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This collection of short stories may seem random but they are, in fact, very connected to one another. The majority of these stories focus on the internal turmoil that we all go through. Some are funny, weird, downright degenerate...and that is intentional. I’m really interested in people in general and have been introduced to some very interesting characters throughout my life. I like character studies and this collection was a way for me to branch out, to step into the shoes of people I’ve never met. It gave me a chance to figure out their motivations, their dreams, hopes, losses. It really is quite an experience to jump in and out of these characters. I hope their stories convey the repeating theme that we, as mere toddlers on this planet, are constantly searching for our place in life. We all want to know where we’re headed, where we are going. For the people who found their worth in these stories, I’m happy for them. Others weren’t that lucky. Such is life. But I hope that all of you kind readers find out how much you are worth in the eyes of another.

In loving memory of Ivano,

The man who never frowned.
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As I walk in, I can already see “Tex” sitting at the concierge desk. He’s in his underpants and a greasy shirt and, for some reason, is wearing a bellhop hat crooked on his head. Perfect. The guy is over seventy years old, owns the place, and yet he will never admit to his outlandish eccentricities.

The door handle rips off as I enter, the wood breaking away from the brass knob as easily as a rusty nail through a foot. I hold it in my hand for a few seconds. My mouth cringes to the right in annoyance. It’s like I was shaking a hand and the owner of it disappeared. I debate for a bit whether to put it back or not. But to put it back is like putting a bullet back in the wound. What’s was the point? I fumble to shove it back into the gapping hole and, when I finally have it in, the handle to my briefcase breaks and the bag drops to the ground. I bring my other hand with the briefcase handle still clutched tightly in it to my face.

This place is starting to rub off on me.

This place is a broken, rundown, abandoned, no good, filthy, unorthodox pile of rubble.

So why do I still come here?

Easy Answer.

Rent control.

The owner is senile and still charges ten bucks a night. How he lives on it I’ll never know. But, geez, finding a place to stay is hard when you’re a loner in Chicago.

The year is 1953.

And it only gets harder from here on out.

My name is Charles Avery. You can call me Charlie.

“Tex” calls me “Mr. Bills”.

The dope.

It’s so hard to find a decent hotel around these parts. And I have to work my bony butt off to find the most decrepit eyesore just to feel relaxed.

Every day is an adventure trying to get upstairs.

You’ll join me in the madness, won’t you?

Already, as I’m tossing the broken handle away with a grimace on my face, I can hear “Tex” put on the same dang song that he always plays on that heap of a record player of his. In the Hall  of the Mountain King. He always does that when I show up. Aside from the lowlifes, the down-and-outers, the hobos sleeping around the place, I’m the only one who decides to take the adventure of sleeping in a room and trying to reach the top floor of the hotel in order to do it.

In case you can’t find this hotel that I’m talking about, it’s in the upper north side, wedged between two black buildings that are on their way to being abandoned as well. “The Rundown” is what we call it. But back in the old days this place was known as “The Riverbank Hotel.”

Already the song starts. And the game begins.

Why is this the old man’s only source of entertainment?

“Evening, Tex,” I say out of the side of my mouth as I hook the briefcase under one arm and try not to crunch the rubble under my feet. All of it is from the ceiling. It started to go when the new water damage started. Already I can hear the creaking overhead and duck as a large chunk about the size of a large portrait comes sailing down and crash-lands right at the point where I was standing.

I shake and quiver, holding my briefcase as if it were my soul ready to float away.

The old bat “Tex” begins to snicker so much that one of his teeth falls out. He picks it up, dusts it off, tries to put it back, fails, then ends it all with a “Shucks! That was a good one too.”

Now I get my turn to laugh as I shake off the distress and start making my way as before.

“Bathing time!” someone shouts. And before I can get a grip on anything, the hobos go into their routine. Like excited children they gather and line up against the walls. Three or four on each side are carrying mop buckets. With glee they tip them, splashing the water at every angle on the floor.

My new shoes get splashed at all angles. The hobos, with their clothes still on, thank the Lord, are diving on the floor, slipping and sliding everywhere. Some crash into each other and laugh in a drunken stupor.

I try not to spin.

Then, miniature ships of green zizag past my feet.

“Rodney, over here,” one of them shouts.

I see the man they call Rodney, and he seems more than happy to send the green ship on its way, flinging it across the slick ground as if it were a rock skipping ripples in a pond. But it doesn’t skip me.

Nope.

The green bar of soap somehow wedges under my shoe and I am was slipping all over myself.

This brings another chorus of laughter.

With a bar of soap stuck to your shoe, you’d be surprised how much that throws your walking abilities off. I am trying to keep myself calm, but many of the old tramps provoke the silliness even more. One slides over to me and proceeds to dance with me. The nerve.

The bunch of misfits put on a whole show. A mad bunch of hooligans is what they all are.

I shove him away, losing my balance, dropping my briefcase in the process. Forget it, I tell myself. Every man for himself.

I bend and scrap the large, molded chunk of soap of my shoe. Darting here and there, dodging the wistful winos who seem to be caught up in a dance number, I lurch myself to one of the four long staircases leading to upstairs, the stairways of my salvation, my rest.

Glancing behind myself, as I climb, with my hands as much as my feet, I can see below. Suds. Bubbles. Thousands of big and small, bubbles soiled by tramps. The dancing men are caked in them. But this does not stop them from drinking, Lord no. With the floor so slick, they slide the bottles back and forth, laughing to themselves as they make a sport of it. Some even crash into each other, erupting in laughter once again.

I, myself, oh, did you forget me?

Yes, sir, I’m the one trying to escape all this.

I’m halfway up, gaining distance.

Ker-crack!

Not for long, I see.

The sudden lurch brings me to my knees, clutching the railing.

Then, I glance up to see that the wood, old as it is, has finally given its last vow of support.

Confound the damn steps!

Now, as I hold on tight, they give at the top, which tells me that I’m going down in a big hurry. In mere seconds I’ll tumble down, soap or no soap, give my leg a good break, then wonder if any of these buffoons will phone for a doctor.

The entire staircase tips sideways, veering to the left, leaving me no choice but to grab onto the enormous chandelier. Scurry and spinning, kicking my legs, unable to control my spin. If only Margery could see me now. She would not have believed it. Neither would I.

Thankfully, I conform into a sitting position in the chandelier itself, giving me a bird’s-eye view of the chaos unfolding before me. Like dominoes, the staircases collapse and crack against one another, creating waves as pipes are bursting all over the place. 

The chandelier can’t seem to stop its spinning and I hold on for dear life. Funny as it may seem, I never had the stomach for merry-go-rounds at the fair, and this one seems to be going remarkably fast. It doesn’t help matters much that the roof is now joining in with what I can only describe as the bubble bath mayhem below. Streams of roaring water come down and are just as solid as banisters. I should know, the chandelier keeps spinning me into them.

And in the midst of this fumble of fate, this theatrical night which grows worse with each desperate climb to the top, though I can’t remember it going this sour this fast, I see, wiping the water from my face, one of the boys below has found my typewriter and is using it as a poor man’s excuse for an umbrella. But as he brings it up to shield his head from the streams of water coming down, the ink has run and paints his entire abdomen in blue ink. He gags and whines as he tosses the devil of a thing out of his sight and, as well, out of mine.

Oh, did I not mention I’m a writer?

Soaked as I am, I can’t help but laugh at his misfortune. In time he will get his laugh as well. The water starts to wane but that doesn’t stop the chandelier from spinning or the chain from tightening, making the ceiling very unstable to handle both the weight of my soaking body and the chandelier.

Readily panicked, I try to change the trajectory of my fall or, by some slim chance, swing myself over to the banister to the floor I am trying to get to.

“Incoming!” I find myself shouting, practically grunting to get my swing to go in a straight line.

Chunks of the ceiling are giving, making the bums dart back and forth in the water.

The record skips, but still charges ahead.

Inch by inch.

Inch by inch I swing to get to my room, to get my rest.

Another large chunk falls, a man below narrowly avoids it and somehow it cracks something in the floor, allowing the few feet of water that has gathered to drain noisily into a long forgotten drainage system.

Victorious, I clutch onto the banister just as the chandelier gives, spins and crashes into the concierge’s desk, destroying the floor, the desk, the register, the record player and rattling “Tex” something awful. I know what he will say. To hell with the rest of his furnishings. That is his only copy of that record.

Now fully tired, I lurch myself over the banister, breathing heavily and dizzy from fright. The buzz has died down and some of the bums below have themselves a nervous chuckle to lighten the mood.

My jacket, as I squeeze the coat tails, oozes a combination of water, soap, sweat and I don’t know what.

Exhausted, I shuffle to the door marked 336, pull back the door to see a glowing white mattress awaiting me.

Rest.

All this work. Now rest.

Ding! 

I freeze as I hear the sound. I wonder two things at this point. One would be how on earth could the service bell survive the crash, though I could imagine “Tex” carrying that around with him. He always does - sometimes wearing it as a cap. Second, who in their right mind, besides me, would want to check in here?

After hearing a small chorus of wolf whistles, I receive my answer and cringe as I shut my eyes and put my hand over them as well.

“Mr. Avery!” Tex calls out. “Seems you have a visitor!”

My back curls as I sniff a few drops of water up my nose and turn on my heel to make my way back toward the banister.

I look down and there she is, folks.

Margery.

Her mascara running, it could only mean one thing. She’s sorry about the fight we had and wants me to come home. I turn back to the bed, it still glows, waiting for me to slop down and forget it all. And it has taken me so much just to make it up here, just to get some rest.

I turn back to my dearly, devoted, caring, loving wife of ten years, two children and a history of fine peach pies and I say, “Can it wait till the morning? I’m really tired.”

She frowns at first, then smirks.

With that smirk, that famous smirk of hers, I know that tonight she’s getting her way, and I’m certainly not getting mine. Not after all the tears she’s just shed over our silly fight.

“Sorry, Charlie. Time to go.”

Dripping wet, I nod my head.

How the hell am I going to get down?
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The 75th Last Meal
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Samuel hated this. He hated it all, when it came right down to it, the guards, the building, the parking ( there was none. he had to park three blocks away and was now walking), the salt in the air, not to mention the killer he would be interviewing.

Samuel Tredmark was an honest, if not a little underpaid, reporter for the Wing Bird, a local newspaper. He was a concise writer and a drinker of scotch in times of stress. He wore brown slacks and had thick sideburns that accentuated his jaw line. His eyes were bright green, and they always turned brighter in the summer.

Of course, interviews with murderers did have it’s perks; especially as the killer was on death row and would be executed that night. He wouldn’t have to deal with him afterwards. It would be short and quick, or long and painfully grueling depending on the mood of the inmate.

Samuel, in his gut, knew that even though he despised this man, he needed him now. 

Maybe, just maybe the killer would spill the beans on some higher-up crime bosses. Maybe he would tell of the location of the bodies. Or, as stunning as it might seem and regrettably was followed with doubt, possibly confide to him why he did it in the first place.

Some reporters, a few at that, had their name branded on everyone’s forehead the minute they wrote an article that turned their scummy not-a-penny-to-my-name asses into the next journalist for hire. Maybe he would do a bit of freelance once this was over. That is if it did, in fact, have an end.

––––––––
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THE BARS CLANGED SIDEWAYS with a loud and echoing boom. His steps made on the slick floor had been louder than the bars, making clicking sounds like the same ones his typewriter made.

It was summer now, which meant that all those who had an agenda to look presentable had better retire. Sweat stains gathered on his buttoned-down white shirt in the armpit areas. He hated sweating there. They were standing out like little miniature bull’s-eyes for everyone to see. But, then again, why look good for murderers, rapists, pedophiles, and prostitutes? Oh my! What a dreadful thought to realize. Not the presentable part; the fact that he didn’t care how they didn’t care. That was enough for a laugh.

Licking his hand, he tried hard to slick back that one cowlick on the back of his head. Some called it a bald spot. That’s right. It was a cowlick to begin with, but later on that year it would form into a bald spot with impending stress.

His arms were hairy as he rolled up his sleeves to avoid the heat. A ready, trusty, number two was wedged behind his right ear. It had significant nibble marks from all the times he tried to gnaw out a story with it.

“Tredmark,” the man said. He was an obviously fat man, the warden, judging by his cleanly pressed blue suit. It was a damn near crime that he didn’t sweat. It angered Samuel a little. “You must be here to see him.”

Samuel straightened up a bit to shake the fat man’s hand.

“Don’t want to but, you know, had to grab this story before someone else did.”

The fat man’s chin quivered in a hardly audible laugh. It got lost inside the blubber. “Constantly searching for little pieces of meat to gnaw on, eh? Tell me, Sam, do you and your hounds fight over which one will write the columns?”

He continued to walk a long, brightly lit corridor, that anticipated his approach by blinding him with a beam of light every few seconds. “Peterson and James write the columns. If I’m lucky, the editor will find time to fetch me one.”

“How is Daniel?”

“He’s as pesky as ever. He told me that you knew him way back when.”

“That little turd knew everyone back in college. I’m merely his chess buddy compared to the higher-up’s that he’s conversing with.” The fat man sighed. Sighing signified that he was troubled at the thought of having no friends. After all, it took two of Samuel to make one balding, fat, warden.

“You brought the necessary papers?” He turned.

“I did,” said Sam, shuffling through his briefcase and now pulling out the colored folders consisting of the necessary documents in order for him to see the prisoner.

“You are aware,” the warden blubbered on, “that this is his last chance to talk to anyone of the living world?”

“Wait. You mean I’ll be the last person he sees?”

“Yes.”

“But surely he has family.”

“No friends, no relatives.”

“All dead?”

“All dead.”

Samuel quivered a bit. His next question was last minute, he knew. “By him?”

“No, natural causes. Nope. He only murdered strangers.”

“I see.”

“Oddly enough, from their missing posters and their background checks, they were all very crude people. Not much more than local street trash, I’d say.”

He jingled his keys inside his pocket, found the right one and opened the last barred door. 

“Everyone deserves a second chance. These were still people that he killed,” Sam spoke up. “Just because they died with a not-so-sweet reputation doesn’t mean that in the other life. We’re all sinners walking around on a free ride, when you look at it.”

The warden turned to him and tilted his head like a confused bulldog. “Religious?” he asked.

“No. Realist.”

He opened the door and let Samuel in.

The room was dark except for the bars in front of him. There had been a strange power outage that had turned off the hall lights but not the prisoners’ cell lights. His had been the brightest in the hall.

The fat man was heard blubbering his apologizes for the lack of light and assured the young man walking down to go see him that they would continue to try and fix it.

A gentle hand appeared through the bars. A perfectly manicured pair of fingernails glided their way up and down the bars.

The dead man waited for his prey. He waited for his audience. He waited for his amusement. He was always quite amused with himself and all things around him.

As Samuel passed a load of hollowed cells, he was surprised to find that it was hotter here even with the lights off. 

In the cell next to the man who was waiting to die, there sat a decrepit old vagrant whose eyes were glazed. His clothes were a greenish brown and they had looked ancient with dust. A darkish green T-shirt was seen, stitched together at every possible rip. His cell was perfectly tidy except for himself. He looked to be some hobo they had plucked off the street. His cell smelled awfully sweet for a man who appeared to look like he should smell like something foul. Coincidentally, Samuel felt more relaxed passing this old man’s cell the most. It was a puzzling, pleasing sensation.

“Do not be fooled,” the old man said. “Looks are not the only things he holds dear.”

Samuel paused for a brief moment. Could he be referring to the man he would speak to in just a few moments? Was he preparing him for something?

As Samuel slowly turned the corner, smoke was emanating from the gritty bars containing the prisoner. Everything was picture perfect.

Death row inmates don’t usually get beds but, nevertheless, there was one pushed in front of the wall. Inside the cell there was nothing but crystal clear white paint and an almost blinding light from above.

Inside, the man stood in front of the bed. In his hand was a common cigarette, but he sucked on it joyously getting all the pleasure out of its poisoned skin. He was wearing a remarkably faded maroon robe and was quite tall for it. He was also quite slender for his age which probably racked in the thirties. The shoes planted on his feet were from only the finest Italian designer and they gleamed a reflective glow.

Not only were his hands astonishingly clean shaven with perfect fingernails, but his face was a gem of a structure. His features were handsome and cool. Not a care in the world. The perfection in his face was smooth and his thin toothpick-sized mustache came to points around the corner of his mouth. A single strand of black hair streaked down in front of his brownish eyes of scrutiny. 

And there was something else. A calmness about him, as if Samuel was just a friend stopping by. The man had a calmness that was as rich as the king of England and even had the maturity and wit that would make even Vincent Price blush. In fact, he looked similar to the popular horror icon.

And then, when he spoke, the words were crisper than even the fattest bacon sizzling in a pan. There was a deep richness in his voice, as if he emphasized every word like it were gold. He wanted to be clear to his new guest.

“Ah, yes,” he cooed, “a visitor to see me. How pleasant.”

He took another gorge of his smoke.

“I’m Samuel.”

“I know who you are, sir,” said the prisoner. “I’ve read your pithy articles on birds. You have some sort of fascination with them?”

Samuel seemed out of place. The man seething in the cell was the most dangerous man he had ever encountered, but the man had also displayed an ease as if he had done nothing wrong. But, then again, all criminals think that way, so thought this one.

“I, uh, I have come here to do your last interview, sir.”

The man looked increasingly annoyed, smoking still. “Yes. I realize that fact, young man.”

“You know what date it is, don’t you?”

“October sixth. My execution day,” he stated.

“You don’t seem at all upset.”

“Me? Upset?” The man laughed. “I’ve got better things to do with my time, my boy.”

“Such as?”

“Anticipate,” he said dryly.

Samuel calmly looked around the grungy floor. If the man was indeed reading his mind, he was doing a pretty damn good job of it.

“Searching for something to sit down on?”

“Yes. They didn’t give me a chair.”

“What do you expect? This a prison built on coins, not dollars. They have to constantly make budget cuts here and there, you see.”

Samuel tried to find a clean spot on the floor, but in his searching, he noticed something quite peculiar. The man standing in the middle of the cell cupped one hand and outstretched it.

“Care to sit in my palm?” the man gleefully asked.

“I’m not quite sure I’d fit?” Samuel joked.

“You’d be surprised how many people do,” he said while sucking another puff.

In the dark, Samuel bumped up against something. It was probably a chair that he had just found. Instead of telling the man he was crazy he decided to pull the chair up behind him and sit. The chair was incredibly comfortable and conformed to his body shape, perfectly supporting him. It must be one of those new-age chairs, Samuel thought

“I found a chair.”

“Naturally,” the man said, sitting down with a bow.

Papers seemed to get tangled in Samuel’s fingers. He was trying to search for the right one. He found it, even in the dark. It was a long file, and he had fortunately brought a tape recorder along with him. He clicked it on with his thumb.

“I want to let you know that you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to. If you say, want your lawyer present, then I think that could be arranged.”

“Young man, I have dealt with lawyers before. They have a certain knack for joining my side, but my lawyer doesn’t represent me.”

“Well, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“I’m not. He was a coward,” he said with a sinfully pleasing smile.

Not that the smoke was bothering him, but Samuel fanned a hand near his nose. A thick moldy smell was emanating from somewhere in the corridor. It reeked of burned toast and vile body odor. Samuel spotted a sewer drain near the bars in front of him. No wonder.

But now that he had looked up, he noticed that the man was continuing to smoke, legs crossed comfortably in front of him. He had smoked the thing past the filter! Did he not taste the change? Was he doing it intentionally to make Samuel feel even more awkward?

Trying not to gawk at him, Samuel continued.

“I’ve made a list of all the questions I’ve got for you.”

“Have you? Tell me, what kind of simple list did you write up?”

“Yes. They are simple but...”

“Simple is not the word I would use, dear man, if I were to be in the presence of someone like myself. If I were you, I’d think of the questions that the others did not ask.”

“Others? What others?”

“Why, the others like you.”

“Like me?” he said puzzled, “But you’ve only just met me.”

At this the man grinned again. He was becoming increasingly entertained by Samuel’s interview and did not hesitate to be even more mysterious than before.

“Are you so sure of that?”

“Yes. Why?”

The man giggled in his throat. “You’ll find out soon enough,” he said, speaking like a father trying to teach a son.

“Well, let’s get on with it,” the man said as he swallowed the last of his cigarette. Why did he swallow his cigarette? Did he get a kick out of consuming disgusting things like that in front of Samuel?

“Very well. It says here that your birth name is Michael...”

“No,” he interrupted. “That’s not correct at all.”

“So you go by a different name?”

“Yes.”

“What is it, may I ask?”

“Oh, let’s see what it is today,” he said while turning his head to the ceiling and patting his chin. His head snapped back to Samuel, and he spoke with creative genius as he said, “Devious Lathrop.”

“I see.”

“Yes. Interesting name I chose, don’t you think?”

“I think we better start.”

“Please do.”

“First, right off the bat, why did you do it?”

Devious petted his mustache. He looked like he had been through this routine before and had tried to come up with some other way of answering the question.

“I was lazily bored. I had to find some people to take. Even if it meant getting caught.”

“Okay. Second, do you know where the bodies are?”

“Sadly, yes,” he said, annoyed with that fact. He made it seem like he was repeating himself in the way he said it. It was all very confusing. “Some are up while others are below.”

“Below? You mean underground?”

“Let’s just say they didn’t reach China. If that’s what you’re asking.”

“What about up? You said that others were up?”

“Why, yes. Lots. I can’t control where they all go.”

“Up where?”

“Up there.” He pointed childishly towards the ceiling.

“Oh, you think they’ve gone to heaven?”

“Sadly, yes.”

“But where are the bodies specifically? I need specifics.”

“I can’t be any more specific than that.”

Just then a guard approached carrying a tray of steamy buttermilk pancakes caked with butter and syrup with some scrumptious strawberries oozing from the giant mass. All of it was topped with whipped cream and a random pattern of sprinkles. 

The guard placed the tray inside the slit for the prisoner to grab and left down the corridor. He seemed in a somewhat zombified state.

“Ahh,” Devious smelled the delightful dish. “My last meal. I better slow down on these. I’m getting quite pudgy.” This was true, from what Samuel had seen. There was a slight bump just below the man’s rib cage. He must have consumed a lot of those pancakes before he was caught. It must have been his favorite dish or something.

Samuel looked about, confused. This was not the way a normal prisoner acted, and certainly not the staff. Was this a dream? Was he just realizing, just now, that it was a dream?

“I thought a prisoner wasn’t allowed to have a last meal on death row until after the visitor left.”

“On occasion, these gentlemen bend the rules for me,” he giggled. “Excuse me while I gorge myself.”

As he was chowing, Samuel watched. The man slurped everything as if it were his life source. He really enjoyed his feast. So much so that he slowly took his time rolling the strawberries in his mouth from one cheek to the next, letting it dissolve perfectly in his mouth.

“May...may I continue?” Samuel asked confused. Confusion was like a thick hat that pulled itself firmly over Samuel’s eyes. He hated that feeling—he had felt it before.

“Please do,” Devious said, half of his strawberries juicing their way out of his mouth. It was a sickening sight.

“When did you feel this urge to destroy people?”

“Oh,” he laughed, waving a hand. “That was ages ago. I couldn’t specifically say what year.”

Devious scooped up a giant mound of butter and shoved it into his mouth without even squinting. He swallowed it whole. Samuel cringed a bit.

“What would you say to the families of the people you murdered?”

“Mmmm,” he said, holding up a strawberry with his fork. “That strawberries are back in season, my good fellow.”

“I need you to answer my question.”

“I just did.”

Samuel was annoyed but continued on.

“I would like to know what instrument you used. The police can’t seem to pin it down.”

“Myself.”

Now Samuel was feeling that they were going around in circles. Finally, he got fed up with this man, but their conversation ended just in time. Devious was finished eating and the guards had come to shackle him and haul him to the dead man’s path. 

Samuel stood and tried to push the chair back, but it had disappeared in the darkness. It seemed strange, but he shook it off in his fit of annoyance.

“Good luck,” he told Devious on his way out. He tried to get out of there quick.

But as they were moving Devious out of his cell, he took one last disturbing look at Samuel and said with grinning lips, “I’ll see you soon.”

––––––––
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THAT NIGHT, SAMUEL dreamed. He dreamed of horrible things. Awful things. 

The dream was always the same. It was a dream of him flying backwards down a corridor as if he were being pushed by a strong wind. The corridor was heavily lit and a string of jail cells were passing his sight.

But he always frightened himself by looking in one cell that passed him slowly instead of quickly. He would never forget that face. A face of a man laughing. But this was no ordinary laugh. It was a consuming laugh. It was a disturbing laugh that made the man in the dream’s neck appear to have straining veins, displaying just how hard he was laughing.

The laughter cackled and got lost in the corridor of his mind. But the worst was to hear it echoing in the darkness until he finally woke up.

Drenched in sweat, he breathed heavily. The air from the window was cool and moist. Samuel shut it.

Samuel hated this. He hated it all when it came right down to it. The guards, the building, the parking (there was none—he had to park three blocks away and was now walking.), the salt in the air, not to mention the killer he would be interviewing.

Samuel Tredmark was an honest, if not a little underpaid, reporter for the Wing Bird, a local newspaper. He was a concise writer and an even better drinker of scotch. German with a little hint of Italian had been his nationality. He wore brown slacks and had shaved his sideburns to daggers that rested securely, like he would pluck them off at any second to use them as weapons, on his jaw line. His eyes were bright green because of the summer—they always turned brighter, of course.

Of course, interviews with murderers did have their perks. But something wasn’t right.

Samuel stopped in his tracks outside. He looked around and even stole a glance at the gray sky above him. It was then that he realized that this had already happened.

There had to be some logical explanation. The day couldn’t possibly be repeating itself. Normal days carried on like a clock; always moving forward and never moving back. No clock in the world had the ability to move backwards. Samuel knew this. But what he didn’t know was what scared him the most.

He knew, for sure, that he hadn’t dreamed up yesterday because everything was very physically vivid. The colors, senses, smells, especially the smells. But then again, dreams are very vivid in the mind of any writer.

Samuel grew impatient with his anxiety and galloped across the street to the prison.

Once in, he met up with the fat man who he had talked to before. He looked exactly the same in every aspect. A large blue suit covered his extremely wide frame, and his double chin bounced along with his steps.

Samuel grabbed him madly, the pencil dropping out from behind his ear as he did. “This isn’t today, is it?” he asked in desperation.

The fat man was copious in his incoherent blubbering and tried to understand Samuel’s question, even though it was a confusing one.

“Y...you’re Samuel, aren’t you? Y...you’re here to see h...him?”

Samuel grew angry. He shook the man and shoved him up against the wall, forgetting that he was just a writer and not an action star.

“What are you talking about? I already saw him. He was the most vile and ignorant man I’ve ever seen. His own cell reeked of dead fish. I remember it.”

Fatty decided to shove Samuel’s arms away. He ruffled his suit jacket and tried to straighten it. “Now I know you’re crazy,” he declared. “Not one person is admitted to see the prisoner without my permission. Such untidiness, really!”

It didn’t happen often, but Samuel’s hair was most ruffled. And now it stood on end with anxious fear. The fear was breathing hot pockets of breath down his neck, and his veins begun to contract in nervous fidgets.

“He...he’s still here?”

Fat man sighed, rolled his eyes, glared at Samuel and shouted, “Of course he is!”

How is that possible? he wondered. Has everyone gone mad? Did the fumes in this place produce any illusions or did they invoke amnesia? There had better be an explanation to all of this. There’s got to be!

“But not for long,” the fat man replied, still wiping himself off. He then noticed that there were some rogue crumbs on his chin and proceeded to wipe those as well. “He’s scheduled to be executed tonight. Not a moment too soon too. The families are sending me their angrily misspelled letters. So angry that they rush to write it to me, I suppose. I suppose everyone’s in a rush in this day and age.”

Only one way to handle this, Samuel thought. I have to live out the day .exactly as before. Maybe it’s a dream, but I’m going to control it this time. I’ve got to see him again. Maybe this time I’ll wake up. Gotta wake up, Gotta Wake Up.

“Ah, Here he is, my knight in shining armor, come to whisk me away to a life of exquisite melancholy,” boasted the man in the white cell.

“Can it, Devious!” boomed Samuel.

Samuel was dressed in his normal clothes like before; only he was missing his trusty old number two. He didn’t care anymore if he had a story to write, he wanted to hear it with his ears.

“What the hell are you still doing here?”

“Please, don’t remind me of home,” he said gloomily.

Another cigarette was clutched in his right hand in the utmost elegant position. He dragged it in gracefully and poured the smoke out of his mouth in a lasting, heavy, breath.

“You realize what date it is, don’t you?”

“October sixth. What’s my prize?” Devious laughed.

“You’re supposed to be dead,” Samuel said with a disgruntled fury in his voice. He pointed a finger at him. It was just too frustrating knowing that you were being toyed with by him.

“Since when were you the keeper of rules? You can’t possibly hold all the keys. That somehow strikes me as too much of a responsibility for a man like you.”

True, Samuel was a struggling reporter. He could barely keep any meat on the table without it being ripped from the plate. But he knew that the law and order of the natural world didn’t apply to the man in the white cell for some reason. This angered him. Because in his heart he knew that all things, whether living or not, needed to find their order and place.

If there was no place for this man, then who was he? Could it possibly be a dream? Could it possibly be a continuation of the dream he had last night? Or was it this night?

Had he woken up, got up, closed the window, and fell right back asleep? It was a possibility. Not a firm one, but something to latch onto for a while. Even a mad man needs his little crumb of hope to nibble on. A lot of people wake up and fall back into the dream without realizing it at first, don’t they?

This could, in Samuel’s mind, very well be a continuing dream in which he knew he was truly dreaming. A lucid dream to keep him company.

“Thinking of impossibilities?” Devious asked. He also had a devious-looking smile plastered all over his face.

Samuel let the question hang into the dead air. Meanwhile, he searched the grounds for the familiar chair. He found it in the darkness behind him. Bending his back, he sat in its comfortable pose. As he backed into it, he noticed that the man’s hand went back down again to its side. What was he doing before? Was he holding it up to Samuel?

He
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