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 Author’s Note






When I set out to assemble this collection
of stories, I wasn’t entirely sure which pieces to include and how
to tie them all together. Should I just put together all of the
short stories I’ve ever written into one monster volume, or should
I just include the most recent items?

As I finally settled on the list of pieces
to be included, the common thread become evident. The stories in
this collection were a combination of passion pieces and stories
that were just fun to tell. Some were so fluid and easy to write
that I struggled to get the words down on paper fast enough, and
others went through multiple versions and revisions over the course
of 4 years. While the characters each have their own story to tell,
they are all struggling with a situation beyond their control. They
are thrust into the middle of a game that they cannot see their way
out of. Whether it is career focused, political, personal, or
mental: each character struggles with the fact that they are in
situation that they can’t control and they can’t seem to get the
upper-hand in.

Whether you face a situation where you want
to “get ahead” at work, or if you find yourself constantly getting
frustrated by politics and pundits, or if you can’t stand it when
someone you don’t have any feelings for tries to meddle in your
relationships, try to not let them win. For one moment; close your
eyes, take a deep breath, and decide that you don’t care. That’s
right, stop caring about it. Eventually everyone retires, so why
put forth the energy on trying to “win” at your career. Inevitably,
election outcomes are in the hands of the electoral college and all
of our huffing and puffing after the fact won’t change the results.
Moreover, when someone is trying to get a reaction out of you, the
only way to beat them is to not react. So, try not caring. The
easiest way to win an unwinnable game, is to not play at all.

When I tried this in my own life I found
that I suddenly had more energy to devote to my dreams. I had the
courage to write the stories that just needed to be told without
caring whether a critic liked the final outcome. I stopped worrying
that a story that I just wanted to tell might be read as a personal
attack on someone else. I know it isn’t, so I stopped caring if
someone else extracted their own interpretation. They were going to
do that anyway.

The marvelous thing about exiting from the
games that seem to run our society, is that it frees up so much
energy. Time and worry are two things that will never be refunded,
even once you feel like you’ve won. If you want to find a way to
channel your efforts into something positive and worthwhile, try a
charity.

The final story in this series: Escaping
Avila Chase, was by far the most fun to write and also the most
ambiguous. At times I had a sinister ending all planned out, only
to replace it with something sweet and sappy, before going back to
darker content. A conversation with a good friend of mind last
winter gave this story the ending it needed. My friend inspired the
unnamed character who is speaking at the book launch in the story.
The character was a woman who worked for a non-profit aimed at
helping children lost to human-trafficking. My friend traveled to
India to help out with the current efforts to stop the cycle. She
learned about the systematic issues in place that need to be
resolved and the different elements of life inside the brothels
that are so particularly brutal.

When she told me her story, I thought to
myself, it’s like a game you can’t win. There is too much to be
done, and so many already impacted by it. My pessimism only lasted
for a moment as her story continued to give me hope and inspire me
to try to focus my efforts on a more worthwhile cause.

Imagine if we all laid down our smaller
troubles: will I get a promotion, will so-and-so start to respect
me, will they just move on already, and began to focus on the
global issues that actually threaten our humanity. What if we all
worked together to end the systemic issues of human trafficking and
stopped worrying about our little daily battles. How much better
would our world be? How much better would we feel?

If you want to start to take action, visit
Effect.org. Whether you want to travel to Nepal or India to help
onsite, or if you just want to share their mission with your
friends on social media, every little bit can help. Every action
towards that mission helps us to all win the only battle that
matters: human rights.






















To my mother,

author of The Next Great
American Story
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 The Joker




The slick tiled floor gave way to a thin
beige Berber carpet immediately upon exiting the elevator. A large
and chunky, bright yellow cart rolled out slowly from the elevator
car onto the solid floor. Maneuvered with great effort by a man
that was only 39, but looked as though he was in his late 50s, the
cleaning cart wheels squealed and squeaked under the weight of the
vessel and the 90-degree angle being attempted by the janitor.

Randolph tipped back in his desk
chair, straining his neck to see around the corner. As he leaned,
he could see that the noise that he and his pals had just heard was
Oleg, part of the nightly cleaning crew, coming to make his rounds.
Randolph’s straight brown hair flopped back and forth as he leaned
back then returned the chair legs to the floor. Once centered, the
bangs of his bowl-cut hair formed a pattern on his forehead.
Perhaps an inverted diamond, or the appearance of
fangs, thought Tyler, one of the other men at the
table.

“Yeah well there is always an angle,” Milton
finished his comment as Oleg pushed his cart past the bank of desks
and computers, along the main thoroughfare of the office. Milton,
the wise and seasoned veteran among them, played out his hand. He
waved to Oleg who continued on with a small acknowledgement to the
group. Milton made a habit of greeting everyone who walked by. He
was just a friendly guy, and he didn’t want to be seen as a jerk if
he excluded someone. Milton didn’t want his motives questioned, so
he waved to everyone.

Randolph had regained his normal posture and
focused on the deck of cards in his hand. He and Milton were up,
but Gregory and Tyler could take the lead in the next bid. Randolph
didn’t want to lose. Not for pride or love of the game, but because
he hated buying beer for other people, and that’s what was at
stake. Milton kept his face calm and had an overall devil-may-care
appearance. His salt-and-pepper hair was always a little wonky, as
though he slept with his wet hair pressed up against his pillow.
Gregory and Tyler however, were all business; their eyes were
focused on the space where Randolph would lay his cards. They
weren’t diverting their attention from the matter-at-hand.

As ‘the fellas’ played out their last hand,
Oleg began to polish the Peabody’s and Pulitzers that lined the
hallway down to the breakroom, before setting off to vacuum the
entire floor.

The hand of Bridge was finished and Gregory
and Tyler stood slowly to accept their defeat. With the sound of
raucous heckling, they headed to the elevators to brave the cold
and purchase a six-pack of beer for Randolph and Milton.

The two remaining men gathered the cards and
Randolph began to shuffle them in his hand.

Riffle, bridge.

Riffle, bridge.

Riffle, bridge.

Milton turned his chair around and faced his
computer. He shook his electronic mouse vigorously (he had a real
mouse in his apartment, it was not a pet) to interrupt the
screensaver. Before him was a mess of words and information that
had only 4 more hours to be turned into a printable and newsworthy
article.

“You know each time I come back to my desk,
I am disappointed to see that these words haven’t rearranged
themselves while I was away.” Milton shook his head and motioned at
Randolph.

Randolph shook his head as well, a
sympathetic reflex. He hardly noticed that he was mimicking Milton
because it wasn’t a conscious action. He continued to shuffle the
pile of cards as he thought of a verbal response; he couldn’t let a
silence go uninterrupted.

Riffle, bridge.

Riffle, bridge.

Riffle, bridge.

“Well, maybe one day they will surprise you
Milton,” Randolph offered a nonsensical alternative.

“They’d better, those lazy bastards!” Milton
was known for being dogmatic, it was part of his charm, if it could
be considered charming at all. He was at the age where he could
make bad jokes and have them pass as ‘dad-jokes’ or the good humor
of an old man trying to be funny. He was making some really
horrible puns lately, but everyone just shook their head and
laughed at how awful his humor was rather than telling him to
stop.

“The words aren’t lazy; your story is just
shit!” Randolph snickered while Milton picked up some stray
paperclips and chucked them at his colleague.

“Yeah, well I can’t help it. I can’t stand
working this beat anymore!”

“Well don’t tell that to Gregory or Tyler,
they would kill to lead on the election.” Randolph pointed out the
obvious truth. Writing for the political section of their newspaper
was considered the peak of the profession. (And Tyler was
particularly ambitious when it came to what he perceived as helping
his career.)

They were employed by one of the most
well respected newspapers in publication, still turning a profit,
and their political coverage were considered to be bar-none in the
industry. Milton might be a sly card player, but he was considered
one of the best journalists in the country, and had numerous awards
to prove it. His modest wardrobe and humble manner were executed
perfectly. He never came off as too aloof, nor did he seem to be
too proud of himself. Milton was the paragon of reserved
professional excellence. Randolph always felt humbled to be able to
work with him, though he would never actually say that to Milton’s
face. Maybe at his retirement
party, Randolph rationalized.

“Good, let them!” Milton returned to
his screen. “Let them report daily on the inane childish behavior
of presidential candidates
for the two and a half years that they run!” Randolph knew that
Milton was set off, he braced for the rant. “The election is every
four years, they spend more than half the time between elections
campaigning! And the way they talk to each other and about each
other, goodness they could all use some time in a charm
school!”

Randolph knew the next statement that
would set Milton spinning, he was a predictable man. Gregory and
Tyler loved to prod at Milton until he spewed out his usual
rhetoric. In their absence, Randolph delivered the line that would
trigger Milton’s ire. “Well, surely one of them is worthy of the office of the
President.” Randolph couldn’t hide the smile on his face as he said
it, anticipating Milton’s next response. Riffle, bridge. He
shuffled the cards feigning a blameless shrug, but he knew
full-well what his words would inspire.

“Oh, don’t even get me started-”
Milton stopped himself before such an event could occur and threw a
‘I know what you’re trying to do’ smirk at Randolph before spinning
his chair around fully to face his computer screen again. Milton
clacked at a few of the keys and then spent a moment or two focused
on the pencil that he set on the bridge of his nose.
Will it fall, will it balance? The
age-old procrastination technique was still in play.

Randolph finished his shuffling and stood,
leaving the cards on the table before maneuvering his desk chair
back to the empty computer across from Milton’s desk. Randolph, the
lowly fact-checker of the team, was glad to be included in the
group of journalistic giants that he had the opportunity to work.
And play card-games like Bridge with. Gregory and Tyler were a few
years his senior and were quickly becoming the well-respected
up-and-comers who had paid the down payment on their career ‘dues.’
Randolph was keen to learn from all of the men on his team, but he
was most interested in gaining the approval and respect of
Milton.

Randolph interrupted his screensaver and saw
that his email inbox had received a deluge of new requests for
verification on stories that were scheduled to print the next day.
He started with the first one and began to work through his usual
process. Since starting at the newspaper several months earlier, he
had been exhausted, burned from boiling hot coffee, called the
wrong name by everyone at least once, and profoundly inspired by
his colleagues.

He was inspired to leave the field of
journalism. Or at least he was contemplating it seriously. The
devil on his shoulder whispered of higher paying opportunities.

Randolph reached for his headphones and
resumed the track that had been paused before the bridge game had
started. The loud and shrill screams picked-up, as did the snare.
Milton could hear the faint pulsing of the music coming out of the
headphones. He marveled at how the young man had any hearing left
given the decibels being pounded against his ear drums.

Randolph set off to get some work
done, but his thoughts remained on the most pressing dilemma on his
mind: what to do with his empty dream of a career. The only reason
he was sticking it out was that he had managed to sit next to one
of the writers that he had idolized during his college
career. How could he walk away, when he
sat just a few feet from the man he had wanted to
become? Randolph’s angst was a disillusionment born
from missing out on a bygone era. Randolph longed to relive the
glory days of reporting with Milton. Instead, he was left with the
pyrite luster at the fall of the empire: all hedonism and no sound
reasoning to hold up the walls of Mother Liberty any longer. His
dream appeared to him as if it were the tail end of a brush stroke;
dry and constantly reaching out, the fibers begging for color, but
coming up short and white on the canvas.

The glimmer of a career as a journalist wore
off once he entered the real game. Keywords and impressions were
dressed up words for: only write what people want to read, get more
eye-balls onto your article, that is all that matters. Sure, there
were occasionally a few profound pieces set to be published, but
those were only read by those who were in earnest pursuit of the
news. Most people just skimmed and forgot what was being published
very quickly.

Randolph couldn’t blame the entire newspaper
industry for that though, the culture was shape-shifting around
them and they were trying to keep up. It still made him sad to
think that he might write the most insightful article and it would
be noticed by only the few who still bothered to even read the
news. The real news, not just the tabloids. He was suffering from
anticipatory disillusionment. Randolph’s pre-defeated, millennial
attitude was starting to annoy himself; he focused back on the task
at hand.

Just outside of his peripheral view, Milton
had given up on trying to balance that pencil and had turned his
attention to his article. After some sips of stale coffee, he made
an expressive gesture and a wrenching sound.

“Bleh! Cold
coffee that tastes like ass!” Milton stood up with his coffee cup
in hand. Randolph swiped his headphones from his ears just in time
to catch the end of Milton’s remark.

“Come on, I’ll get a fresh pot
started,” Milton was headed down the row of desks that comprised
the bull-pen. The music continued to travel out of his headphones
and fill the small space around Randolph with the shrill sound of
distorted voices and loud drums. Randolph wasn’t interested in
drinking any coffee, he truthfully hoped that he would be on his
way home in an hour and wanted to be able to fall asleep and stay
asleep. He hadn’t been getting much quality sleep since the
Presidential debates had begun a few months earlier. Randolph was
constantly worried that he was missing something; a new sound bite
that was potentially explosive, a political development that would
require a statement from each candidate, anything to help him cast
his first big story. The twenty-four-hour news-cycle that applied
to all media outlets seemed to be somehow amplified, to have a
large inertia in the political world. The stakes always seemed
higher, the fate of one country or many countries were implied to
be in the balance. But lately Randolph had been wondering,
are they really?

The more he read, and wrote, and
checked, it seemed that the political figures were only a physical
representation of an ideal that had long lost its status. They were
placeholders on a decimal that was now too small to matter.
Were these men and women really moving the needle
on any one initiative or were they just a focal point, a
distraction while the political grunts and greedy tricksters ran
the economy. Basically like a magician trying to divert your
attention from the trick? Randolph was toying with his
apathy, but he knew that would only land him into the same cycle
that most Americans were stuck in: unenthused and
indebted.

To avoid this feeling, he remained steadfast
in his work, and that meant following the Rock-God that was his
boss and mentor, Milton, to get coffee at quarter-til 10.

 


Milton was always a quick walker, and when
he was determined to get a caffeine fix, he walked exponentially
faster. Randolph fell a little behind as he mulled the frustrations
in his mind.

The new filter was being placed into the
coffee maker, the ground coffee waiting to be brewed, and Milton’s
eyes were drying imperceptibly when Randolph entered the empty and
freshly cleaned break-room. Milton wordlessly moved to the
refrigerator in the corner. There had been two refrigerators, but a
lingering smell had begun to emanate from one. As they say, all the
king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t get the old frumpy
fridge to smell clean again. Now there was just one fridge in the
corner, humming as the electric power kept the machine working.

Milton reached for one of the tall bottles
of brand name creamer. There were several that were commonly shared
by the team. At least, that is what Milton assumed as no one had
ever marked these flavored bottles, no one had chastised him for
using them, and they were always replenished. Milton shrugged his
shoulders at the thought and assessed the options before him.

Randolph leaned against the door frame,
mentally checking off items on his to-do list. Milton held-up two
creamer bottles and called to Randolph, “Hey, which flavor do you
think?”

“I’m not having any,” Randolph pulled his
jowls down into a low but passive snarl with his nose pulled up,
commonly referred to as ‘stank face.’ This, however, was a polite
stank face as if to indicate, ‘no thanks.’

“Oh, well I’m working on a piece about
Nuthead, so I’ll go with Hazelnut.” Milton picked the bottle with
the red topper.

“Sounds fair,” Randolph appreciated the
humor in Milton’s decision process.

“Yeah, I wish Pierrot would do something
other than look like a dope. Then I could have the French
Vanilla.”

“Good point, maybe we can dig up some dirt
on him just so you can enjoy a new creamer.”

“Eh, but Nuthead was made to make
headlines.”

All of the candidates had nicknames. Milton
enjoyed giving them out. He still referred to the current President
as Doobie McGee and various ex-candidates by their
not-so-affectionate pet names that he had appointed at one time or
another. Milton still hadn’t lost his edge: Hapless Wonder,
Pierrot, Nuthead, and Hapless Idiot were the most discussed of the
current field of candidates.

Hapless Wonder received his nickname because
Milton thought that in the end this candidate would win out, and
how unfortunate for that person that they would actually become
President. However, Hapless Wonder had bowed out of the election
only a week earlier, much to the chagrin of the moderate
electorate.

Nuthead was thus named because his head
looked like that of a Kukui nut; he also seemed to be the most in
need of clinical diagnosis.

Pierrot was deemed absolutely unlikely to
win or be anywhere near a ballot in November, but Milton was
thoroughly amused when he had made the connection that the
politician looked like the French sad mime-clown, and enjoyed
bringing it up as often as possible.

Then there was Hapless Idiot, which started
out as the nickname for the junior Senator from Milton’s home
state, but soon grew to encompass the rest of the unremarkable
field. The rest didn’t get too much of a mention. Pantsuits was
keeping out of the news, which meant no bad news, but also meant no
attention for their campaign. Lazy-Eye was the most apt nickname
for the reformed philanderer from the Bible Belt. That was the
least polite of the nicknames, so Milton usually referred to this
person by their last name in staff editorial meetings. When he was
just talking bylines with the guys, he was less considerate.

Milton poured his coffee, mixed in the
creamer and sugar, then savored a few sips while leaning against
the countertop.

“Ok, he is a total nut job, but if it means
I get to enjoy more hazelnut flavored items, I guess he’s not so
bad.” The lower half of Milton’s face disappeared behind his coffee
mug, leaving his wise eyes and graying eye brows just visible above
the porcelain rim.

“If his only redeeming quality is a food
superstition, that’s not a very good reason to elect.” Randolph
countered. “But now I am craving some Nutella.”

“True,” Milton nodded. “Hah, if he wins I’ll
start calling the first lady Nutella. Great idea!” Milton toasted
Randolph who accepted by saluting dimly, letting his hand fall
mid-flight.

“Do you think he could really win?” Randolph
asked, scared that the seasoned journalist would provide a
prophetic answer that would disappoint his last idealistic
molecules.

“I don’t know. I think he is enough of a
distraction that no one, from either party, is getting much
attention on their platform.”

Randolph silently nodded, agreeing that the
campaign had been more like a bid for an Oscar nomination with a
lot of star power and coverage, but with an air of triviality. It
felt worse this time around, more meaningless than ever before. The
reality of the impoverished, hungry, and war-torn seemed to matter
less than they did in 2012; which wasn’t much in comparison.
Randolph earnestly tried to run through a list in his mind of where
each candidate stood on education reform and declining literacy
rates, gun violence and the indifference towards mental illness,
the government’s inability to pass a simple budget, a never-ending
war with no purpose and no defined objectives, and the
ever-enraging socialized health care system. Randolph could think
along party lines where the candidates would be ideologically, but
hadn’t actually heard any of them address a plan for what they
would do to remedy the most pressing domestic issues. He began to
shake his head slowly, unable to believe that his life-long
ambition of covering politics had revealed the whole system as a
three-ring circus. Each party was trying to lure people into their
tent and fool them with their vaudevillian stage-magic.

Milton continued to sip his coffee and
examined his young colleague. Thin, overly-tall, and with the
overly rehearsed impression of upper-class upbringing, Randolph was
clearly a poor boy in a sophisticated man’s world. His real name
was Michael Randolph Jones. Sounded W.A.S.P-y enough, but he
insisted on being called Randolph because growing up he had been
called “Mikey.” This alone wasn’t necessary a sign of being a
poor-kid, but it didn’t have a professional tone either. Milton
wanted to tell him that Randolph didn’t sound very professional
either, it almost sounded too snooty, but he knew that the kid was
trying to fit in, so he let it go.

“Who do you think will win it, kid?” Milton
asked as he swallowed the last gulp of his coffee.

Randolph let out a deep sigh, like a wounded
and moody teenager. “Will I seem like a complete snob if I say that
I don’t think the American public is smart enough to discern
between a ruse and a real leader?”

“No, that wouldn’t make you sound like a
snob if you said it that way.” Milton began to wash out his mug.
“But if you said it like this,” Milton began to elongate his vowels
and added a posh New England accent to his words, “then you would
sound like a snob.”

Randolph laughed at Milton’s humor. “Scary
enough, I think Nuthead might win it.”

“So, what then?” Milton asked as he dried
the mug and set it up in the cupboard.

“Maybe a request to work abroad. Or just up
and move to Costa Rica.” Randolph smiled at the idea of days
lounging in the shade of massive banana leaves.

“Why Costa Rica? And why do you think he
will win?”

“Seriously, have you read anything
about Costa Rica? It is the most perfect country with the best
beaches in the world, 95% literacy rate, and no standing army.”
Randolph began to sound excited about something for the first time
in months. Perhaps, he
wondered, he should switch from politics
to travel writing. But, if there was one beat more
cut-throat than politics, it was the travel section.

“Sounds amazing! Ok, so the Costa Rica
answer makes sense now. I will have to brush-up on my Central
American paradises.” Milton passed to the doorway and led Randolph
back down the hallway towards their desks. “Now, why do you think
Nuthead will win?” Milton was trying to get more out of the kid, he
could see the growing signs of apathy. Randolph was smart and had a
lot of potential. Milton had been able to weather many political
crises and scandals without too much of his faith in democracy
being waivered. He could see the kid was losing his fast; Randolph
wouldn’t last long without a basic belief in justice.

“Just something about him. It’s almost too
scary to think that so many people are rooting for him. He has too
much momentum to be stopped.” Randolph stated plainly.

Milton shrugged his shoulders while his
hands rested in his two front pockets. “Well, we’ve just got to
keep informing the people about what really does matter and hope
that they will follow that to make the best decision possible.”

Randolph nodded. They both took a seat at
their respective desks and were about to resume their late evening
routine that would lead them down to the wire, right up until the
deadline when Milton would submit his story. Randolph would finish
some more work, and they would head out together for their evening
cigarette. Randolph had come to enjoy the routine with his mentor,
each moment more unrealistic than the next. He may have been waning
in his enthusiasm for politics, but the admiration he had for his
mentor was off the charts.

“Well, let’s hope one candidate can knock
him out of contention. I don’t care which party at this point,
although it would be nice to see the Dems win it.” Randolph was
resigned to his default hopes and the late-night exhaustion had his
spirits beat.

Milton typed in a few keystrokes to unlock
his computer, which had gone into the self-protected screen saver
phase automatically. “Hah, yeah. But the way Nuthead is leading the
crazy brigade and making everyone hate the Reps, the Dems couldn’t
have paid for a better outcome. Might as well sit back and let the
self-destruction of the Grand Ole Party start. Am I right?” Milton
was smiling and didn’t look over at Randolph as he made his joking
comment. If he had been looking at the young man, he would have
seen his easy smile quickly change into a flummoxed frown.

“Right,” Randolph said in response, almost a
beat too late, but Milton was busy finishing his article and didn’t
notice. Milton also didn’t notice Randolph’s change in energy
level. It was very quickly renewed and almost radiating from him, a
pulsing aura of kinetic motion. Randolph was quickly typing,
searching, and scribbling quickly with his pencil on a stack of
post-its. Milton almost didn’t notice when Randolph quickly printed
a few documents and then stood to shut off his computer and grab
his coat.

“Leaving already?” Milton asked. He tried to
sound like he was giving the kid a hard time. He didn’t want to
seem like a hard-ass that expected him to stay until all hours
every night. But Milton didn’t want to seem too careless about it
either.

“Yeah, it’s almost 11 and I have a few
things to check on before tomorrow.” Randolph was busy gathering a
few items from his desk hastily and shoved his laptop into his
over-shoulder messenger bag. Milton could see that Randolph was in
a hurry. Really, he was more than ‘in a hurry’, Randolph was in a
frenzy, the kind that only a powerful idea can create.

Perhaps that lower-middle-class upbringing
had engendered an overall mistrust of those with money and those
who had control
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