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The Chance of Joy 

By Andrew Gilbert 

"Pull the trigger," sounds the old voice. 
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The aged man looks down, through his black-rimmed bifocals, from his roost atop 

a faded refrigerator carton. Wadded sections of newspaper and remnants of a pale blue 

blanket lie carefully folded in the furthest comer of the box. Traces of urine and body 

odor float through the air. The man's tailor-made suit wrinkles and bunches under his 

frame as he hunches over to look down on his audience. The old man's legs hang free and 

swing back and forth with impatience, thudding into the cardboard, the soft bass thumps 

echoing throughout the brick-lined alley. His bony fingers grasp a golden orb that sits 

atop the cane he uses to balance himself on the domicile. Rile Godfrey speaks again with 

enunciated words. "Pull it." Smiling, he looks onto a homeless man kneeling below him 

with a gun to his head. The dirty middle-aged man takes a labored breath and begins to 

whimper. His hair glows with a stray ray of light that breaks through the clouds. 

"Son, you know the deal." Rile laughs. "Pull it." 

With hands spotted black by last year's winter, the destitute man lowers the 

revolver from his temple and lays it on the ground. The brown leaves littered about the 

alley begin to blow into funnels, swirling out into the street. 

"Well, sir, the theatrics are not needed." The old man laughs again. "We both 

know how this will end." He slithers off the box and, with his cane, begins to shamble 

away from the teary-eyed homeless man. 

The man grips the gun tighter. "Why do you do this?" 

Rile stops. 



"How can you do this?" The man gradually places the gun on the ground. "What 

kind of demented person ... ?" 
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Rile tosses a final utterance over his shoulder, "What would he think of you. Ifhe 

saw you now?" Rile turns, facing the man. "Slide my gun over here then." 

''No, wait," the homeless man whispers. "I ... He'd be nine now. It's okay. I can 

do it." He raises the pistol, again, to his head. Turning to look at Rile he says, "Please 

understand. I'm sorry. Please come back." 

"Continue." Rile stands framed against the light pouring into the alley. A bitter 

wind roars through the lane, causing Rile to scrunch his shoulders toward his ears. The 

flaps of his jacket whip toward the man on his knees. "We'll do anything for our children, 

won't we?" 

The man breathes in the rush of air, letting it soothe his nerves and penetrate to 

the very bottom of his lungs, where years of sickness have built up. He coughs, winces 

and grabs his side. Still on his knees he takes another deep breath and lets out a scream. 

His yell crescendos along with laughter from Rile, but both are quickly capped off with a 

gunshot that repeats its dull tones off nearby buildings. The man falls to the ground, limp. 

"Again!" Rile smiles and turns on his heels, grinding his cane into the dingy 

cement. "Of course." He makes a mark on a craggy piece of paper before returning it to 

his breast pocket. His smile fades and he sighs. "But still, I wonder." 

Lufian J. Parker sits under a red and white awning at a cold wrought-iron table. 

He rolls a coin over his fingers and knuckles, gliding it back and forth. It's a quarter, 

evenly polished on the tail side, but the head side displays a singed discoloration. Lufian 



flips the multi-chromatic coin in the air, watching it spin over and over, blurring the two 

sides into a single-colored bulb. It lands with ease in Lufian's palm as if it had come to 

rest there a million times before. 

The overcast sky throws a steady, shadowless light across this city street. The 

clouds block all sun but for sporadic rays that break through in the distance. Lufian sips 

from his cup of water and in his mind he counts his remaining change. The chill of the 

early fall air has pushed the other patrons inside, leaving Lufian alone at the table, alone 

on the avenue, alone with his coin and the memories of Lindsey. He and Lindsey had 

visited this shop twice before. They drank cider because neither of them could stand 

coffee, and talked about matters he cannot now bring to mind. 
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In fact, he does not recall much about her because it has been two years and four 

months. He committed to memory only certain shades of the picture. It was summer then, 

she was pretty and her hair felt soft and shone a brilliant blonde. She had a mole on the 

back of her neck. She had small breasts. Her eyes crossed a little when she laughed hard. 

She couldn't completely finish a word ending in "ng"; she would leave off the "g." 

Instead of thing she said thin,' song, son,' and sing, sin.' And when he pictures her, when 

he places her in his imagination, she consistently sits across from him at the same table, 

wearing the same light brown jacket, sipping the same cider. But that's all he remembers 

of those moments. He didn't love her. Never had the chance. 

* * * 
The clicks of a tum signal kept time. The windshield started to flicker a dull 

orange. As Lufian squinted through a sudden pain in his head, his eyes focused on the 

web-like glass that changed its opacity from starry night to orange glow. He then saw the 
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flames. Lindsey stirred next to him. Though upside down and dripping, she looked at him 

and asked, "What's wron'?" 

* * * 
The faint echoes of a car backfiring bounce against the cement buildings and 

underneath the red and white awning. Out of the corner ofLufian's eye an old man in a 

fine black suit lumbers out of an alley down the street. He proceeds with his cane 

knocking on the pavement with every other step. 

Lufian flips the coin, a habit that feels most comfortable. Staring at this lone 

figure, he notices the old man wears a smile that, even from this distance, unnerves him. 

The smile holds his concentration for a split second too long, and the coin veers off 

course, missing his open palm, falling to the pavement. Lufian dives from his seat and 

slides his knees across the pavement after the coin. His hand slams down upon it and he 

leaks out a sigh. It is back now, safe in his hand. 

The ringing of the coffee house door announces the exit of two busty, bouncing 

girls followed by the whiffs of brewed coffee and chocolate. Lufian mashes his 

sunglasses onto his face while rising to his seat as one of the girls turns her head to him. 

A terrifying moment Lufian hopes will pass quickly and quietly. 

She returns to her friend without exhibiting a single sign of recognition. 

"Thought you liked those?" A gruff voice sounds from behind him. Lufian twists 

around, making sure his glasses stay in place. The old man in the fine suit stands behind 

him, grinning through his wrinkles. 

"I'm sorry, what?" 



"I could have sworn, son, that you preferred the voluptuous ones, the over-

processed ones. They're all you've looked at the last two weeks and I hate to be wrong." 

The old man sits delicately on the black iron chair next to Lufian, who in tum rises, 

grabbing his water and coin. 

"I'm sorry, I think you've got me confused with someone." 

"Lufian J. Parker, 26, donor." 

"Donor? You've seen my driver's ... " 

"Goes by Luke. Roughly 200 pounds, reads Tockoff, and Brewer," the man says. 

"Hey··· " 

"Went to college despite a promising career, but dropped out two years and four 

months ago." 

"So you read the tabloids," responded Lufian. 

"You still think of her ... " 

Lufian' s eyes begin to bum under the dark glasses. 

"I'd say at least three times a day." 

"Shit, stop!" Lufian slams a fist into the nearby table top, rattling the metal frame 

against the cement. He breathes heavily and his fist clenches around the quarter. 

The old man smiles. "I don't normally do this with people like you, but ... " He 

leans in. "But to be honest, I'm ready for more. Need. Need the next step. Like you." 

"Like me?" 

"The young ones." Rile edges his brittle frame to the front of his chair. 

"Ha, well, I'm flattered ... but no. I'm fine." Grabbing his black bag from under 

the table, Lufian turns to leave. "Sicko." Lufian flips the coin as he leaves. 

5 
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"I have a most treasured item." 

Lufian stops. 

"My son bought me this cane when he and his new wife came to visit me in 

Africa. They had so much trouble finding flights, getting off work, with passports and 

baggage, but they came; 'luckily' they made it." Rile holds the cane horizontal, feeling 

the weight tip toward the golden orb. "I never leave home without it. Taught myself 

tricks." He spins the cane around his index finger, catches it with his thumb and balances 

it horizontally again with his middle finger and pinky. "They died, outside a small city. 

They happen to have rented a car that looked too similar to a local landowner's. I first 

heard about it on the radio, in my hotel room, as I was counting receipts." Rile's head 

lowers. 

"Why are you telling me this?" Lufian says over his shoulder. 

"Now, I have this cane. I feel as if it is the only piece of them left and that ifl 

ever let it go, it will mean forgetting that day, forgetting how I felt when I first took it 

from him." Rile knocks the cane on the pavement, standing it up, leaning against its solid 

structure. "Do you have anything like that?" 

"I ... I'm so sorry." Lufian turns and stares at the man who grins and tips his 

glasses up. "Who are you?" Lufian whispers. 

"I, sir, I am a paradox of sorts. I am irony. London Times had called me the 

luckiest man on earth in 2005, for my work with lotteries in other countries. I'd work 

with the governments and set them up with a business model ... it was all such boring 

work. Made money, but lost so many years. I apologize for rambling. I am an open book 



that won't stop reading from itself." Rile smiles. "I find that information is calming in 

tense situations." 

"Is this a tense situation?" Lufian asks. 

The old man hands him a card. "Only if you're curious." 

A meeting time and place is already printed on the card; "3:35 PM behind the 

Paint Mart on 51st." Lufian turns it over to reveal the name, Rile Godfrey, written in red 

cursive. 

"Rile Godfrey." Lufian shakes his head. When raising his gaze, Rile has moved 

away from him, checking a silver pocket watch. "About what?" Lufian calls after him. 

"Curious about what!?!" The old man lumbers on down the street, his cane accenting 

every other step as he goes. 

* * * 
Voices rose to be heard over the crackle of flames and the rumble of hot air 

escaping the wreckage. 
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"Hey, help. Help!" Lufian gagged with each intake of stinging black smoke that 

tasted like rubber and filled the small car. A bottle with light brown liquid rolled and 

came to a rest next to Lufian's forehead, hot. Then a hand reached in, feeling, searching. 

It moved tentatively in front of Lufian before reaching across him toward the girl. 

Lufian's heart slowed, his eyes softened, a smile widened on his face and his mind eased. 

"He's taking her first." 

* * * 
Lufian stands outside a phone booth, waiting his tum as the young man inside 

shifts through his pockets, looking for additional change. He then speaks to Lufian. 



"You gotta quarter, bro?" 

Lufian makes a fist within his own pocket. He raises his eyebrows and shakes his 

head. The young man leaves. 

Lufian steps into the booth with receiver in hand, flipping through the city pages 

of the phone book. His finger progresses down the list of government agencies and stops 

on, "Police Station - Non-Emergency". Lufian leans against the glass of the booth 

thumbing over the raised ink on the card, turning it over and over in his hand. He takes 

out his coin and flips it out of habit. But before it has a chance to land -
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"Hey! Hey, it's Luke Parker." Lufian turns his head to see the young girl from the 

coffee shop. Being recognized, his mask being pulled off makes him forget the coin, 

letting it slip from his grasp. 

"I thought it was you back there." 

Her friend turns, frowning. "Who's Luke Parker?" 

The coin clanks against the cement for the second time today. Lufian dives for the 

coin, catching his weight on his left hand. 

"He's that actor, the one in uh ... " She looks to Lufian for help, making a circular 

motion with her wrist. "That one where you played that guy who - 'Jeremiah's Choice,' 

that's it!" 

Lufian turns to leave, fingering over the indentations left in his palm from the 

gravel on the road. 

"That's right," the other one remembered. "He's the one; he was the one that 

killed that girl, right?" 



"Lindsey!" Lufian turns, smacking his voice against the two girls. "Holy shit! 

'That girl,' her name was Lindsey!" He whips around again, returning the coin to his 

pocket. 
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Rile rides in the back of a cab. He fiddles with the cane on his lap and stares at the 

passing buildings. His sweating palms leave a darker gloss when he removes them from 

the smooth blackness of the wood. 

"He has to come. He has to," Rile thinks to himself "I've never even cared if 

someone played the game before now. I've never doubted my choices ... but, but this one 

is different. He is everything. He is ... now, Rile, do not be so hasty. He will come ifhe 

is meant to be there. It is not chance. It is not chance. There's no such thing as chance." 

"Hey." The voice of the cab driver startles Rile. "What are you doing?" 

"Huh?" Rile asks. The eyes of the driver fix on his cane that he has lifted into the 

air. Rile has been squeezing the cane so tightly that three knuckles on his right hand 

begin to turn white. It has obviously unnerved the driver, but has not been felt by Rile. 

"I'm sorry." 

* * * 
While the mysterious hands reached to help Lindsey, a rush of air blew by 

Lufian's face while the flames began to singe the back seats. Lufian wasn't sure what 

sparked another voice, or why this terrible choice had to be made, but then he heard two 

words over the melting metal and crackling beer cans, "Luke -Actor". The hands 

changed course and Lufian was pulled away from Lindsey and into unconsciousness. 

* * * 
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Lufian' s long strides take him further than he realized. When looking back, the 

girls are gone, the phone booth is hidden, the road turned around the buildings and he 

finds himself on 51 st street, at 3 :28 PM. The paint shop stands on his right with a large 

red sign out front. He notices across the street a playground sitting empty but for two 

children. He proceeds deliberately toward the Paint Mart, but watches the playground 

blink by through the tall chain-link fence. His eyes stop on a teeter-totter where two 

children rock back and forth effortlessly. Their bodies counter balance so evenly that the 

slightest movement sends the other toward the sky. He watches them tip the balance and 

laugh and wobble in their seats. 

Across the street, Lufian notices an ambulance with two EMT's standing outside 

it looking at their watches, reminding him to check the time. As he looks into the display 

window through the advertisements for brand name paints, he sees the reflection of 

himself and the park behind him. His eyes soften and his shoulders relax as the two 

images wash over him. For a brief moment he is in the park, climbing the jungle gym, 

swinging from wooden ladder to metal bar, anything to keep away from the ground and 

grownups' calls to come home. And he smiles at the simplicity of children, the sweet 

ignorance that, as chance would have it, dies at the hands of time and fame. 

In the reflection a woman rushes behind him with a hand to her stomach and gives 

him a quick smile. He thinks of Lindsey holding her own stomach, sitting cross-legged at 

the coffee house sipping cider and reading. Lufian awakens from his mesmerizing 

thoughts of childhood and coffee shops, and back into the reality of the sidewalk, where 

he watches the woman disappear, not into the shop, but behind it, into the alley. Lufian, 



with curiosity, follows her around the comer but stops just out of sight when he hears a 

weathered voice greeting the young woman. 

"So, are we clear on the rules?" Rile looks to the man and the woman as he 

speaks. The man hesitates. 

"Uh ... " 

"We're clear!" blurts the woman. 

"And who will be playing?" Rile' s eyes move from man to woman. 

"I ... I will," the man stammers out. 
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"Naturally. Do not worry, everything will be as it should," says Rile with a queer 

smirk. "You both look as nervous as bride and groom." 

"We're not married, yet. But, uh, maybe this'll change that?" the man says. 

"Well then, let's begin." Rile takes out two pills, one from each of his pockets, 

small, white, and innocent. "As always, if the wrong one is chosen, it will leave no 

distinguishing marks; there will be nothing to set it apart from the natural way. Now, 

choose." 

The man looks to the woman. She bites her lip and begins to point. Her finger 

extends and singles out the one in Rile' s right hand. The man, trembling, begins to take it, 

but shifts his hand aside and grabs the other. He pops it in his mouth, waits a second and 

looks to the elderly wrinkled face, watching for some sign either way through the crow's 

feet and sagging eyelids. Rile simply clutches his cane, replaces the other pill and begins 

to smile. He takes out a small piece of paper and jots an X beside a name and scribbles a 



note beyond that, "Pregnant girl had chosen correctly". The man drips sweat off of his 

nose and intently watches the back ofRile's head. 
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"Well?" he finally asks. The woman moves to him and takes his arm. They both 

look at Rile, and the man falls limp, as if his head were heavier than any other part of his 

body, and flops to the ground. 

''No!" The woman's scream reverberates throughout the alley as she kneels next 

to him. Grabbing his head, she places it on her stomach and screams again, choking out 

sobs and incomprehensible words. Rile ambles away toward the corner of the shop where 

Lufian hides and waits. 

He tells the woman over his shoulder, "There's an ambulance waiting across the 

street." And through her tears and cries she stands, beginning to drag the dead weight of 

her man toward the exit, into the street, away from Rile. 

Rile' s smile fades and he places his fingers to his eyes, rubbing in a circular 

fashion. He shakes his head, saying, "Please, Lufian," and turns the corner. 

He raises his head in the same instant Lufian spins him around, throwing him off 

balance and pinning him to the wall. Rile' s cane flies and rattles against the opposite 

brick. 

"You came!" The ecstatic voice matches the bright eyes which quickly move 

from Lufian' s face to the cane lying on the ground. 

"What was that?" Lufian asks. "He ... they were pregnant." 

"You're early. You're never early. For two weeks I've never even seen you on 

time." 

"You killed someone, Rile, do you underst ... " 



"I didn't kill!" Rile begins to push off the red brick. "I ... "Breathing deeply now, 

regaining his control he speaks, "The man was fated to die, he chose the wrong pill." 

Lufian shoves him back into the wall, harder. "What? What does that mean?" 

"He chose the poison. The other wasn't, it was just a sugar pill. And that is indeed 

the fascinating thing about it all." Lufian loosens his grip as Rile's cold claws grasp his 

own sweating palms. 

"I don't understand. You killed someone. I'm going to the police." Lufian, 

however, remains motionless. 

"You didn't come here to do that. We both know." Lufian's fists tighten around 

Rile's collar. "Loosen the grip, boy, you want some answers don't you?" 

''No." Lufian begins to crush the frail man against the brick, his elbow pressing 

Rile's jaw against the rough, hard, wall. 

"It's a game. It's a gamble! 5 million, 50/50!" 

* * * 
The red, white and blue lights of two ambulances, a fire truck and three squad 

cars danced on Lufian's charred face. His mouth hidden under a police blanket, he 

moaned. He sat Indian style on the wet pavement, watching a fire hose douse what was 

left of his car. 

"An ambulance'll be here soon." A man wearing a cop hat and rain slicker bent 

down to Lufian. "You're the luckiest man in the world, Mr. Parker. We couldn't save 

both of you. It ended up a 50/50 shot." 

Lufian narrowed his eyes and tightened his grip on the grey blanket. 
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"Here." The man handed him a quarter. Lufian revealed his hand from its hiding 

place and with it the iron handcuff that bound both his wrists. "This is important, listen. 

You probably have someone out there you need to call, let them know you're ok, let them 

know you're going to jail." The man rises and backs up a few steps. Lufian twirls the 

quarter over and over in his hand feeling the rough metal of a burn on one side, the head 

side. 

* * * 
Lufian's words fall from his lips slowly. "What is this?" 

"Ha, I knew I didn't choose you too young." He brings out a piece of paper. His 

excitement starts to bubble again. He hands it over to Lufian. "The people that have 

played." 

Lufian loosens his grip on the fine suit and looks at the paper where twenty some 

names are listed with an 'x' beside them. 

"These people play a game where the prize is 5 million dollars." 

Lufian lets go completely. He looks over the list as the words "fifty, fifty" bounce 

in his head. "Luckiest man on earth. Fifty, fifty. Lufian what's wron'." Then his voice 

starts from his stomach, coming up unexpectedly. 

"How do you play?" 

Rile' s grin widens into a smile. "I knew it. You lost all that money in court and 

now you understand what'll make you happy!" 

"Just tell me how to play," Lufian says. 

"Yes sir, one chance shot at 5 million. You bet something, I bet something, and 

the winner leaves happy enough. The odds are 50/50." Rile scurries quickly to his 



discarded cane. He grabs it, wipes the dust from the handle and dabs the orb clean with 

his shirt. "See, the problem for the gambler is that odds are always stacked against him. 

You have a better shot of being hit by lightning or ... " 

"Killed in a car accident?" 

"Exactly." Rile smirks accompanied by an understanding wink. 

"But, what do you bet?" Lufian's eyes do not leave the paper. 
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"The ones who've won have a circle next to their name. The losers have an 'x' ," 

he says, smirking again. 

"Rile, what do they ... ?" Lufian pieces the puzzle together just as he says the 

words aloud, and when he does he instantly comes to grip with the circumstance. But 

surprising himself, he remains calm. "Who would play a game like this?" 

Rile looks up at Lufian, concerned. All manner of playfulness leaves his face and 

he now appears to be much older than before. Lufian regrets letting go his grip. "I ... I 

thought you would have guessed it by now. I thought it was apparent," he says frowning. 

He takes the paper back and crumples it up. "I thought you, like me, would be searching. 

I thought ... " 

"What? Rile, what? This is absolutely ridiculous!" 

"Is it!?!" He snaps. "Look again." He throws the craggy paper at Lufian's feet. 

''No one has ever won." His eyes start to glow again. ''No one. I've filled the chamber 

only half full with bullets ten times. I've never had to get another sugar pill. I've used this 

same one. Whether they have me shoot them or they shoot themselves, it always fires. Do 

you get it?" 
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"What is there to get?" Lufian advances toward him again. With a grunt and flick 

ofhis hips, Rile pulls from a concealed holster his revolver. He points it into Lufian's 

chest, forcing his hands into the air as the metal digs into the skin above his nipple. 

"A coin can't land on heads every time. This experimental lottery has with it 

moral implications. It ties together all we are. How many people would bet their life for 5 

million? What kind of person would do that? I have finally seen a glimpse of something 

more. There is something else at work here. These people are pissing off some higher 

power, don't you think? I've proven that God exists. After all my years of unbelief, the 

searching, searching for something that matters at all in this piece of shit world. And 

watching the players perform the dance, confiding in me why their hopes have left them. 

And realizing there's no such thing as chance, there never was. And watching ... 

watching people you love have to go through so many exact circumstances just to die. All 

of this leads to Truth!" Rile lets a single tear fall from the wrinkled eye. "I understand 

what happened to my son now. It wasn't chance that led him into that angry crowd; that 

let him rent that particular car, that helped him make the plane and find his luggage. And 

it wasn't chance that brought his wife to be along. It was fate. And now to complete it, I 

need to know what happens when you play." Tears fall freely. 

"Rile." Lufian edges his hand toward Rile. "What about that woman dragging her 

boyfriend away? You knew they would die." 

"Don't worry about her!" The spark ignites once again in Rile's demeanor. "If 

you play ... well, that will make it all make sense." 

"How?" 
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"Knowing a spirit exists is different than knowing what they are like." Rile brings 

the cane to his chest moving his thumb up and down the smooth shaft. "He was also 26." 

Lufian's face now blushes with anger. "I don't understand." 

Rile lifts a bony finger to his wrinkled cheek. "If I must be honest with myself, it 

is knowing that people have given up, that one cannot come back from the edge that 

drives the game. It is continuously proving everything wrong. It is the unfaltering wrath 

of the higher powers. It is being sure of something greater than this life. That maybe they 

do not really lose the game, but win. It's these questions that drive the game and make 

sense of this world. That is it; that is it and more." Raising himself on the balls of his feet, 

he comes eye to eye with Lufian, waving the gun in front of him. "Here's a noggin-

scratcher. Ifl'd have pulled the trigger to murder you, do you think it would have gone 

off?" Rile looks to the sky and smiles, lowering the firearm and moving away. "Or if I 

tried to shoot myself?" 

"It's not all fate." 

"It is fate, or destiny or God, call it whatever you want, Lufian, but there is no 

chance, nothing we can do makes a difference." Lufian's eyes stare into the very center, 

into the blackness ofRile's pupil. "Lufian, we can only ask if we're better off dead." 

At the mention of the precise question that Lufian has asked himself a million 

times before, he wonders how different he and the sad lonely eyes in front of him really 

are. The thought twists Lufian's stomach into a tight, thick knot. He realizes that he is 

looking into the eyes of one possible path that he himself might take. He sees the future 

in this visage but struggles to free himself from this foresight; struggles against the knot 



in his · stomach; struggles to break the horrible gaze and speak a thought that he truly 

wants to believe. "Rile, you have no idea what you are really doing." 

"What?" Rile' s eyes frown, but contradict the fear and the desperation that 

suddenly wells up inside of him. 
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"We have more control than you realize." Lufian's eyes flip back and forth from 

memory to reality. He decides which path to follow. 

Lufian takes several deep breaths and removes his sun glasses, wiping his eyes 

and squinting. The sun seems to make everything so bright. Rile looks at his watch. He 

advances toward the blinking Lufian again. 

Rile removes the gun once again and clicks through the chambers until he fires 

into the air twice, click, click, bang, click, bang. He then spins the chamber in the gun 

holding it to his ear, listening to the whirring and clicking it makes. 

"There, one shot left, try it now, see if this choice really does make a difference! 

It won't matter what the chance is, if you 're supposed to die, you will." Rile lays the gun 

on the back of his hand and balances it up toward Lufian's eyes. "I'll now be honest. I 

don't care what happens to people. I don't care what happens to you. What I do is 

narcissistic and masochistic at the same time. What I do, I do because I need to know 

some answers here. And knowing all this, you will still play, won't you? Because you 're 

like me. You need, like me, to find some answers." 

Lufian slides again toward Rile, grabbing his coat. "I'm sorry." Lufian brings the 

coin out of his pocket, holds it chest high and lets it fall to the ground. He bites his tongue 

and loosens the grip on Rile' s suit coat as he watches the coin roll away, dragging with it 

the past. The tail side of the coin glimmers against the sun as it rolls end over end. Lufian 
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suspends his breath and instinctively reaches toward it, but this time he does not follow 

the reach with the lunge. He does not punctuate this moment with a frantic grasp; and he 

does not hunt after it disappears. The pause in Lufian is brief and tense. His eyes close 

and then open to a world in which the coin is lost among trash, dirt, and the stone of the 

alley. 

Rile's eyes widen; he struggles to push past Lufian. "Lufian, please." 

But Lufian only pulls his gaze up from the ground to face the wrinkled lonely 

stare and whispers into Rile's ear. "Do you already know what I am going to say?" 

The frail man sucks in a deep breath and slides against the wall. "I was sure, I was 

so ... utterly ... sure." Grinding his back against the brick wall, Rile slides down to the 

pavement. His suit bunches and soaks in the grime of the cement. "I was sure we were 

the same and that was it." 

"I am grateful that we met." Lufian moves away. 

Rile is left alone on the ground, alone with the filth and the dirt, alone with the 

past and his cane. He spins the chamber of the revolver and rests the barrel on his temple 

as the rolling clicks come to a stop. He clutches the cane to his chest and pulls the trigger, 

click. 

"Of course." Rile rests the firearm on his lap, smiles and turns to watch Lufian 

silhouetted by the sun streaming in. "Of course." 

Lufian, still squinting at the bright light, hears hoarse laughter reverberate off the 

brick walls as he faces the exit of the alley, the street and the playground beyond. 



A Story Called "The Judgment of James" 

By Andrew Gilbert 
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This is all oddly familiar. I lie, shivering, in a ditch, half buried in mud, hiding 

from the police with a ruined manuscript sticking out of my pants. The same manuscript 

that set me on the run, that turned my wife against me, that burnt my house and killed my 

friend. But this manuscript is what I do; I'm a writer. I don't know if it's the best thing 

I've written, but it will be the most successful. It has to be; I'm out of options. It is ironic 

that this story, of all my stories, is the one I ante my future on. 

The rain falls with thick cold drops on my makeshift covering of leaves and 

branches. My legs sink deeper into the muck. With each passing headlight or glimmer of 

street lamp reflecting off the shiny leaves, I shudder and shrink further into my hiding 

spot. Police, state and local, have been chasing me all evening. My side hurts. Ifl knew 

I'd be on the lam, I would have worked out more. My leg has cramped on me twice 

tonight. My left hand bleeds from when I tripped and fell on a sprinkler. My teeth feel 

gritty from the dirt I've inhaled on my Odessiatic journey through suburbia. But 

underneath the pain, the dirt, the shreds of clothing and mass of bugs making love on my 

shoulder, I'm happy. Inside I'm thinking she isn't lying in a ditch, covered in mud, 

cowering. She isn't running for her life or sucking in painful breaths. She is safe and 

warm somewhere. And even though I'm not accustomed to thinking these thoughts, they 

comfort me. 

Red and blue lights flicker onto the two-story house across the lawn. The police 

are getting closer. I slither backward feeling the mud slather my stomach. The leaves 

funnel the rain into two streams falling in front of my face, through which I watch two 



police officers emerge from their cars, shielding their faces from the downpour. The 

water pools in the mud and slides down into my shirt, cooling the heated beating of my 

chest. I look from side to side for my next move. I touch the manuscript and make sure 

that it is secure in my back pocket. And this is all too familiar. 

For six months I've written this story. For six weeks I've not made an income. 

21 

For two weeks the sky has drenched the land, because I finished my pages. I wanted to 

think that the weather, the similarities are just a coincidence, but I'm beginning to think 

otherwise. This story is called "The Judgment of James" and it is about a man 

succumbing to his insecurities. Moving slowly, I slide my cell phone out of my pocket 

and say into the automated voice dialer, "Lacey." It rings but she's not picking up, again. 

I often wonder if my friends and family all get together and have parties where 

they read my work and laugh at my horrible writing. I wonder if my written words are the 

one thing that unites them all. But I can't think like that, I'm not supposed to keep having 

those thoughts. What did the doctor say? Something about thinking a positive thing now 

that I've thought a negative. I tap my head with muddy fingers, thinking. Positive. 

Positivo. Positivity. Ah, a positive thing would be that my pores should be cleansed quite 

thoroughly. 

But positive and negative thinking simply brings me back to a reality where I lie 

in a ditch thinking about how I'm thinking and remembering how I got here. 

And also thinking this reoccurring thought, do dreams ever justify the price for 

having them? 



--·---------~ -

22 

I finished it on the first of October, and took it to see Max Mason, my best friend, 

my self-described "buddy-mate". 

"It hasn't rained for weeks, and as soon as October hits, it's a fuckin' monsoon." 

Max reached for his coffee mug, past his half eaten bagel, wafting the smell of coffee 

toward him before he took a peaceful sip. Max was stout, quiet and cool. Acting tough, 

like he's the shit, was, as he would admit, his favorite defensive mechanism. "I met this 

guy last Saturday, Chad. He's a writer too; you should call him. Have him help you with 

your story." 

"Oh ... Yeah, totally," I said as Max took another sip of his coffee. I didn't need 

some kid telling me how to write, I knew how to write. And the name sounded familiar. 

No. I covered my paranoia with a quick sip of hot chocolate. 

napkin. 

"Do you remember Derrick Thomson?" He asked. 

"Um, short guy, kind of annoying?" 

"Yeah! He's a cop now." Max replaced his bagel and wiped his lips with the 

"What?" I leaned forward. 

"Yeah, totally." Max reached for his drink. "He used to sit out in gym 'cause he 

was insecure about his height." Max Laughed. "And now he's a cop." 

Max laughs. "So, why'd you call me? Is it about Lacey again?" He sipped. 

"Oh, no, well, not exactly. I mean, can I tell you something?" I looked around the 

establishment and whispered, "We haven't, uh, we haven't had sex in ... well, a while." 

"How long?" Max leaned in. 
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I nodded and slipped my hands through my hair, starting my nervous dance when 

someone reads my work. "Yeah, it was an exercise in bringing to light our fears. Or that's 

how it started." Everyone's going to hate it. "I hope Lacey loves it. But I don't think she 

will." Max is going to hate it. 

"James, positive thinking, what'd we talk about?" Max grasped the manuscript. 

"God, it's like as soon as you got married you became this, this guy that's afraid of 

everything." 

"I know, it's just, there's a responsibility now. I don't know ifl'm being a good 

husband. And she always asks how much I'll get paid for something. I don't think she 

understands how it works. But she did ask for four copies, that's good, I guess." 

"See! You 're so insecure; what do you think will happen, the post office won't 

mail your stuff, you'll get your arms broken for writing a bad story?" 

"No, I know." 

Max set his coffee on the red napkin sporting the coffeehouse logo. "But you did 

it. You finished it." 

"Every word, from 'This' to 'end'." My giddiness leaked into my stomach and 

lungs, causing a reaction of the nervous system. My hands began to tremble followed by 

my legs and lips and voice. I hope he likes it. 

"What's it called?" Max flipped through the pages and began to read sporadically. 

"James' dogs leaked the yellow fluid of truth upon the white paper, the fire licking its 

hungry, anticipating lips." 

"It's called "The Judgment of James" ... " 
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Max suddenly lurched over the side of the table, heaving chunks of coffee-soaked 

bagel across the floor while the nearby patrons screamed. Coughing and straightening up, 

he put a hand to his stomach. "My God, I'm sorry." A clerk rushed over with mop and 

bucket, handling the situation. Max forfeited a round of apologies to the clerk and guests 

within the vicinity. 

"Are you ok? I - I've never seen anything like that." I stood and leaned over him. 

''No, I'm fine, I'm good, I'm good. Just ... ?" He waved me back down into my 

seat, and reached again for the document. His hand shook as he opened the pages. 

I began again, "I was saying, uh, "The Judgment of James", it's about ... " 

Max spewed what was left of the contents of his stomach onto the clerk's mop. 

He stood and began to cry and shout. "My God! I ... "He ran straight for the door, 

crashing it open and into the nose of a lady in an orange shirt whose umbrella flew from 

her hands. He grasped "The Judgment of James" to his chest just before running, 

screaming into traffic. 

I turned my head before the bus reached him and the screams rose. I remember his 

face so vividly, the slow-motion horror breaking over him. I see it again and again. I see 

it now in the adjacent mud pile and I close my eyes tight, leaning my forehead against the 

sludge of leaves, dirt and water. That was the first moment I began to question these 

events. I wonder if I could have stopped it there, but I wanted to think I was wrong about 

everything. I want to believe it's just paranoia. 

With the exhaustion and lack of food it's difficult to keep a thought very long. 

The bugs that were making love on my shoulder have moved now to my arm where they 
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go at it again. Police have every main road closed out of town and dawn will eventually 

come. Lucky for me, I wrote a story that affects the weather and impedes the search 

process. The police officer to my left is beginning to search the tree line. I again look to 

my escape routes. The pond behind me (formerly Wilson Park) is becoming a lake and 

the water is rising up the ditch toward me. I wonder about Lacey. I don't even know if 

my wife knows that the house burnt down. I don't know if I should even see her again; it 

might be too dangerous. I risk some movement to look behind me at my legs; they are 

completely submerged in muck. Perhaps I'll sink altogether and have a hiding place for 

months. 

The officer's boots move closer to me. They slosh and squish the ground as he 

trudges along the bush line. The flashlight moves over the trees and shrubs, illuminating a 

column of rain within its light. He moves past me slowly. My nose is inches from the tip 

of his boot. But the caked dirt and leaves provide a perfect covering and he passes along 

to the trees on my right. 

Every time I call Lacey or my mom or any other family, they're not there. Ifl can 

hear some words of encouragement, hear how they liked the story, hear that I'm just 

being paranoid, being dramatic, I'd make it through the night and somehow get my pages 

to my guy. My mind drifts from mom, to postal workers, to friends of mine, to horny 

insects, to the police. And when I do get caught, I don't know what to tell them. How do 

you explain the reason your house burnt down is because your dogs peed on the 

manuscript and then flung the pieces into the fire? Try to explain that the reason your 

wife hasn't had sex with you in months is because you let her read part of a first draft. 

She'll wear her silk lingerie and shave her legs, but any mention of fooling around and 
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she starts to laugh. Try to explain why foreign nations have issued cease-fire agreements 

just so they can unite against my work. That's right, my story brought about peace in the 

Middle East. I'm not even sure how they got a copy. I saw my face on CNN. I was at the 

post office trying to mail the story to my guy. I was labeled as a terrorist and barely 

escaped. It was as if I tried to mail anthrax. 

After the post office there was the fire and then nothing to keep me from fleeing. I 

took my last copy of "The Judgment of James" and drove, ran, crawled. I was hoping to 

get lost in Appalachia, but instead I'm loose in suburbia, jumping fences, escaping from 

dogs and hiding from fat, curious children. 

I'm not sure why the police are after me specifically, it could be for any number 

of circumstances; killing Max, burning my house down, assaulting a postal worker, 

driving my wife to asexuality. I speak again into my voice dialer, "Lacey". It continues to 

ring. Why is no one answering? 

I sink back into my pit of mud and leaves, trying to get comfortable. The 

spotlights from the squad car search the backyards, moving from sandbox to grill and my 

eyes follow the glow to the interior of a blue house. Through the window in the warm 

yellow light of a kitchen, I see my wife, Lacey. She's just a hundred feet from me. She's 

laughing and pouring chips onto a plate. She's at a party but it's Saturday. 

Two weeks ago she was making the bed. 

"Do you want me to read it or not?" Lacey stood in a silky pink nightie, tucking 

the blanket into the sides of the mattress. 
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"I do, but I don't see why you need four copies? And you usually take months to 

read my stuff You're not showing it to anyone, are you?" I helped, folding the red 

flowery covers onto the cream pillows from the opposite side of the bed. 

"No. James, you're being paranoid again." She smiled. "But I need the final draft, 

the finished product, the fruit of your ... efforts." 

"Then why ... ?" 

"I need a copy for here and work and the bathroom, just so I can read it in what 

little free time I have, James." Lightning crashed outside as the rain refused to let up. 

it." 

I finished tucking in my side of the sheets. "Yeah, I'm sorry, I'm just ... " 

"How much is this going to pay?" 

"Well, that depends on if it gets published or picked up or I get a book deal out of 

Lacey sighed. "I can't ... We have to make money somehow." 

"I know. I know that. This story is ... we'll be okay. Okay?" 

"You can't just say, 'we'll be okay'. You have to do something." She stood with a 

hand on her hip that bunches the pink nightie. 

"I am. What do you think this is?" I point to the pristine manuscript lying 

carefully stapled next to my bed. "We'll be fine." 

"Did you show it to Dr. Mason?" 

"Um," I fiddle with the edge of the covers. "I stopped going to him. He wasn't ... 

he wasn't very encouraging?" 

"What? You mean he didn't tell you what you wanted to hear." 
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''No, I mean, he wasn't right for me. I got what I needed from him and we'lljust 

leave it at that. Okay!?!" 

I lifted the covers I had just tucked into the bed and move under the blanket. I 

watched her sigh, roll her eyes and slide into bed, under the fabric. "I promise, this is 

going to be the piece that brings back what we had. We won't have to move in with your 

parents. I won't have to work for your uncle. It'll be ok." The tumult of covers and 

clothing exhibited the bulge of a supple, pale breast before being enveloped again. So I 

made my move under the sheets in my plaid pajama pants; my hand sped stealthily, like a 

ninja, to her back. 

"Ah, James, you're so cold." She twitched until the comforter engulfed even her 

head. A muffled, "Not tonight," sounded from under the blankets. 

I leaned back on my pillow, staring at the ceiling. "Karen and Tim wanted to go to 

the movies, I was thinking Saturday. They said that some guy named Chad might show 

up?" 

Lacey flopped out of the covers. "Saturday?" 

"Yeah." 

"Did they say Saturday, or you?" 

"They asked me to pick a day and confirm with you." 

"They didn't mean Saturday, James. Saturday won't work." 

"What? Why?" 

"It won't." Lacey rolled over, succumbing to a wave of blankets once again. "I 

have those meetings on Saturdays again, remember." I looked out of the comer of my eye 

to the lumps of fabric. Something told me, underneath the covers, she was smiling. 
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"In my story the main character's wife is sleeping with someone." I continued to 

watch the blankets. No movement, but I bet the smile went away. 

I raise my legs out of their muddy prison just enough to hear a sucking sound 

finally pop with freedom. I dial my mother. No one answers. I watch as an RV floats by 

in the growing lake behind me. It must be an omen. With that I grab the nearest root and 

propel myself toward the house. 

"James!" I hear a voice from behind me. It is the police officer, a short one. I turn 

slowly to see a gun aimed at my chest. A spot light still searches the spaces between 

houses; it hasn't seen me yet. The short cop jiggles the gun with rookie nerves. My hands 

rise into the air. My muscles tense, trying to predict where it will hit and what the bullet 

will feel like. 

"Please don't shoot. Don't kill me," I say. I look into his eyes and my hands drop. 

"Derrick Thomson?" 

"James. What have you done?" He keeps the gun aimed at my chest. "The whole 

world is looking for you." 

"I don't really know, Derrick. But I know it's bad." 

"James, we're not going to arrest you." Those words do something to me, snap 

my mind back into reality. My eyes brighten. I had naively assumed they would just kill 

me, or chop off my hands or something like that, but hearing about jail lightens the 

heaviness in my chest. I often romanticize my life. Maybe this is just some coincidence, 

some horrible, horrible misunderstanding. It wouldn't make sense for all of this to happen 
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to any one person. I'm sure Max had other issues, and my dogs were just being dogs. I'm 

sure I just need to be a little more romantic to -

"All we want is the manuscript. We'll destroy it and break your hands so you can 

never write again. But you don't have to go to jail, James." Derrick lowers the gun 

slowly. 

I stare at him, thinking of him as a small ninth grader who doesn't want to play 

basketball. He's changed. I wonder what changed him. I wonder if his dream was to 

always be a police officer, or would he be happier as a fireman? And what if he didn't 

make it? What ifhe had to do something other than his dream? Would he die? I drop to 

my knees and sink into soft mush of earth. "Derrick," I say. "Derrick, you remember 

Lacey Donley right?" 

"Yeah, I do." He bends down. "She was hot." 

I smile. "She's my wife. And I'm losing her in several ways. I ... Derrick, are you 

happy?" 

"I am." 

"I know this will sound odd. But, I need to go into that house right there." I point 

to the blue house. "I need to see her, talk to my wife, do you understand?" 

"James, this has been declared an emergency zone. You're wanted for crimes 

against humanity." He shakes his head. "I don't know." 

I chuckle. "Derrick, I just wrote a story." I slowly rise off of my knees. Derrick's 

gun rises with me. "I am going to see Lacey. Okay? I don't want you to shoot me, but I 

have to go in there. I need to know what's going on, with her, with my dream. Can I do 

that?" 
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Derrick looks quickly at the spotlights searching the yards behind him. He looks 

past me toward the house. He then looks to the ground. "Yeah, ok. Go in. But you have 

ten minutes, okay? Then I'm coming in. And no more running, okay?" 

"I can't promise that, Derrick." 

"Go, hurry!" He gives me a shove in right direction and replaces his gun. 

As I tum to leave I ask, "Derrick. Did you always want to be a cop?" 

Derrick looks up. He shakes his head, ''No." 

I run from him, sloshing, struggling to find solid ground and to keep my mud-

weighted pants from sliding down, while also trying to accelerate enough to clear a small 

fence. I hear Derrick chuckle behind me as I make the sound of alternating plungers. The 

lights of the house cast window treatment shadows onto the now muddy sink hole of a 

backyard. My hand creeps to the sliding glass door. It's unlocked, so I slip inside as the 

spotlights hit the fence behind me, illuminating Derrick and casting his shadow onto my 

most recent hiding spot. I linger for an instant watching his shadow dance off the leaves 

and climb the roots of the adjacent tree. It was safe there, but I turn now to the house. 

The room smells of cookies and mom's pumpkin pie. I remember my feet, 

disgusting and missing a shoe, which I'm sure was swallowed by the earth on my latest 

run. I remove my remaining shoe and leave it at the back door. The sounds of mirth echo 

throughout the house. The guests seem to enjoy each other's company, demonstrated by 

the laughter emitting from what looks to be a room next to the kitchen. I move to where I 

spotted Lacey through the window. She's absent, the kitchen lies empty, but for the 

makings of a feast: pies, burgers, hot dogs, chips, candy com, spinach pesto pizza, 

doughnuts, edible chocolate eating utensils and an empty pan that bears the remnants of a 



macaroni salad. A person's shadow warns me that a guest is entering, so I keep myself 

glued to the wall just beyond the kitchen. 

"Aaawwwk, Tim, something smells horrible in here." She grabs whatever food 

she came for and exits. "Let's keep going, this is great." 
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I entered the kitchen to move closer to the assembly. My hunger to see Lacey 

feeds my adrenaline and suppresses my fear of breaking and entering. I need to hear if 

she is in there before appearing to a group of strangers. I don't know what kind of party 

this is, but it sure isn't the business meeting she says she goes to on Saturdays. Just 

beyond the entrance I hear clear, familiar voices. 

"It's so bad!" 

"We should have a skywriter tell him!" 

"He got it from your side; Lord knows the boy was destined to fail!" 

"I can't read anymore, my side is killing me!" 

"RUFF RUFF!" 

"I've thrown up three times!" 

"I knew one day he'd write something so bad that it affected reality!" 

"I can't feel my face!" 

"This is so illegal!" 

"That's what makes it fun!" 

"I'm sad this is the last Saturday!" 

"Every word is horrible!" 

"Oh and the part about the dogs!" 
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"Listen to this one! 'The post office line smells offish and B.O. for half an hour 

before James reaches the front. His instinct says the smell is rising from the sleeping 

security guard in the comer, but he turns toward the front just in time for a clerk to open 

up. He is still damp from the weather and his shoes squeak, drawing the disapproving 

gaze of the others in the line when it ... when it happens."' She can barely get through 

the last few words as the group erupts in laughter. 

''No, no, no, no, no, here's the best: 'Acting tough, like he's the shit, is, as he 

would admit, his favorite defensive mechanism. "She, uh, she's good." James sits across 

from Max while adjusting his glasses. "We haven't, uh, we haven't had sex in ... well a 

while."' This can't be what I think it is. 

"My God, no wonder Max killed himself," says another familiar voice. 

I instinctively reach for my phone and dial my mother. In the other room a low 

quality version of the "Funeral March" sounds from a cell phone followed by, "Oh my 

God, it's him again. That makes eight, mark it on the board, Tim. And that makes Chad 

the leader in the poo 1 so far." 

I jump up and move out from behind the door. In the living room, sitting in a 

horrible semi-circle, are Tim and Karen, John, my old English teacher, Mrs. Jarvis, my 

parents, the lady in orange with the nose that Max broke, and Alex, one of my dogs. They 

stop laughing and eating and drinking. Dad almost chokes on salami and crackers. I stand 

probably looking like a monster with the caked-on mud and blood from my last several 

hours of fleeing the law. I can't get out the words. My mouth hangs open and my eyes 

sting. 
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"James dear." My mom sets her large blue purse over a copy of"The Judgment of 

James" crumpled next to her on the floor. 

"Where is she?" I finally choke out. "Where's Lacey?" 

Karen stands and frowns as if comforting a small child who had just lost their 

puppy. "Ooh, James, she's upstairs with Chad." 

"What, who- who's Chad?" I look from familiar face, to lamp, to rug, to the mud 

stained trail I left on the pristine carpet. "Who the hell is Chad!?" 

"Well, he's a better writer. A lot better writer. He makes money." Karen shakes 

her head in utter pity. "And he makes a dynamite pesto pizza." 

I tear up the stairs and I hear my mother's voice rise through the halls, "Let her 

be, don't interrupt anything, James." I try door after door. I tried to save us. I tried to 

work. I tried to be a husband. I try the last door on the left, but it is locked. I slide down 

the wooden panels resting my head against the door, leaning on my face, hoping it's not 

what I think, but smelling sensuous oils, and hearing the thumps of Marvin Gaye. 

Pounding my head to the rhythm I hear inside, I accentuate my words, "It ... is ... good 

... it ... is ... good ... it ... is ... good," until even I don't believe it. 

The door unlocks and opens, revealing Lacey in bathrobe. "James!?!" 

I stare at her while sitting on the ground, resting my back against the door frame. 

"Um, James, maybe we should talk." 

A long silence falls on us. I see movement in the room but do not turn my head. 

"What is it about Chad?" I reach into my back pocket. 

"James." 

"Why him?" 
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"He takes care of me. I want to know ... I wanted to know I'd be taken care of" 

"I tried. I guess I ... I'm sorry I didn't try. I tried to make a dream match reality. 

But ... I guess my dream was to be a writer who takes care of you." I raise the crumbled, 

muddy mash of papers toward her. "Have you read it?" 

She pushes the pages back toward me. "I tried." 

"It all came true. I don't know if I made it true or if it was some sort of ... I don't 

know, magic, but it came true. It is not only the story, but also the insecurities that went 

into writing it, and I realize it, now." I look again up at Lacey. She turns away and shuts 

the door. 

I glide down the steps. The raucous laughter in the living room pipes up again 

with my mother doing her best imitation of me. She's good. But instead of entering the 

room and laughing, enjoying the company of friends and family; instead of kicking the 

crap out of Chad; instead of grabbing some pesto pizza, I tum the knob to the front door. 

I exit the house to the ignorance of my friends and family but, probably, with their 

blessings. I give up. The dream takes a price that I don't want to live with. That I can't 

live with. 

Outside on the lawn I hold my wrists out toward the lights. The blues and reds 

glimmer and the spots blind me. I remove the story from the back of my pants and hold it 

toward the light. My hands are ready to be broken. I am bad. I wrote "The Judgment of 

James" hoping it would solve everything but knowing deep down that it probably 

wouldn't. But even now, when the shouts of armed men tell me to let it go, even kneeling 

in the blinding lights, even in the rain, realizing the inevitable, I hold the story above my 

head a little longer before releasing it forever. The storm lets up. The last drop hits my 



cheek and skates down parallel to a tear that had wiggled out the comer of my eye. I 

know how the plot resolves but I don't want it all to end. 
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The Still Po int 

By Andrew Gilbert 

There's a point I need, the still point, the point in everything that links each 

person, object and idea; where whistles and white houses hold the same weight; where 

reality and unreality grapple for attention. This point is everything to me. And that's 

where I go, to the point, ever since I was eleven. But maybe that all changes today. 
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I lace my fingers through the chain links in the fence. Two nails, one on each 

hand, shine with a new coat of red. I lean close to the twisted diamond frames, peering 

onto the still street in front of Jackson Point Apartments, and my eyes follow him as he 

turns up the walk, onto the front stoop and into the building. The wind blows, causing a 

shiver to start near the base of my spine and fill my body. I push the gate open from my 

hiding place across the road and feel the weight of the cold rough wires press, with more 

force, against my fingers. Swinging the fence I hear the whispered sound of the wind 

dodging the thin wires, and the chinks of metals rubbing against each other, bending and 

shifting as the frame moves aside. I can't stop hearing every single sound, every nuance 

of movement and friction. I can't stop feeling the tiniest rustle of clothing against my 

skin. I can't stop smelling every passing odor, the drifts of crock pots through open 

windows. My eyes are overly sensitive to light and darkness. My tongue, to the taste in 

my mouth. My fingers, to the wind and the inside of my black coat. 

But nothing matters today. Today, I've happened upon him. The man, though I 

haven't seen him in fifteen years, lives in me, still, never progressing, caught in time. I 

move my fingers across a wrinkled and faded photograph of him and myself in perfect, 

shallow focus. His hand rests casually on my shoulder. His eyes fixed on the top of my 
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head. His feet comfortably apart. And I am young, but like him, I can see the maturity in 

my eyes. I replace the photograph into the front-most pocket of my bag. 

I move across the pavement, unseen, listening to the leaves scrape the pavement 

as I pass, and I come onto the sidewalk in front of the building holding tight to my chest 

the black backpack filled with the poetry I have written today. Looking closer at the brick 

encrusted structure, I think it now seems too ugly for him. I wonder what he's doing. And 

for the first time, I wonder what he's done. 

I knock at apartment 201, where I watched him unlock his door and move inside 

with the bag of groceries he bought on Willow A venue. I will see him close up. He will 

be ecstatic. He will revel in me. He and I will devote ourselves and I will not need the 

point. What a thought. I'll give it up; I'll tear up the photograph; I'll throw away the 

book. But my chest rises in a deep heavy rhythm giving away the knot in my stomach and 

the doubt in my mind. 

The door opens. He stands in a wife-beater and crunches a sliver of fresh apple 

sliced by the small knife in his left hand. "Yes?" 

"Mr. Driver, I did it." My head stays bowed and because my dark bangs cover my 

face I reach out for his scent. It is the scent of chalk and sweat from standing all day, a 

scent that, though I've not smelled it since, has never left me. "I memorized The Four 

Quartets." But this smells of dirt and prunes, of cat odor and dust. 

My head rises to confirm with my eyes and when he sees my face the knife falls 

from his hand. 



40 

"Mr. Driver?" I say again, looking into the older version of a face I knew. The fat 

and the graying hair of age. The blue eyes that I would get lost in day after day, which 

now seem thin, unworthy of exploring. 

"Who ... ?"He looks from side to side. "Um ... listen, leave." 

"Mr. Driver, I never said anything." I grab his hand and feel the rough calluses 

that had never been there before. I feel a meatier palm with round, stout fingers. He jerks 

the thick hand away and clutches it to his chest. 

"Please leave; I don't know who you are." His voice shakes and once again he 

looks down the hall. He begins to shut the door when I throw my body at him, hugging, 

clutching, smiling. 

"My God, Mr. Driver, we're together ... " 

Grabbing both shoulders he heaves me against the far wall of the corridor. "I 

DON'T KNOW YOU!!" My head meets the wall and stops abruptly. My vision blurs and 

brightens for the same second that I hear the door slam shut and something inside shatter. 

It wasn't Mr. Driver, couldn't have been. I grab the collar of my shirt in my teeth and 

begin to rip. Thick drops stream down, wetting my cheeks, salting the fabric. My breath 

fails. It must not be him. It can't be him. 

This is the Mr. Driver I know. 

The handsome man stands before me in perfect focus, stroking my shoulder, 

playing with curls, staring at the top of my head, speaking in long lonely tones, reading a 

poem he wrote for me, and I run around the room, leaping from side to side making him 

laugh so hard, so hard tears stream down his cheeks, wetting and salting the earth. 
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As I escape the ugly old man :.. who sadly was not Mr. Driver - a young redheaded 

woman passes me as she heads toward the apartment building. And I know what she's 

thinking, something about my hair or clothes. But then her eyes. I know her eyes. They 

are deep blue with the sparkle of white thinning to the sides. I had forgotten about her. 

How could I have forgotten? 

I step in front of her, clutching my bag tight to my chest, feeling the bruise on my 

arm tighten and ache. I had forgotten, for fifteen years, that I had a question for this girl. I 

had forgotten everything but the photograph in my mind. The picture of me and him, 

holding each other. Everything else seems a blur. And I speak out of memory rather than 

curiosity. 

"Did you tell?" I say. 

She stops. "Excuse me?" 

"You told, didn't you?" She looks around the street and then back at me. She 

frowns and searches my face for something to remember. Her eyes drift to my bag within 

my folded arms and then her eyes snap again to mine. 

"Holy shit. You're Shea Winters, aren't you?" Her face turns as red as her hair. 

"Right ... RIGHT!?!" 

I notice her 28-year-old breasts jiggle more than they should. There is nothing 

sexual in the observation, just curiosity. She smells of cookies and prunes. Her fists grip 

tight my clothing while her red hair falls in front of her face obscuring her vision just 

long enough to make her blink. She smacks me across the face and I feel a hand-shaped 

blush sting on my left side. It hurts and burns. And then again, the slap. It stings quicker 
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this time. And again. Whack. Whack. Whack. I pull away but leave strips of skin in her 

clutched finger nails. Shouts and noises and cries and sobs ring after me. "You WHORE! 

You fucking ruined ... You ruined everything, WHORE!" I had always assumed he 

disappeared because of my Mother. But this red head brings with her a certain nostalgia. 

She had his eyes. 

I see every object; I hear every noise. Reality often crashes on me like waves on a 

beach. It feels as if a narrator screams in my ear telling me what to pay attention to. 

Whistles wail like sirens; yellow shirts glare like the sun; wind cuts like running through 

com; cookies overpower like an entire bakery, and pain hurts forever. Because of this I 

wear black, and keep product out of my hair. I don't expose much skin to the wind. I 

don't expose anything. I don't go near trains or barking dogs. Small prices to pay for 

being me. But I like me; I've grown accustomed to me. He once liked me. My quirks and 

soft hands. My poetry, my maturity. 

I escape the red girl and now find the comer, my comer, in a dark coffee house. I 

sit and hear the soft hiss of air escaping the recliner like an old person, sighing, sitting in 

their favorite chair. My hand reaches to the back of my neck to feel the smooth gashes of 

skin. I bring my fingers to my face but do not see blood. 

Looking toward the patrons I see faces, the eyes, and the curls of mouths. I see the 

reality behind each smirk, every smile, a piece of what they're thinking, horrible little 

undeserved things. I remove the photograph and stare once again at the two figures, 

caressing the side of his two dimensional face. My heart slows the methodic thumping in 

my ears. I close my eyes and envision the cafe in sound waves bringing to my attention 



the clinks of glasses and of silverware, the scrapes of chess pieces against their boards, 

the footsteps that entirely avoid my corner. 
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There is this blur of everything I don't want to see, and the sun shines through 

sparse clouds as the street boasts few inhabitants, and I breathe while the trees have fewer 

leaves on them, then I see stars one at a time, and I dance, and I wear the blue dress I've 

always wanted, I recite a poem as he sits under a redwood, and the sun shines, because I 

never turned him in! 

Before I even open my eyes the world comes crashing in again. The whine and 

crackle of grinding beans, the smells of four different types of coffee and chocolate fill 

me. I open my eyes and they ache at once. I see the smirks and hear the whispers of side 

comments from people that keep me out of their lines of sight, but in their peripheries. I 

want to shout at them, "It was pure and intellectual and he loved me, everything about 

me, and I loved him everything about him and we'd be together if not for you!" But they 

don't know why they look at me. They don't know why I see behind their comments and 

stares and whispers and laughter and notes that they pass. 

Rising from my seat my ears hear the rocking of the chair, my nose smells a 

musty cologne, my arms feel the soft stickiness of my own sweat, my tongue tastes the 

remnants of a piece of chocolate in the recesses of my teeth and outside the stars speckle 

the darkness. Passing the door and wincing slightly as the bell rings, I leave. And outside 

I see the innumerable stars, each brightly defying the surrounding darkness. 
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I am the girl he thought I could be, the artist poet, though maybe my work is 

exhibited solely in the point. I study life, I read and write poetry, I sleep and I am; The 

only way to escape these things is to escape everything. My fifth-grade teacher told me it 

is okay to check out, to leave. People do it all the time. "Think elsewhere. Moviegoers, 

churchgoers, stripclubgoers. Drugs, sex, music, movies, anything to get obsessed about. 

Everyone needs a little escape, it's natural. The world is not what it should be. It's okay, 

it's all okay." I believed him. 

I tire and some thought creeps into my head over and over. The thoughts of family 

and of daughters. The memories of school and being teased. Images I've forgotten or 

blocked. It's more than nostalgia, it's starting to quicken my breath. I touch the back of 

my neck once again. I walk into my small apartment. I plop on the couch and can't wait 

any longer. The world puts such a strain on you when memories begin to creep back in. 

Besides, I'm sick ofreading on the face of every boy I pass, "I wouldn't do her." Who 

needs them: boys, men, girls, daughters, people, folks, friends, chums, chipmunks, 

monks, men, drugs, druggies, drug dealers, car dealers, weirdoes, boys, reality? I have 

something different. Something akin to fantasy or imagination. Inhale. 

There he is, sitting at his desk, silhouetted by the fifth-grade chalk board, green, 

as I watch the pencil move over homework papers after a scribbled note and he turns a 

golden lamp toward me, so all I see is the glow of yellow, not his beautiful face and I 

giggle, moving out of the way while there is a creak and the lamp moves again to me, but 

I dodge that, only to be met by another, because I want to see him and I don't understand 

why he is blinding me!?! 



Exhale. My eyes open. I'm breathless; that time it was different. I rise from my 

couch, but my legs are weak and I smack onto the floor. The pain hits the knees first and 

rushes to my hands as the scratchy carpet digs its fibers into my palms. My breathing 

eventually slows and my eyes stop watering. The concluding calm arrives and I 

ultimately rise, finding strength again in my appendages. I grab my book bag and move 

toward the door, done with distraction for now. 

Turning again into an alley, making my way home with dinner in my bag, I see 

two boys in the street ahead, talking. I move to the wall, flattening myself against it, 

hiding in the small shadows. The cold of the cement and the pressure of my face against 

it immediately reminds me of fifth grade. I see them, I can smell their hormones, and I 

know what could happen before it does. I can preview it in my mind. 

"The boys turn my way and run toward me. One unbuckles his belt as he runs and 

the other grabs the back of my shirt in his fist. The book bag sprays its contents 

across the ground." 

I already begin to shake and sweat. Tilting my face up and closing my eyes I move into 

the still point from imagination. 

The sun shines through the clouds, beaming onto patches of a meadow as the 

bees, I'm sure, buzz around, though I cannot hear them, because the trees close in around 

me and soon the forest blocks the sky, turning into my mother who blocks the view. 
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I jerk hard, smacking my head against the cement of the wall and my bag slips off 

one shoulder. That was a quick one. I watch now as the boys down the street finish the 

conversation and stomp out a cigarette before disappearing around a corner, never 

noticing me, never walking to me, never getting excited at seeing me. Most girls would 

be happy they were left alone, that they didn't get attacked or raped. What the hell? What 

a thought. 

I'm on stage concentrating on lines to the audience, "I know why you're here. 

You're here for the same reason I'm here." I recite T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding, and go out 

with lines from Dry Salvages, as I make my exit into the wings to the cheers of the 

audience, because here's a place where I am, ifl can just keep running, blindly turning 

the corners, then I'll run into him in fifth grade without my mother's questions and I 

know his look from memory, his scent, his taste, and there he is, but when I look up it's 

not him but another face, ugly, decaying, it is hurt and pain and hell! It is horror that kills, 

it is the personification of isolation and pain and hell with whiffs of dust and prunes! 

With a drowning gasp, I suck in air and steam and metal-tasting water from the 

spoke above me. I choke and sputter. I can't do this in the shower, I'll drown. I don't 

care. I do care. I never know how much times passes while in the still point. I've gone the 

entire night before. I've eaten dinner while there. I've blanked out on the phone and in 

cabs. 

I move to the one bedroom in the apartment and push aside a chair to get at a 

small cabinet where I keep a book. Opening the drawer and touching the cold brown 
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new boots and I remove the book from the case and finger over the title, The Four 

Quartets. I lost it once, a week after receiving it. I cried and turned my face all ugly, and 

he told me to remember it. "Remember where it came from, when you feel sad about 

losing it, remember the spirit in which it was given, and remember how you got it." He 

did that; he tried to turn everything into a lesson. I, of course, found it again after my 

mom died. She had taken it and hidden it in her closet under old leather shoes and beside 

the dusty jewelry box. But I found it and was never more careful with anything than those 

pages from that moment on. 

I set the photograph of me and him neatly within the pages of this book. But 

before closing the cover I notice something in the picture that has eluded me all these 

years. I notice the blurry red splotch behind me, taller than me, facing away from me. 

How could I have missed this? This detail, in a picture that I have stared at for hours a 

day since it was taken? 

I replace the book then in the leather case and shut the metal drawer. Shutting in 

the blurry red ghost. Trying to concentrate on the book instead. What a strange gift at the 

time. What would a fifth grader do with T.S. Eliot? But knowing what I know, it was the 

perfect present, beyond the mere trinkets he gave to others. 

I walk into the living room wallpapered with movie posters, and I sit on the couch 

and my hand shakes. Sometimes the still point wanders like it did in the shower. It strays 

in and out of the deep, wrong places of my mind, but it doesn't happen often. My 

stomach feels weak and I close my eyes; I don't want my mind to have the ugly man 

burned into it like the flash from a camera, so I'll do another one. 
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Thehorroroftheface, themeatyhands, thesmell, allinoneframeoftime ! 

I lie on the floor when my eyes open. Before the world blares into view, the blur 

of tears obscures the images of carpet and movie posters. I've lost it. I cannot escape 

anymore. I'm on my hands and knees. The tears drip off my nose. Ifl concentrate, and 

only do it for a second, maybe ... 

Thehorroro ftheface, the feet, theprune smell, allinoneframeo ftime ! 

SHIT! My head smacks against the carpet, a few drops of warm urine leak down 

my pant leg. I cough and cough and cough and stand. SHIT! My God! It's gone. The still 

point. Where it should be has been replaced by an image, a single frame of sight, smell 

and touch. The ugly man doesn't want me there. Each time I close my eyes I see it. That 

image is burned into the back of my eyelids. But I also smell it and hear it and taste it. 

The backpack sits at the door, so I grab it and clutch it, wanting to go somewhere. 

Suddenly boys, men, girls, people, folks, friends, chums, chipmunks, monks, men, drugs, 

druggies, drug dealers, car dealers, weirdoes, boys ... reality seems like my only option, 

my obligation. No, don't say that. I want drugs but can't find them. It doesn't work the 

same anyway. I need to find it, that still point of the turning world. It was in me, and now 

that thing is in me. I go to movies. I go to church and a strip club. I want something, or 

someone to turn me, to flip a light switch and have it all go away. I start to think I don't 

need the point, that I can find something else. Maybe I can even find Mr. Driver after all 
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this time? No, I tried that, remember? Remember what happened? He's dead, he doesn't 

exist anymore. He didn't recognize me after fifteen years; I was like a stranger. The real 

one is in the still point, but how do I get back there? Fuck. 

I'll take anything; I'll do anything, anything to feel like that, anything to get away 

from this, anything to regain what I lost. I convince myself of it, but it's more than 

conviction. I could escape everything like my father had. I could leave and never look 

back, never see the familiar disapproving faces, never feel any connection to the past. I 

want to disappear, but unlike my father I can't run from me. So, desperate, I would have 

accepted the still point in any form had it been offered. 

A bus stops down the street from where I stand. Four people cross the road 

holding hands. One dropped a mitten, causing all to check the bus to see if they have time 

to stop and pick it up. The father alone moves back for the glove, leaving the daughter to 

watch. He grabs the clothing and jogs back across, returning it to his daughter. 

The bus cracks and squeaks, hissing into motion. It would be easy to step in front 

of it. The bus gains speed. Two birds drip their droppings down on the dent of a red car 

thirty feet away. The bus changes gears. Twenty feet from my left side the wind snatches 

the last leaf off a tree. The wake of the bus sucks it under the tires. 

Doubt quickly infects. Will I see that in death? Will he stop following me or is it 

forever that this image will horrify me. But I have to. I don't have anything else. I raise 

my foot to jump but as soon as I close my eyes ... 

Thehorroro fthedirtyface, the arms, thesme 11, the girl, allino neframeo ftime ! 



Oh, God. I pull my foot back, feeling the warm diesel rush of the bus blow past me, 

causing a shiver to start at the sweat, beading on my forehead. There was something in 

that one about a girl. It was different. But it doesn't help; there is nothing left to do. I 

can't die. 

Thehorroroftheman, thearms, thesmell, thegir l, allinoneframeoftime ! 

The girl again. My lungs gulp in the cold air. My heart hammers in my ears. I 

can't do it. I can't live like I did. Everything is different now. I hate him so much. I'm 

going to be sick. What happened? And why have I never asked myself that? 
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I drop to my knees and throw up what's left oflast night's dinner. What 

happened? Why can't it all go back? Why can't it return, to the time before I went to the 

apartment, before his daughter, before I saw the red splotch in the photograph? What did 

the ugly old man do to me? 

But I recognize it now; when you want to find something, you should remind 

yourself how you got it. So I walk home through every alley, every back and dark way. I 

step each step into the shadows cast by the yellow street lights, purposefully moving past 

the sight of eyes. Ahead I see two men speaking, smoking. Stretching my arms as far as 

they reach, I move toward them. I loosen five buttons on my blouse and tilt my head to 

the sky. One smiles and takes that first step toward me. I hear the unbuckling of a leather 

belt and I hear the sound of feet moving toward me, finally. 
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But my heart still stops. I close my eyes and hear the whipping of their clothes in 

the breeze as they pick up speed. I hear a "hey," and I feel a man grab the back of my 

shirt in his fist. My blouse begins to lift, revealing my stomach. My throat closes and my 

eyes water. My breath gone. I'm pulled into the shadows of the alley, the darkness where 

something unknown is about to happen. The book bag sprays its contents across the 

ground. My entire body twitches. The pebbled pavement presses cold against my face 

and bare hip. It reminds me of the walls of my fifth grade class. This was it. I knew this 

was it, so I smile and wrap myself in the warmth of triumph. 

I recite lines from Burnt Norton for an audience of two, "At the still point of the 

turning world. Neither flesh nor fleshness; Neither from nor towards; at the still point, 

there the dance is, but neither arrest nor movement. And do not call it fixity, where past 

and future are gathered," I say as Mr. Driver and the horrible ugly man clap, exchanging 

pleasantries about me, so I blush and move off stage alone, away from them and out the 

side door into the sunshine and warm air and yelling ''Neither movement from nor 

towards, Neither ascent nor decline! Except for the point, the still point!" 



Decoding the Techniques of Good Fiction 

By Andrew Gilbert 
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What is it about fiction that drives me to read? This question has stuck with me 

since I was young and discovering the joys of The Hardy Boys, the tragedy of The Bridge 

to Terabithia and the wonder of The Lord of the Rings. This question and its evolving 

answer have become the basis of a writing philosophy, in which I hold plot, character, 

structure and language in the highest regard. And my philosophy is - I write stories that I 

love to read. Engaging with fiction that fascinates me, from authors such as Aimee 

Bender, J.K Rowling, Kate Chopin, and Fernando Sorrentino, I begin to decode the 

techniques that make them fascinating. These techniques include ways to deepen 

character, draw empathy from the audience and use language to enhance meaning. 

Through writing fiction, I have been better able to grasp what characteristics make these 

narratives grab hold of a reader's hopes and fears. Through decoding certain techniques 

used in character, empathy, word choice, structure and theme, I begin to discover the 

elements of fiction that drive me to read. 

One may break a story into two divisions, the semantics and the syntax, terms 

which represent the components of fiction such as word choice, setting, objects, theme 

and conflict. The semantics (or building blocks) and syntax (or building) concept reflects 

the methodology that Rick Altman discusses in his article "A Semantic/Syntactic 

Approach to Film Genre." He employs semantics and syntax as a way of defining film 

genre, but the same distinctions apply to the basics of story. Semantics are the building 

blocks, such as visual style, setting, characters and word choice, while the syntax is the 

building or structure into which the blocks are arranged, such as theme, plot and 
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structure. Altman explains how semantic and syntactic elements affect each other through 

"bonds," as well as how they relate to literature. 

[T]he way I have defined it here, thus corresponds to a distinction between the 

primary, linguistic elements of which all texts are made and the secondary, textual 

meanings that are sometimes constructed by virtue of the syntactic bonds 

established between primary elements. (3 8) 

The semantic elements establish meaning within the syntax of the story. Word choice 

might generate the tone of a murder mystery, just as the objects or props described in a 

fantasy piece might symbolize conflict. Using semantics to affect syntax is a technique 

that spans the divide between film and literature, speaking to fiction as a whole. Viewing 

narrative in segments also helps define the pieces that influence each other and identify 

areas of the writer's story that are lacking. For a writer, realizing that a problem exists 

with his or her story is the easy part. The difficult part is identifying the problem. 

Breaking the fiction into divisions will help writers identify weak areas and focus on the 

techniques that will help those weak areas become strong. 

I begin my revision process with a focus on semantics and then progress to the 

broader syntax, as one promotes the other. These stepping stones shape the story and 

reinforce my philosophy of writing by creating guidelines. Using guidelines as the 

foundation for the story is tantamount to an outline. When the writer is able to build this 

foundation he or she will find that the story becomes rich in plot, conflict and character. 

Let us begin our discussion here with the story semantics of character. 

Main characters must be complex. A lack of complexity in the hero or heroine 

results in a cliche, a character who possesses easily recognizable attributes. These 
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attributes are the characters' world-view, a lens through which they perceive their reality. 

To achieve a unique character, the writer must give the individual distinct traits that do 

not conflate into a seemingly single characteristic. For example, when read in the context 

of a story the two traits, being ethical and kind, might appear to be the same to a reader. 

The following passage is an example of the traits, of being ethical, lawful, 

compassionate, understanding and kind conflating into one. 

"Gerald sees a wallet on the ground. He picks it up, sees that it is filled with crisp 

dollars and decides to tum it into the police. He knows what it is like to lose 

something." 

Which character trait is being acted out here? All? Any? Conflating traits is an example 

of how a character may be filled with attributes but lack complexity. An author may 

mistake these as different traits and think that his character is rich, containing several 

different personality attributes, when the character is actually shallow. Also, the author 

must not give a character exactly opposite traits. A selfish character cannot also be a 

selfless character within the same moment of the story. They may act out at times 

contrary to their personality or grow to become selfless, but that is only brought about by 

giving up their selfish ways. A writer is not be able to define the distinctions between 

selflessness and selfishness well enough for a reader to understand the character. 

A character with distinct, nearly opposite traits is a truly complex one. An 

example of this type of multi-faceted character would be Edna Pontellier of Kate 

Chopin's The Awakening. At the beginning of the story, Edna puts on the persona of the 

cliche, upper-crust woman with traits such as manners, ethics, devotion and a sense of 

self worth, evidenced by her adoration of Madam Ratignole in the early moments of the 
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story. Chopin also has added to these attributes a desire for independence and a passion 

for art that undercut the others and display Edna's intentions for her life. The presence of 

these characteristics is evidenced in a line from The Awakening in which Edna struggles 

with her conflicting traits. "I would give up the unessential; I would give my money, I 

would give my life for my children; but I wouldn't give myself I can't make it more 

clear; it's only something which I am beginning to comprehend, which is revealing itself 

to me" (63). Edna wrestles with the selfless familial devotion that high society expects of 

mothers (represented in the story by Madame Ratignole) and with the longing for her 

own life, an artistic life, apart from children and husband (represented in the story by 

Mademoiselle Reisz.) The selfish acts that manifest themselves within the story do so 

because they originate from a longing for independence, not from selfishness. These 

attributes are not opposites because a longing for independence is different from 

selfishness though it has selfish tendencies. Giving Edna the nearly opposite traits of 

selflessness and a longing for independence is a technique that makes her a deep and 

complex character. This inner opposition compounded by the external pressures of her 

society displays appealing fictional conflict. 

I use Kate Chopin's technique of creating complexity with character attributes in 

my own stories. The main character from "A Story Called 'The Judgment of James" is 

one of my most complex characters. The attributes he possesses are a passion for writing, 

a devotion to family, as well as a grave insecurity about himself James' inner struggle is 

that he wants to believe in himself, he wants validation from others, but he lives in a 

world in which his family, his friends, the government, the police and the weather all 

defy that dream. At the beginning of the story James says, 
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"I lie, shivering, in a ditch, half buried in mud, hiding from the police with a 

ruined manuscript sticking out of my pants. The same manuscript that set me on 

the run, that turned my wife against me, that burnt my house and killed my friend. 

This manuscript is what I do; I'm a writer." 

James ho Ids onto his story despite his constant struggles with insecurity, even though he 

gives the manuscript up at the end. 

This inner conflict mirrors Edna Pontellier's struggle of desiring what society 

says is wrong for women. When James discloses that it is still" ... sticking out of my 

pants," he implies that he has considered not having it stick out of his pants. Though the 

world seems against him and though he has insecurities, he is resisting. By creating 

individuals with conflicting traits, such as a longing for self-worth contrasted with 

insecurity, the author produces complex and life-like characters. Using the semantic 

device involved in character attributes that produce the syntax of story conflict, such as 

James' story that deals with his own insecurities, creates a perfect example of how 

semantics affect syntax. 

Empathy is a semantic device used to create characters that are easy for the reader 

to identify with. Utilizing empathy in a story forms a connection between the reader and 

character in which the audience can identify with the character's struggles, to live or die 

or dying, to succeed or fail. One would be hard pressed to find a main character devoid of 

these empathy techniques. The use of this technique is referred to as a "pet the puppy 

scene" in film, because of the assumption that nothing draws an audience into the life of 

the main character like witnessing his or her love for animals. 
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A good example of the utilization of empathy occurs in Aimee Bender's story, 

"Dearth". The line, "[She] did not remember buying potatoes at the grocery store'' (154), 

written about the main character, represents a quality in the heroine that most readers 

could relate to. When potatoes magically appear in her pot she questions her memory 

instead of jumping to the conclusion that they are magical potatoes. Reacting in an 

ordinary way helps the audience empathize with the main character. We later sympathize 

with the heroine when her neighbor receives flowers and she does not. A small detail that 

shows that she lives in a small house is mentioned only once but is important because the 

character is easier to identify with than if she were extremely wealthy or living outside 

her means. 

Though sympathy evokes empathy, a writer should use this evocation sparingly. 

A character that only draws empathy because of sympathy is not as strong as a character 

that draws empathy from other avenues as well. Bender, on the first page, sets up a 

difficult life for the heroine. She is not wealthy (small house), is unloved (lack of 

flowers) and is confused how potatoes ended up in her pot. Bender also draws empathy 

from the audience by giving the character universal qualities and setting up a conflict. 

Empathy connects the audience with characters and plot. Because I want the 

reader to identify immediately with the character, I use this technique at least once in the 

character's entrance scene. In "The Chance of Joy" Lufian sits alone on a street sipping 

water, counting change in his head, thinking of a dead girlfriend, obsessing about an 

object that reminds him of a tragic night, and afraid to let anyone see his real identity. In 

this scene where we first meet Lufian the reader may recognize several empathy 

techniques. The audience knows he is alone, not wealthy (he drinks free water and counts 
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change), had a personal loss (girlfriend), has an attachment to objects (a childish 

characteristic), and is ashamed of himself (hiding behind sunglasses). These details, 

acting on the reader, are meant to draw an immediate and large amount of empathy. By 

using character details that draw sympathy and empathy in conjunction with the plot, the 

writer creates a story that allows the reader to cheer for our main character. 

The most basic use of empathy appears in (or is the result of) conflict. If the 

character struggles, we feel for him or her. Besides obviously exterior struggle, interior 

struggle also brings about conflict and, as a result, empathy. The line between protagonist 

and antagonist is usually drawn by the empathy in conflict. A writer may create a 

character whose wife is cheating on him, but the story could be told from the focus of the 

"other man." Changing the point of view and focusing on the individual's conflict will 

manipulate empathy. This conflict not only draws empathy from the reader but also helps 

the character evolve (or devolve depending on the story). The progression of character 

through inner conflict is referred to as a "character arc" in film. In the story "The Chance 

of Joy", Lufian grapples with his guilt and inability to let go of the past. The reader 

follows his character arc from overpowering guilt to his self-forgiveness in several ways. 

Lufian's attachment to the coin lessens over time until he finally lets it go, rolling into the 

trash. We see him remove his sunglasses to allow others to see him and opens up to a 

world he has been hiding from. At the beginning of the story Lufian is susceptible to 

playing Rile's game but he ultimately refuses. These three character moments help the 

audience visually monitor the change in Lufian, helping the reader to identify with his 

struggle, and so empathize with the individual. 



Choosing words carefully is a semantic technique that should never be de-

emphasized. Word choice displays meaning like a picture, giving the observer both 

connotative as well as denotative meaning. A writer chooses words with precise 

connotative meanings to represent more than a progression of events. 
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My favorite example of word choice is in the short story, "There is a Man in the 

Habit of Hitting Me on the Head with an Umbrella," by Fernando Sorrentino. Sorrentino 

uses a straightforward journalistic style to help the reader focus on the absurd. With 

simple descriptions and everyday language, Sorrentino draws focus from the language 

toward the broader syntax of his story. This style of writing - however ordinary 

concerning denotation - is filled with words rich in connotation. His use of language 

demonstrates a technique that affects focus, meaning and our view of social constructs by 

satirizing the state of his current Argentinean government. In this story, language is filled 

with deeper meanings, such as character information, empathy, suspense or cultural 

constructs that one may miss on a shallow reading. This concept of using language that 

affects the meaning of the story is another example of how semantic devices are used to 

affect syntax. 

The first line of the story, which is also the title, holds several techniques to create 

empathy, sympathy, suspense, character, setting and tone. The reader immediately feels 

sorry for the narrator when he or she learns of the character's problem. The term "habit" 

denotes a powerlessness, which dampens the evil of the antagonist (the man doing the 

hitting). The word "man" is typical but purposeful; it displays only the basic information 

of an adult male character. The lack of character details keeps a focus on the action of the 

"hitter" instead of him or herself. The opening sentence introduces the first person point 
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of view. The sentence is passive instead of active, which might read, "A man constantly 

hits me on the head with an umbrella." The insipid verb, "hitting," is used instead of a 

more vivid verb such as "cracking". And the object noun, "umbrella," is playful and 

quirky. This opening sentence sets the tone, voice, playfulness and style for the entire 

story by choosing words that accurately represent the author's sense of focus for the 

piece. 

I use some of the same word choice techniques in my opening sentence of "The 

Still Point." "There's a point I need, a still point, the point in everything that links each 

person, object and idea, where whistles and white houses hold the same weight, where 

reality and unreality grapple for attention." The first sentence informs the reader of the 

voice, tone and mood for the entire piece. The carefully chosen language sets up the 

metaphysical feel of the story. The reader expects absurdity if whistles and white houses 

are equal. The audience is introduced to the still point, and also understands that it holds a 

special importance for the narrator. The concepts of reality and unreality will come into 

play. The audience begins to identify with a character that has a dependence on the "still 

point". 

The reader is introduced to a weighty term used frequently in "Burnt Norton," a 

poem from T.S. Eliot's The Four Quartets. The alliteration of "where, whistles, white, 

weight, where" gives the piece a poetic feel. The first word, "There's" is a contraction 

giving the narrator an informal voice. "There's" also establishes a more passive sentence, 

revealing to the reader information concerning a more passive character. The three-time 

repetition of the word "point" highlights its importance. With a stationary verb such as 

"hold" being in the same sentence as the active "grapple", the reader expects a story with 
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contradictory movement. Like the opening of Sorrentino's story, this first sentence holds 

more than surface information. 

Let us now look beyond semantics to the syntactic elements of structure and 

theme. According to Poetics, Aristotle believed there was only one structure to stories. I 

feel this "beginning, middle and end" structure of storytelling is instinctive when writing 

fiction. Screenplay writer Syd Field refers to a similar type of structure used in film as 

"three act structure." In his book, Screenplay, Syd Field divides the narrative by "plot 

points". In Act One (in other words, the beginning), the audience meets the main 

character, recognizes a setting and understands the problem that will be struggled with. 

The point in the story which introduces the problem is often referred to as the "inciting 

incident." This incident is followed closely by the first plot point, where the character 

decides to confront the source of conflict. 

Act Two (the middle) encompasses the main character's struggle, which ends 

with a second plot point. Plot point two marks the moment that the main character is 

furthest from achieving his or her goal. The second plot point is the moment of 

hopelessness for the character; the point at which the audience thinks nothing more can 

go wrong. Act Three (the ending) begins with the climax and finishes with the resolution 

or permanent escalation of the problem, (Field 50-179). Following a structure that 

includes the inciting incident and plot points will drive the conflict of a screenplay. I use 

this structure in my own fiction. In the story "The Still Point," the plot hits the same 

moments one would find in film. The inciting incident arises when Shea meets her fifth 

grade teacher after fifteen years. She then decides to forget what he's become by 
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continuing to place all of her self-worth within the "still point". This decision is the first 

plot point. Act two displays her struggle with the still point. The second plot point begins 

when Shea is not able to close her eyes without seeing the flash of the ''ugly man," Shea's 

interpretation of her rejection by the older Mr. Driver. After the second plot point the 

third act begins with the resolution or, in this case, permanent escalation of the problem. 

Utilizing three-act structure and plot points produces a dynamic path for a writer's story 

by creating a built-in range of conflict as well as character progression. 

I use theme to focus my stories. The three narratives in my independent writing 

project, though not confined to a single genre, operate on a single theme, the acceptance 

or denial of redemption brought about by extraordinary occurrences. Characters with 

internal hardships that require external forces to evolve fascinate me. I label these 

characters "doomed" because what they desire is impossible. Lufian wants a chance to 

change the past. Shea wants to live forever in the past. James wants a different world 

entirely one where he is accepted and can make a difference. None of these wishes are 

possible within the stories. Because I create characters who desire unattainable goals, 

extraordinary circumstances must be the catalyst for change. This is admittedly a cynical 

viewpoint that says everyday occurrences are not enough to make people deal with the 

demons in their past. 

I create situations in which the extraordinary is the only way a second chance is 

available to these characters and each of them has the choice to accept or deny this 

second chance. In "The Still Point", Shea faces the choice of whether to accept the 

disappearance of her still point or not. Shea goes to extremes to have her "still point" 
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returned, which disappoints the audience who had hoped that she would leave it behind. 

In "The Chance of Joy" Lufian decides not to play a game with a person who has made 

him think deeper about chance, fate and life. He chooses (unlike Shea) to change the way 

he lives and looks at life. In "A Story Called 'The Judgment of James,"' the main 

character decides to deny his desire (unlike Shea and Lufian). James chooses a path, 

which the other characters in the story would prefer, that he never write again. Though all 

three choices are brought about by extraordinary circumstances, I find James' to be the 

most tragic. Like Shea, James denies what the reader hopes for, but unlike Shea, James is 

not happy with his decision. If the empathy techniques work properly, "A Story Called 

'The Judgment of James"' is the most heartbreaking. 

I also apply smaller themes to each of the stories. I use the loss of childhood to 

promote empathy in the characters. I personally relate more to the unrelenting quest for 

the simplicities of childhood than any other theme in literature that I have experienced. 

Also, illegal acts show how each character reacts to law and order. Dealing with 

insecurities is a theme I spread throughout, though most prominently on display in "A 

Story Called 'The Judgment of James."' In this story, James is chiefly insecure about 

writing. He fears that his manuscript is bad, that people joke about his writing or that the 

title may evoke vomiting. He then demonstrates a broader fear, the insecurity of 

manhood, represented by his lack of a sex life and adulterous wife. The final insecurity is 

not exclusive to writers or men. It is the fear of physical pain and the fear of becoming 

useless. 



Through the techniques decoded from excellent writers and Altman's way of 

defining semantics and syntax, I have created a series of guidelines that direct my 

writing. Character traits, character arcs, plot points, empathy techniques and themes all 

play their part in placing my philosophy (I write fiction that I would want to read) into 

practice. Through these plot devices and practices I am able to create work that I enjoy. 

To create similar fiction a writer must dissect the material he or she loves to read. 
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Stories I love to read contain extraordinary events that cause universal human 

struggles. Stories must have a character that I can empathize with; I do not need to like 

them, but I need to identify with their plight. Stories need a beginning, middle and an 

end, though they do not need to come in that order. Stories must be told for a reason, and 

the character must change. The story must be the most important moment of the 

character's life. These concepts and techniques, when utilized, create truly great fiction 

that not only holds the reader's attention, but drives one to read. 
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