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EVEN WITH HIS BLENDER on fire, his dog barking at a canary flying around the apartment and the fact that he was dressed in nothing but a beat up cardboard box labeled BRIAN’S GOOD STUFF inked in black sharpie; Brain furiously clicked away on the keyboard of his laptop, fighting the deadline of a lifetime and the flashing low battery sign.

Brian was a special case.

Not entirely accident prone...but not overly lucky either.

His best friend on a good day could tell you that Brian just happened to have the world go off around him. Always when he was making big decisions.

The smoke was rising now, gently caressing the fire alarm which held dead batteries. A bead of sweat fell into Brian’s eye. Nadine was asleep in the bedroom, she would wake up screaming soon to quiet Howdy, the dog they bought together. But that’s not all she would be mad about. How was he to tell her that all her clothes from last night’s wash were shrunken and Pink?
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IN ORDER TO UNDERSTAND the madness, you’d have to hear all the details. Brian Wright’s apartment lay on a slanted street in San Francisco. It was a bright beautiful day when he picked up the box for Nadine. So she wouldn’t find it, he taped it inside the box of BRIAN’S GOOD STUFF. It was nine in the morning, the movers would be there in less than three hours.

Brian was superstitious when it came to packing. In the box he brought with him some choice relics which helped his writing process: a deflated basketball from his parents’ house, a miniature golf trophy which said third place, twelve books by the masters from Charles Dickens to Virginia Woolf, and a yellowed package of old playing cards.

Whenever the writer’s block was strong, he’d need only to open the box and rifle through his lost treasures. Quick as a flash, he’d be up and ready and write close to thirty pages in one sitting.

He started with short stories at first, as all writers do, and found some luck when an agent read one of his sci-fi pieces in The Time Launcher magazine.

When asked if Brian had any novels in tow, Brian lied and said he had three already finished. Which was not the case because there were only two novels he had finished during college, when he was a practicing electrician.

His agent, Niles, loved Brian’s first novel Crude Oil and a Gram of Coke so much he signed him for a two book deal. They started a print run of ten thousand copies with a small publisher. The reviews were so-so but the buzz about this hip new thriller author was generating a fan base for him. It gave him enough of a cushion to work on his second novel, Reefer Madness with Dynamite, which had a small run of fifteen thousand but was well respected by hardcore fans in the internet forum. 

As a joke, Brian visited the forum and struck up conversations with the readers. He’d talk movies, books and music. He’d spend hours in chat rooms questioning what his readers wanted next. He even trashed his own writing when the fans spotted mistakes. “Oh that!” he would type. “I just figured that if Daren Lennix could change his gender at will that it would make sense when the villain tells him to go fuck himself...because he can!”

By the end of the month, his email box had twelve thousand messages, minus family and friends, and his blog had upwards of one million followers. Love him or hate him, Brian was on top. His agent knew this as well. So much so that he called Brian one morning after he saw the indisputable numbers.

“Bri, you got some big brass ones!” He said with enthusiasm. “You realize what you’ve started?”

“A fire in a hailstorm?”

“Better! I feel a geographical shift coming on.”

“What do you mean, Niles?”

“You’ve been making small potatoes to support yourself. No more, my good man. Are you sitting down?”

Brian grabbed the nearest thing, his garbage can, sat, and waited for the news. “I am now.”

“Bri, I just got off the phone with St. Martin’s Press. They want to sign you!”

“Get out of here!”

“Clear as the nose on my face!”

“You had a nose job three weeks ago. That still count?”

“It counts, scribbler. The deal went smooth. They agreed to take on your short stories and your two previous books!”

“You’re kidding.”

“And get this, they’re offering an advance. Six figures!”

His first book, he wrote for free.

His second he got an advance of five thousand.

This was his first big deal.

“That’s great. Oh, I can hardly believe it!”

“All I had to do was mention Skull Bones and Ecstasy and they practically jumped through the phone to blow me to get it for them.”

Brian’s arm tensed.

The third novel.

Most writers have a hard time coming out with a second.

Not Brian.

But he was still blocked on the third one.

Only had 20 pages of notes which might not have been all that good.

“Y-you sold them on S-skull Bones and Ecstasy?”

“Oh, they were eating it up.”

Brian had a feeling like he would wet himself. He looked down at the trash and wondered if he should just do his business and get it over with. He moaned pitifully for a half a second.

“Brian? You there? You alright?”

“Yes, I’m here. It’s just unexpected is all.”

“Christ, Brian, you haven’t lost the manuscript have you?”

“No,” He said, trying not to grit his teeth. With his free hand he ran his fingers through his hair and squeezed his own head like a grapefruit ripe enough to pop. “I’m holding it right now.”

“Oh, whew! Good. A nice thick one, like you said?”

“Oh, it’s thick alright. Don’t you worry about that.”

“Is it finished?”

“Not quite. I still have some tweaks to do here and there. The ending is all mapped out, I just have to, ha, you know, reel it in like the big one it is.”

“Great! Listen, we sign the deal on Tuesday. That gives you a week to make all the adjustments and that little snippet you were talking about. Get it to me by then or they’ll pull out. I’ll have you in tomorrow to sign the contract.”

“Ye-huh.” Brian grimaced.

“Call you tomorrow, Bri. Get your lady something nice, you are on your way up.”

Brian hung up the phone.

He ran to the bathroom and retched. What Niles didn’t know was that Brian was not only short an ending but also a middle and beginning. He didn’t even have a prologue. All he had were twenty pages of half-assed notes in the hopes that inspiration would hit him at the right time. As it was, inspiration gave him a couple quickies then skipped town. He bragged to his agent that Skull Bones and Ecstasy, his latest thriller, would be a turning point for the character of Daren Lennix, the gun-toting, drug-dealing avenger of space and time. He guesstimated to Niles that it would be a bulky 400 pages. Brian only hoped that the publishers didn’t mind quadruple-spaced manuscripts.
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FOR EIGHT HOURS OR so, Brian paced his apartment. Things need to be done. Steps need to be taken, he thought. He died out his cigarette and made a call to Nadine, saying that he wouldn’t be able to see her until Monday night. He managed, barely, to keep his flip-flops to stay on his feet as he charged down the stairs. He needed to get the box.

One thing could be said about a writer with this sort of turmoil. When you’re SOL and your muse goes AWOL, the best thing to do was boost your creative energy and focus on the work.

Brian unplugged his television and stuffed it in the closet. He sent Howdy to live with Nadine temporarily. She didn’t mind. He was a special Jack Russel; Compact and easy-going.

He sat on the floor and spread out all his relics, occasionally flipping through a copy of Zen in the art of Writing or A Moveable Feast. 

He walked to the gas station and picked up some energy drinks high in ginseng. Four, tall empty cans lined his desk before he even typed a word. To the right of his thin silver laptop, he placed the 20 pages that, regrettably, would have to be the melting pot of ideas.

Here’s where it starts, Brian thought to himself. Here’s where the men are separated from the boys. Wish that were the case with priests and children, but hey, you can’t have everything. 

And there it was - His first edgy opener for the book.

He continued, A showdown is the last thing that any one man wants. But I didn’t fly my happy ass halfway across this cosmos to engage in a light, sensitive, inoffensive tea party. My girl is dead, the coke is gone, and I only have fifteen minutes of air left. I could spend that jogging to the station, which is only five minutes away. But this freak, this Vincent Vest, is in my way. I’m sure I can put him down in ten.

He typed it in, his heart humming as his eyes darted back and forth. On the first day he completed 50 golden pages that could be called the start to the book that would complete his trilogy.

He was hungry.

So hungry.

Also, horny.

The energy drinks clouded his mind something awful.

But, the same could be said for Daren Lennix, who survived being launched into space, crashing on the moon with nothing more than a bag of weed and a very fertile patch of moon soil.

But the golden streak was short-lived by a surging case of the pissy fits. Brian had to leave his seat ten times to relieve himself. After his last visit to the can, he lounged on the couch, in defiance of his duties, to dream up the next few chapters with a comforting afternoon nap.

He awoke at 1:03 in the morning. Six hours had gone by.  But within
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