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Dedication

For the ones who died because we were careless with our words.
For Derek, and all the ordinary people destroyed by the casual cruelty of people who thought their sensitivity made them better.
For those who understand that literary taste doesn't excuse human failure. That reading Cormac McCarthy doesn't make you wise. That loving difficult books doesn't give you the right to be unkind.
For the quiet ones whose pain we mined for material, whose suffering we turned into anecdotes, whose real deaths we transformed into metaphor and called it art.
For the people who tried to tell us what we'd done and watched us rewrite their truth into ambiguity.
And for everyone who's ever learned, too late, that kindness costs nothing and its absence costs everything.
This book is the bill.




About This Book

A man who works at a literary bookstore kills a customer named Derek—bludgeoned him with Infinite Jest over a refund dispute—and then, in the darkest irony, turned the murder into an ambiguous bestseller called Dead Men Don't Refund.


The narrative is unreliable from the start. The protagonist is a bookseller who reads literary fiction obsessively, despises self-help culture, treats Derek's desperate pleas for meaning with contempt, and in one moment of rage, ends his life. Then spends years building a narrative around the crime—publishing it as fiction, accepting acclaim, watching it become a bestseller based on its ambiguity about whether the murder really happened.


But Derek's sister Caroline sees through it. She has the receipts, the evidence, the knowledge of what actually occurred. She writes her own account. The truth. And the literary world turns. The protagonist's book is pulled from shelves, his agent drops him, his publisher abandons him, Netflix kills the adaptation. He becomes the thing he despised most: a pariah, a fraud, a murderer who profited from his crime and then lost everything when he was exposed.


Years later, he's working at a different bookstore, going by a different name—Mark—shelving airport thrillers and corporate biographies. Anonymous. Erased. A different kind of death.


Then a customer comes in holding a copy of Dead Men Don't Refund and demands a refund.


Dead Men Don't Refund is a psychological noir about guilt that never diminishes, remorse that arrives too late, the performance of literary sophistication masking cruelty, and what happens when the consequence finally catches up. It's about the profound moral failure of treating another human's suffering as material for your art. It's about the kind of murder that doesn't end with a body—it ends with the slow recognition that you can't hide, that you can't write your way out, that the only escape is invisibility and the faint, unbearable hope that the people you destroyed might, somehow, move on without you.


The narrator hallucinates Derek throughout the novel. Or does he? The unreliability is the point. Nothing is trustworthy in the account of a man who killed over a book dispute and then monetized the killing. By the end, the reader no longer knows what's real—only that guilt doesn't diminish, that some crimes can't be written away, and that the worst punishment isn't death.


It's living with the knowledge of what you've done.
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Prologue

      I didn't set out to write a murder confession. Or did I? Memory's funny when you're three drinks deep and the reviews keep calling it 'unflinchingly honest.' It started as fiction—always does, right? You tell yourself that. You change the names, swap the city, trim the inconvenient truths, and add enough metaphors to make it sound literary. Then you realise you’ve built a perfect replica of a crime scene, only you’re the one holding the blueprint.

      By the time I saw the resemblance, the book was already on shelves, the reviews were piling in, and the first anonymous comment had dropped like a match into a room full of paper. Some people write to escape their lives. I wrote to hide mine.

    


The Last Straw

      The man who asked for a refund didn't look like a killer. Then again, I don't know what killers look like anymore. Mirrors lie.

      He was already dead by the time I registered what my hands had done—Infinite Jest dangling from my fingers like a guilty conscience, his skull making that wet, final thunk against the linoleum. He'd turned at the sound of my voice, eyes wide. That kind of surprise. The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People was still clutched in his left hand, spine cracked at the chapter on proactivity.

      Ironic, really. A book about seeing consequences coming, and he never saw it.

      Blood bloomed across the cover of Wallace’s thousand-page monument to addiction and distraction, already seeping into the footnotes. My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. Neither would my breath. Outside, the city hummed along—buses wheezed, pigeons scuffled, a barista laughed three doors down—completely indifferent to the fact that I’d just turned a customer complaint into a crime scene.

      This is how it ends, I thought. Not with tenure or a book deal or even a decent obituary. Just a refund dispute and a postmodern paperweight.

      But that’s not where it started.

      Three weeks earlier, Derek walked into Dog-Eared & Dying for the third time.

      I remember the exact time—11:47 a.m.—because I’d been staring at the clock, willing it to hit noon so I could justify my third coffee break. The store smelled like old paper, espresso grounds, and the quiet despair of unsold poetry collections. I was reorganizing the staff picks shelf, removing a copy of The Goldfinch that some unpaid intern had placed there “ironically.” It was Tuesday, which meant the usual parade of customers treating books like home décor and reading like a personality trait they could buy for $14.99.

      I’d been thinking about Sarah again. Sarah left me six years ago. Or was it seven? I'd been thinking about her again—no, that's wrong. I'm always thinking about her. She left because I was 'emotionally frugal and aspirationally challenged. Her words, not mine. Though to be fair, she wasn’t wrong. I’d spent our last month together mining our conversations for a short story cycle about failed relationships instead of actually having one.

      “You treat life like research,” she’d said, packing her books. Her books. The good ones. She took Pynchon and left me with Paulo Coelho. The symbolism wasn’t lost on me.

      Derek appeared like a glitch in the system—balding, slightly out of breath, that RadioShack lanyard hanging off him like a hanged man's noose. Sweat or rain on his collar. I couldn't tell which. He moved through the aisles like he was auditing the place, picking up titles, squinting at back covers like they owed him money.

      He’d been in twice before. First time, he asked if we sold magazines. When I pointed to our literary journal rack, he snorted and said, “I meant like Sports Illustrated.” Second time, he wanted to know if The Great Gatsby was “based on a true story.”

      That should’ve been my first warning. But warnings. But warnings. Who listens? I was reading McCarthy. Pretending to understand salvation through violence. Who listens? I was reading McCarthy. Pretending to understand salvation through violence.

      “Excuse me,” he called from the self-help section—strategically placed near the register to prey on the hopeful and the desperate. “Do you have anything that actually works?”

      I looked up from Blood Meridian, my third attempt to get past page fifty. Cormac McCarthy and I had an understanding: he wrote sentences like biblical prophecies, and I read them like someone seeking salvation through difficult prose.

      “Works for what?”

      “Life.” He said it like I was simple. “Success. Money. Getting women to notice me.” He held up Think and Grow Rich. “This one's garbage. Just positive thinking bullshit dressed up like it has an MBA.”

      I almost laughed. “Self-help isn’t literature. It’s aspirational capitalism in paperback form.”

      He stared at me like I’d spoken in tongues. “So you’re saying it doesn’t work?”

      “I’m saying you can’t buy a personality.”

      That’s when he picked up The Seven Habits. Stephen Covey’s magnum opus of corporate self-actualization. I watched him flip through it, saw his eyes glaze over at the first mention of paradigm shifts.

      “This one looks promising,” he said.

      Promising. Like hope was something you could purchase with a credit card.

      I should’ve stopped him. Recommended The Corrections. Or even Infinite Jest—something that might’ve taught him life wasn’t a checklist.

      But no. I rang him up. Smiled. Said, “Hope it works out for you.”

      Famous last words.

      For the next three weeks, Derek haunted the self-help section like a man possessed. He’d nod at me on entry, wave the book like a talisman, mutter things like “win-win mentality” and “begin with the end in mind.” But it wasn’t just self-help—he’d linger by the fiction too, especially Catcher in the Rye. I’d seen him reading it on the park bench across the street at dawn, turning pages with the devotion of a monk studying scripture.

      And yet, at the counter, he’d demand refunds on the very books I knew he loved.

      “It’s garbage,” he’d insist, clutching Catcher protectively. “Salinger owes me sixteen dollars.”

      “But you read it every Tuesday,” I said once.

      “Doesn’t mean it’s not garbage.”

      The hallucinations had been getting worse—mine, or his, I couldn’t tell. He’d try to return To Kill a Mockingbird, claiming it was “racist propaganda,” even though I’d watched him reread it twice in one month. One Hundred Years of Solitude was “too confusing for regular people,” though he’d underlined entire passages in Spanish. He’d shuffle in at odd hours, eyes unfocused, voice trembling, asking for his money back on novels that had clearly changed his
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