d ordered foie gras, 
thinking it was a type of fancy salad. 
 ‘He started making them for little Austrian kids 
who’d had their houses bombed so they’d have 
something pretty to wear.’ I unpinned the brooch and 
tried to lay it on her serving tray. ‘And anyway, I like 
them. They’re unique.’ 

Silverware rattled against porcelain dishes as she 
dropped her tray. She extended one finger when a 
customer came to the counter. ‘Them?’ Her eyebrow 
rose, told me I was crazy. 

I emptied the espresso machine, said into my 
shoulder, ‘He left another one in my doorway when we 
were out with Mary.’ 

‘It’s not right, Raquel. Something ain’t right about 
him.’ Then she turned to the customer, said, ‘Christian, 
if you ever want to drink coffee in this city again, you 
will stand there quietly until I’m done asking my crazy-
ass friend why she’s taking weird-ass jewelry from a 
creepy-ass old man.’ 

‘He’s not creepy, he’s lonely. We can relate. And 
you say ass too much.’ To change the subject, I said, 
‘Mary’s really nice, by the way. Her boyfriend is kind of 
cute, in a nerdy way.’ 

Chelsea breathed a laugh. ‘Don’t change the 
subject.’ 

‘Can you make her cappuccino?’ I nodded at the 
woman sitting alone at a table, handed a cup to 
Chelsea. ‘I have to call my landlord.’  

I dialed the number, heard Christian ask if I had a 
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boyfriend in between dial tones. She dropped a bagel 
into the toaster for him. 

‘Yeah,’ said a voice that could de-scale fish. ‘What 
is it?’ 

‘Uh, hi. I live in the building on St. Paul and—’ 
‘Name.’ 
‘Oh. Raquel. My ceiling—’ 
‘Number.’ 
‘410—’ 
‘Apartment number, lady.’ Chelsea looked over her 

shoulder at me and snickered, smacked Christian’s 
shoulder. She blushed, cheeks turning a deeper brown. 

‘200,’ I said. ‘My ceiling is leaking. It ruined my 
mattress.’ 

‘Be out in two days.’  
I spoke before the voice could hang up. ‘Can’t you 

call the maintenance man to do it?’ 
‘Ain’t got no mainence man. Fired ‘im.’ 
‘Oh,’ I said. Chelsea leaned in towards Christian, 

telling him my lonely neighbor was a serial killer or the 
Anti-Christ or a Jehovah’s Witness, with such 
exaggerated whispers and hand gestures that she didn’t 
notice the twists of smoke creeping from the toaster. 
‘But what about—’ 

‘Put up a tent an’ pretend yr campin’. Be out in two 
days.’ 

The dial tone buzzed in my ear like a hornet. 
 

*** 
 

I’d re-read Conner’s postcard three times by the time I 
smelled developer, or resin. Acetone, maybe. He was in 
the window as I walked up the sidewalk, and I thought 
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he would’ve been down quicker. 
 ‘That’s a mighty nice piece of jewelry you’ve got 
there, Miss Raquel,’ he said. ‘Talented hand made that.’ 
 ‘I wear it everyday. A lot of people comment on it.’ 
I slid Conner’s postcard into my left breast pocket like 
a prayer book. 
 ‘That’s nice of them. I don’t do it for accolades, 
though. Just seeing a smile is payment enough.’ He 
smiled, adjusted his fedora. In the corner of his 
starched collar, an eraser-sized dot. ‘Miss Raquel, I’m 
headed out to get some coddies. Care to join me?’ 

‘I ate at work.’ 
‘Can’t come to Baltimore without having coddies.’ 

His golden eyes twinkled, hand extended as if he was 
going to help me over a ravine. ‘My treat.’ 

‘Thank you, Herschel, but I’ll have to pass.’ 
Pressure in my hands, and I looked down, saw my 
fingers twisting my purse strap. ‘There’s a leak in my 
ceiling and I need to make sure it hasn’t cracked.’ 

‘Really,’ cocking his head, his eyes inquisitive. 
‘Would you like me to have a look?’ 

I paused as if I was considering, then shook my 
head. My heart beat against Conner’s signature. 

‘Well,’ he said. ‘I’m working on something I think 
you’ll really like. I can look at your ceiling when I bring 
it down to you, if you want.’ 

‘Just knock loud,’ I said, trying to keep my voice 
from wavering like a warped record. ‘I might take a 
nap.’ 

‘Okay, Miss Raquel.’ He tipped his fedora to me, 
gave a slight bow. ‘Sweet dreams ‘til the sun beams find 
you,’ and he passed through the door like a breath. 
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*** 

 
Another bone on the couch.  
 ‘Goddammit Burt,’ I groaned. I locked the 
deadbolt and chain, then dropped my purse on the 
floor. The ceiling in the bedroom hung swollen like an 
infected sore, spiderweb cracks with a vein of water 
clinging to them. All the apartments in the building had 
the same floorplan, and the thought both frightened 
and disgusted me. My uniform landed on the floor, and 
I realized I’d left Conner’s shirt on the fire escape.  

‘Burt,’ I called. ‘Can you bring me Daddy’s shirt 
from outside?’ Sliding into a pair of jeans, I padded to 
the fire escape, dirt and crumbs sticking to the bottom 
of my feet. Burt batted something along the grate, and 
nothing hung on the line. ‘Shit,’ I muttered. ‘Burt, why 
didn’t you remind me to pin it?’ 

As I turned back inside, his paw hit my foot. ‘Hold 
on cat, I need a shirt.’ His paw hit my foot again, a 
starburst of sharp pricks as his claws pierced my skin. 
‘Stop it, you little bastard.’ He scurried away, up the fire 
escape. ‘Burt! I’m sorry.’ I looked down, at his present. 

A bone. 
Flesh around the tip. The fingertip, with no 

fingernail.  
Chewed skin at the edge. 
A gaudy turquoise ring at the knuckle. 
‘Jesus fuck,’ I breathed. Looked up, through the 

grate. Burt’s silhouette above me. This was wrong, it 
wasn’t what it seemed. Things like this didn’t happen in 
real life. I’d watched too many movies with Conner. He 
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called it research, scouting, and it’d rewired my brain, 
crossed connections.  

‘Pssst. Pssst, Burt, come here.’ I clucked my tongue, 
wiped my cheeks dry and crept up the fire escape, 
lightly snapping my fingers to get his attention. Cold 
metal beneath my feet. 

At the top of the escape, Burt turned his head to 
me. I could’ve sworn he smirked before jumping 
through the window. Shaking hands, I cracked open 
the window farther. A peek around both sides, listening 
to the apartment. Dead silent but for the thumping of 
heartbeat in my ears. A thousand invisible needles 
probed my temples. I swallowed and crawled through. 

Pots with half-cocked lids sat on the stove, the 
smell of stale food so thick I could taste it. A poster 
with Memorial Stadium and a cartoon Oriole hung on 
the wall. Bookshelves, lamps and frames.  

‘Burt.’ My voice cracked as I whispered. ‘Burt, 
come here.’ His meow, down the hall. Towards the 
bedroom. Stupid stupid stupid. Bad idea. A thousand 
horror movies started like this. Ended like this. ‘Burt,’ I 
whimpered, creeping across the carpet towards the 
meowing.  
 The bedroom door at the end of the hall, closed, 
light flickering underneath. A soft lapping noise, like a 
sheet in the breeze, the only sound. I picked up a 
grilling fork from the carpet. Stale cigar smoke and 
something acrid—something chemical—enveloped me, 
pressed against my skin. Burt, I mouthed, no sound 
passing my lips. I rubbed my cheek against my bare 
shoulder. 

Stupid stupid stupid stupid. So fucking stupid. 
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Fork clenched in my right hand, I laid my left on 
the doorknob. I bit my bottom lip, squeezed the fork 
handle and twisted the doorknob. Something clattered 
inside the office. A meow. 

‘Jesus Christ, cat.’ I pushed open the door and 
stepped into the office.  

Burt sat on a drafting table dotted with amber 
globs and silver ribbons. A soldering gun rested in the 
pencil holder next to a rusted coffee can. Pinned to the 
wall were Nouveau sketches, curls and twists and color 
swatches. By my hand, a half-finished brooch with 
three petals set in resin. I set the grilling fork down and 
ground my palms on my eyes. Don’t cry, Raquel. Don’t 
cry. 

I started to cry. Burt rubbed against my side, his 
fur silk against my skin. Patches of bare floor scratched 
against the bottom of my feet, probably where a ball of 
metal had burned through the carpet. I stretched my 
hands over my head, breathed deep to collect myself 
and opened my eyes towards the ceiling. White, just 
like my ceiling, before the drip. The drip, in the next 
room. I picked up the fork, and as I turned, a flash 
caught my eye. Light, in a mirror. And in the mirror’s 
reflection, me. Drawings of me. 

Waiting for the bus. 
Reading on a park bench. 
Taking pictures of a fire hydrant. 
Sitting on the couch, in my bra, Burt at my side. 
I spun around, pushed Burt away and he knocked 

into the coffee can, spilling petals over the floor. 
Sketches of me lined the wall. Charcoal, pen, pencil, 
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something darker but not India Ink. Fingerprint 
smudges muddied the edges, but delicate strokes 
shaped my face. Steady, compassionate lines. I faltered 
back a step, breathing heavy through my nose while 
biting my lip to not scream or cry, and felt a crunch. I 
pinched one of the petals between my fingernails and 
pulled it from my sole, held it to the light and saw a 
fingernail, pinched between my fingernails.  

A sheet flapping in the bedroom. A coffee can full 
of fingernails. Burt’s presents and turquoise rings. The 
drip in my ceiling. 

Hand on the doorknob, the other wrapped around 
the grilling fork, I shooed Burt away with my foot and 
opened the bedroom door. Chemicals kicked me in the 
face with shit-encrusted steel-toed boots. Shoved into 
the nearest corner was a mattress, floral sheets draped 
over the pillows and a fluffy duvet tucked under the 
edges. A small dresser with antique oval picture 
frames—Herschel and his wife in black-and-white—
and a painter’s mask. An umber stain edged from 
beneath a lawn tarp, discolored rags sitting in pools of 
jaundiced liquid. A laundry drying rack placed in front 
of a fan, a piece of cloth flitting in the breeze. And in 
front of some pictures thumbtacked to the wall was a 
sheet, draped over something statuesque propped up in 
the corner. 

Goosebumps like metal pellets under my skin. I 
crept forward. Each fiber of carpet tickled my foot and 
the fan was an arctic blast on my bare skin. I covered 
my nose with the crook of my elbow. Somewhere 
down the hall, Burt hissed. The liquid rippled in 
languid circles as I nudged aside the drying rack, the 
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cloth brushing my side. My breath coursed hard against 
my arm.  

I bit my lips until I tasted metallic blood, then 
poked the sheet with the fork. It hung motionless. 
Trembling hands wiped my cheeks dry and then in a 
motion like if I did it fast enough, I would startle away 
whatever demon might overtake me and be safe, I 
ripped away the sheet. 

A mannequin slumped in the corner, its head just 
an ovular lump with hooks behind where its ears 
should be. The smell of plastic. A faceless mannequin, 
wearing Conner’s Stay God shirt. The shirt gone missing 
from my fire escape. Over my feet, the sheet laid cold 
and lifeless as a burial shroud. Close to the wall now, I 
could see the pictures. Burt was still hissing. I squinted, 
focused, concentrated to determine if I was having 
double vision or if they were really pictures of famous 
couples with mine and Conner’s faces pasted over 
them. Crop marks and scribbled notes along the edges. 

I gasped, cried out despite myself. The cloth 
touched my ribs again and I tried to smack it away, but 
my finger was stuck. The fan breathed cold, so cold on 
me that the pellets were going to breach my skin and 
leave me a bloody mess and my finger was stuck in the 
cloth, the carpet tickled my feet and that smell brought 
a pocket of bile to the top of my throat and I didn’t 
want to breath because I could taste the smell, and I 
tried to tear away the cloth and when I looked down I 
could see, realize, that my finger was stuck in 
someone’s mouth. The cloth. A mouth. My scream was 
like something underwater through the bile in my 
throat and when I opened my hand, the cloth drifted to 
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the ground, one eyehole thinner than the other, as if it 
was winking at me. As if he was winking at me. He, 
Corduroy. Corduroy’s face, on the floor, at my feet. 

‘Miss Raquel.’ 
My throat shredded when I screamed, wielding the 

fork in front of me. 
‘Miss Raquel! Please don’t scream.’ Herschel held 

his hands out to show he was unarmed. ‘Don’t be 
afraid.’ 

I could only scream, fall to the floor with the fork 
in front of me, scramble back against the wall and 
scream. Damp carpet seeping through my jeans. 

‘Please, Miss Raquel. I won’t hurt you.’ Tears like 
melted gold fell from his prospector eyes. His hands 
shook as he held them out, as if trying to hold my hand 
from across the room and stroke it to calm me. ‘I’m 
sorry.’ 

His fedora slid off his head and rolled along the 
carpet towards me. I stabbed the fork through the 
center of it, stabbed it, stabbed it until it looked mesh. 
He dried his cheeks with sharkskin hands. 

‘You said he looked like your man and I just,’ he 
said in sobs, trying to catch his breath like it was a 
frightened rabbit. ‘Miss Raquel, I just didn’t want you 
to be lonely no more.’ 
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David S. Grant 
Introduces 
Chris Deal 

 
 
Part of truly living in the moment is having a sense of 
retribution or revenge or vengeance, it’s really your 
preference, your choice.  Revenge can be served a 
number of ways; however, all forms fall under the two 
revenge umbrellas of passive vs. aggressive.  Passive 
revenge is often referred to as ‘taking the high road’, 
allowing karma to do its work over time.  This form of 
revenge is often more emotional than physical, lasting 
several years or until death.   Make no mistake: 
Revenge is not forgiveness; these two should not be 
confused (even when discussing passive revenge).  
Aggressive revenge is much more direct, more ‘eye for 
an eye’ approach, typically more immediate, more 
physically painful. 

Since life has been documented, so has revenge.  
Historical books, war, as well as fiction classics such as 
The Scarlet Letter (Nathaniel Hawthorne), Moby Dick 
(Herman Melville), and The Godfather (Mario Puzo) 
have captured the revenge instinct.  In The Scarlet 
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Letter we find a passive (yet physical at times) revenge 
in the form of torture that lasts many years, until death.  
Moby Dick addresses several areas of revenge, 
analyzing the relationships between man vs. whale, 
whale vs. man, and man vs. world.  The Godfather is a 
more (as I see it) modern day tale of revenge: Come 
after my family, I am coming after yours. 

These books formed the foundation for our 
portrayal of revenge in pop culture today.  In the end 
of Clint Eastwood’s movie, The Unforgiven, he 
decides the only way to make things right is to kill 
everyone.  This is often a theme in Eastwood type 
movies, as well as Sylvester Stallone and Bruce Willis 
when they aren’t making ‘buddy cop’ movies.  Big 
screen pictures set in Tokyo often display revenge 
extending to not only the person that crossed you, but 
their family as well.  Several movies set in Detroit 
depict revenge as kidnapping, tying a person to a chair, 
dousing the person with gasoline, and then lighting 
them on fire.  The most aggressive form of revenge in 
modern day movies has to be Quentin Tarantino’s Kill 
Bill.  She had a list.  There is something about a to-do 
list and a Sharpie marker that makes it more violent 
than Rambo, or even Detroit. 

A Murder Ballad tells the story of two types of 
revenge.  First we have Inez, who is unhappy with her 
life, arranged marriage, and how men treat women in 
her small town.  When she finds Rafael cheating on her 
she decides to leave, apparently without letting anyone 
know, including her father, leaving behind questions, a 
life she didn’t want, and a town that she despised.  A 
more passive approach that over time will affect 
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emotionally those she was close to, and physically the 
one who cheated on her. 

The flip side is Raul.  In a calculating manner, Raul 
sends his men out to find Rafael so he can murder him 
as pay back for his missing daughter (that he may 
presume also murdered).  A straight forward, Michael 
Corleone type solution that breaths violence and a 
theme of ‘getting even’.  Jorge, Rafael’s father, should 
take a deep breath and be thankful this story was not 
set in Japan, or even Detroit. 
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A Murder Ballad 
 

Chris Deal 
 
 
The body had been lying on the riverbed for only a day 
when the shepherd found it. He stood above the 
corpse and spat into the river. He said a prayer and 
took the goats back to their keep. As he walked to the 
police station the shepherd ran into the butcher, the 
only man in the village that he knew by name. The 
shepherd told the butcher what he had found, about 
the girl, and the butcher agreed it was best that he tell 
the police. The shepherd thanked him for his advice 
and as he entered the police station an old woman with 
a face coated in dust who overheard the conversation 
began her job of spreading the news around. Her first 
stop was the other old women that spent the morning 
under the shade in front of the church, then to those at 
the shops. By the time the shepherd lead the police to 
the body, Ignacio had heard the gossip and was on his 
way back to the hacienda, his eyes searching the dirt for 
the words needed. 

Ignacio approached Raul as the man sipped his 
morning coffee. The old mestizo could feel the words 
hanging unsaid in the vaquero's throat. Raul held the 
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cup to his lips and as he watched Ignacio's mouth 
tremble with the imitation of words, he was numb to 
how hot the drink was on his own lips. They found a 
body, Ignacio said. 

Raul asked, Is it her? 
That's what they think. Mestizo girl.  Long hair. 

They found her by the river. 
Rafael? 
No one in the village has seen him for days. 
Find him. 
Ignacio nodded and swallowed the goose egg that 

had formed in his throat, wiping his dusty eyes with the 
back of his hand. He turned and went to the rest of the 
hands out in the field. Work was called off for the day. 
Raul sat on the veranda with his coffee and a cigarillo. 
Whenever his eyes looked to his daughter, they were of 
velvet, but today they had turned to stone. 
 

*** 
 
When Inez was a girl her father pulled her up onto his 
horse with him and carried her out to the field where 
his cattle stood dumb and mute. With one hand he put 
her on the ground and she walked among the livestock. 
Her father guided her to a cow and pointed to the 
beast's flank, to the design burned into the skin and 
muscle by her father's workers. She ran her fingers 
over the raised burn like she could find its meaning 
through touch. That night she dreamed Ignacio and 
Hector hold her down on the dirty ground of the barn 
as her father pressed a glowing hot iron to the skin of 
her lower back. Her Inez's dream father said that she 
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was no better than the cattle we butcher. Her sheets 
were soaked when she awoke, running to the bathroom 
to retch and run her cold fingers over the skin. Inez did 
not speak to her real father for a week. 

Inez was a child of the dirt, spending her time in a 
concentrated effort to ruin the white dresses Raul, her 
father, constantly bought in the village for his grief, 
leaving the dresses soiled and in tatters from playing in 
the river and the fields or exploring the small stretch of 
forest to the west of her father's hacienda. Her 
stepmother, Myra, tried to keep the girl clean but there 
was nothing the woman could do, no words could 
tame the girl, nor could Raul's hand stop her games. 
When Inez's mother died, the girl was young and 
resisted when Raul moved his mistress into his dead 
wife's bed, struggled when Myra was made his wife. 
Inez was always polite to the face but when the back 
was turned, she would take to undermining the will, 
anything to prove that Myra was less of the woman her 
mother was, that no man should do what her father 
did. The men of my village are all the same, she 
thought. The sanctity of marriage is nothing to any of 
them. 

When her father brought home from the village 
the dress Inez would wear for her Quinceañera, the 
stepmother demanded the girl put it on so it could be 
fitted. Inez complied and allowed the woman to make 
sure it was perfect. The stepmother turned her back for 
a moment and told Inez to take off the dress, but when 
she turned back around the girl was gone, having 
decided to feed the goats. Her favorite, Oro, a beast 
the color of the tequila her father drank on cool 
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evenings, jumped up and left two hoof prints of mud 
on the breast of the peach dress. Myra was furious and 
threatened murder and bloodshed and all Inez did was 
laugh. When Raul got home Myra went straight to him 
and talked about the dress that was now ruined, the 
smile that Inez bore when she showed her stepmother 
the animal's mark. Raul found Inez playing with Oro 
like it was a dog and thought of calling over Hector to 
put the animal down and prepare it as a stew, but when 
Inez bouncing eyes caught his, he could but smile. He 
gave the girl enough love for two daughters. That night 
he went to the village and bought a new dress for his 
daughter. Two days later as she prepared for her 
Quinceañera the breeze carried the scent of rain 
through the window as she put on her new dress. Raul 
came to his daughter and told her it was time to 
become a wife. Inez told her father that she did not 
want to belong to any man. It doesn’t work like that, he 
said. 
 

*** 
 
In his mind, Rafael laid claim to Inez one Sunday in the 
year before Inez’s Quinceañera. He sat on the pew 
behind the girl, her father and stepmother. Rafael spent 
the entire sermon watching her shifting her body on 
the hard wood seat, brushing her long black hair 
behind her perfectly-shaped ears. At that age, Rafael 
only had experience with the poor daughters of the 
men his own father employed, awkward movements 
behind their barn late at night, his hands rough on 
delicate skin, the girls doing anything to make him 
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happy and insure themselves a better life. The things he 
did with those girls he would never be able to do to 
Inez. Rafael’s father was a man of money and pure 
blood, while Inez’s father was more Indio than 
Spanish. At such his young age, Rafael knew he would 
have Inez for his own. 

That night he told his father that he was in love 
and the old man, Jorge, laughed, patted the boy on his 
back and said, One day, my son, you should have her. 
And Rafael believed him. He had known Inez since 
they were small, and every chance he got to look upon 
her, he felt his lust growing and his need to have her. 
The boy’s mother said nothing. Whenever he saw the 
girl, Rafael would stand close to her, taking in the 
nearness, enjoying every moment. He would tease the 
indio children to get her attention without thought that 
she herself was mestizo. One day Rafael focused his 
attention on a little boy named Jacinto. Rafael hit the 
boy and made fun of how dark his skin was. When 
Inez heard the words that Rafael said, she walked up to 
him and, even though he was larger than her, bloodied 
his nose. Rafael ran home with a smile on his face. 

Inez crept into Rafael’s dreams but the girl there 
was not the same one in the waking world. This one 
was kind and quiet and when he wanted a meal, she 
would make one and when he wanted to have her she 
was willing. His was her will, but even though Inez was 
promised to him, she cared not about bending to his 
desires. 
 

*** 
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Two years after her Quinceañera, Inez was engaged. 
The marriage was not decided by Inez and Rafael, 

but by their fathers. Jorge came to Raul’s hacienda 
when the girl was seventeen and Jorge had the offer to 
combine their families, their businesses into one. 
Together, they would be better off than separately, and 
their lines would continue onward. For a moment the 
thought came to Raul that if Inez had been born a boy, 
it would be both his name and his line that would 
continue. He wanted Inez to be taken care of, and a 
man of Rafael’s station would provide. When Raul 
agreed that the marriage would take place, that their 
families would come together, he did not consult with 
Inez.   

They are a family of wealth, Raul said. 
So are we. 
But not like them, Raul said.  Jorge was the first 

man of our village to buy an automobile. 
I prefer the horses. 
Rafael will take care of you. 
Is this your will? 
It is. 
The two families came together in celebration of 

the wedding.  Jorge’s table was laden with drink and 
food and all were gone within hours.  When her father 
and stepfather were busy talking with Rafael’s parents, 
Inez pulled her future husband away into a room that 
she didn’t realize was his bedroom.  He smiled like a 
drunk coyote and pulled her close enough for her to 
feel his excitement pressed to her, smashing his lips 
against hers, his hands fumbling like a child over her 
body.  She pushed him back and he fell onto his bed.  
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He smiled dumbly until she held up a finger like a 
blade.  He grew still.  I am to be your wife, she said, 
but that was not my decision.  I will fulfill the 
expectations our parents have of me, but I have 
expectations of you. 

Of course, he said, standing from the bed and 
stepping close to her until she stopped him with a 
finger over his heart. 

If I am to be yours, then you will be mine.  Only 
mine.  If you are to share me with no man, than I will 
share you with no woman. 

Of course, my love. 
Good. 
She left him there with his excitement. 
 On the night before her wedding, she dreamed 

that she stood at the base of a great mountain that 
scraped at the bellies of clouds. She saw the ocean and 
the desert and cities where people came together in 
crowds that stretched from one horizon to the other. 
She heard songs of foreign lands she could only 
imagine. She met men completely different than those 
of her village and she met one who was kind like her 
father but who lived only for her. When she woke she 
smiled until she remembered that later that day she 
would become Rafael’s wife. 
 

*** 
 
Leticia was a girl without a father. She would talk to 
her dolls of the man she imagined had laid down with 
her mother and how he was rich and handsome and 
the nicest man in the village but when she tried to ask 



 

 

147 

her mother questions of this mythical man they fell 
from her mother's ears and lay dying on the dusty floor 
of their small home. Her mother sold tortillas in the 
village square while Leticia went to school. They never 
wanted for food or clothes. Some nights her mother 
would give Leticia a small amount of money and tell 
her to go to the cinema or to the church and not to 
return for several hours. When Leticia would return 
home her mother would be flushed and still in bed, her 
skin like coffee and exposed to the breeze and when 
Leticia would ask why she had been sent out, her 
mother said that she needed time alone with the girl’s 
father. 

On the evening before the marriage of Inez and 
Rafael, he went with his friends to the village’s bar and 
they ordered three bottles of tequila and several beers 
and it was Leticia who brought them their drinks, who 
caught Rafael’s eye.  The girl knew nothing of the 
following day’s ceremony and when Rafael smiled at 
her she felt herself grow warm.  He was handsome and 
she knew he came from the best off family in the 
village.  When he took her hand and led her to the alley 
behind the bar she didn’t fight him.  When he kissed 
her neck and her breasts she smiled.  When he was 
inside her, she felt like a woman, like her mother 
during those hidden nights with the man who was 
Leticia’s father.  The next time they met, Rafael was 
married but he did not tell Leticia that, he waited for 
several months, until the girl was in love and she 
couldn’t refuse him anything. 

Inez and Leticia, they could have been sisters.  
Their skin was the same brown like coffee and their 
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hair had the same curls.  When she stood in the 
doorway to the room she shared with her husband, 
watching Rafael curled on the bed with the other 
woman, Inez could have been watching herself with 
him.  She did not make her presence known.  She left 
the house, then the village.  No one there would see 
her again. 

When he was finished, Leticia pressed her face to 
his bare chest and inhaled.  This was the first time they 
were together in his house.  She envied the wife whose 
bed she lay in.  We could be husband and wife, she 
said.  I could be yours. 

You are mine, he said. 
But you are not mine.  
No. 
If you leave her, we could be together.  We could 

be real. 
I will not leave her. 
I could tell her.  I see her around the village, 

shopping or visiting with her father. 
Aren’t you happy? 
You only want me to fuck me.  I will tell Inez and 

we can be together then. 
Rafael sat up in the bed and brought his fist against 

her face.  When she started to cry, he told her to shut 
up.  When she refused, he shook her.  When his hand 
went around her throat, she stopped crying.  She was 
still. 

 
 

*** 
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When Raul walked down into the cool basement of the 
police station he held a handkerchief to his nose. The 
doctor guided him to the clean white linen and pulled it 
back, exposing the face of the body, the girl with skin 
darker than most, with curly hair and thick brows. The 
doctor asked if this was Inez and Raul said no, it was 
not. 

That is good, the doctor said. 
I have lost a daughter. 

 
*** 

 
In their bed, Myra pretended to sleep beside Raul, who 
did not bother with the pretense.  His boots were still 
on his feet and his hat rest like a cat on his chest.  With 
every passing moment, something he had never before 
felt grew in his heart.  A hand knocked on the door 
and he rose.  It was Ignacio.  We found him, the 
vaquero said.  Raul turned to Myra, who still held the 
illusion in her place on the bed.  Raul left with his old 
friend and Myra kept quiet, turning to face the window, 
her face moist. 
 Ignacio led Raul to the front of the hacienda where 
two horses were waiting.  They mounted and rode 
swiftly through the field of sleeping cattle.  A wolf and 
cub stood at the crest of a hill and watched them, then 
continued on their way to the river. 
 The two men rode to the end of Raul’s property, 
where the rest of his workers were gathered around a 
small fire and a figure prone and bloody on the ground.  
Rafael was face down in the dirt, his breathing shallow.   
Ignacio had broken something in his chest and each 
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inhalation was a blade slicing through his core.  He 
looked up when he heard the horses’ approach.  Raul 
dismounted and stood above the man his daughter had 
married.   
 I didn’t do it, Rafael said, his voice halting, soft.  I 
promise you, I did not. 
 Raul said nothing.  His eyes were glistening 
obsidian.  He started to turn away, instead sent a boot 
deep into Rafael’s stomach, causing the prostrate body. 
Rafael heaved, curled up like a fetus for protection and 
vomited blood.  Raul did not smile.  Ignacio took a 
pistol from his belt and handed it to his employer, his 
friend.  In Raul’s hand, the weapon was something 
holy.  He held it to his lips and whispered a prayer to 
the Christ, the Saints, and his daughter.  With his boot 
he pushed Rafael onto his back.  Rafael’s lips trembled 
with a thousand apologies and Raul pulled the trigger, 
the explosion echoing into the night and dispersing 
unheard save by those there.  The bullet ripped 
through Rafael’s stomach. 
 It took fifteen minutes for Rafael to die.  The 
ground swallowed his blood and bile and when he was 
still and quiet, Raul helped his men dig a hole in the 
dirt. 
 

*** 
 

Inez watched the waves break on the shore as she 
waited outside the small chapel of Saint Juan de la 
Cruz.  The boat was waiting to take her to a great city, 
a place where the people stretched from one horizon 
to the other.  When she saw all she could see there, she 
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would find a mountain and sit at its foot and breath 
deeply.  She belonged to know one but herself and that 
was all she ever wanted for herself.  

 



 

 

 


