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James opened the bottom desk drawer and stared at the shiny revolver.  He had an eerie premonition that today would determine everything.  He closed the drawer and let his mind drift back to the day, months earlier, when the ordeal had begun...

James started to open a business size letter.  As his finger slid along the envelope, he jerked his hand away.  "Ouch!  Another paper cut.  Just my luck," he muttered.

He unfolded the letter as carefully as a father holds his newborn baby in his arms for the first time.  The paper felt thin.  It was definitely a photocopy.  Yet another photocopy, he thought.  This was not a good sign.

His hands trembled a bit as he held up the letter at the proper angle.  He didn't know why they still trembled every time.  After all, he'd been through this same ritual enough times to be considered an expert, for God's sake.

It should be more like sex, he thought to himself.  Of course, you're nervous the first time.  You should be, or else there's something wrong with you.  After the initial anxiety wears off though, it's time to be cool, sophisticated, maybe even a little bored with the whole thing, like you're such a pro that it's effortless.

Then again, that attitude might be fine for sex, but this wasn't sex.  This was his life, his passion, his raison d'etre, as he used to tell anyone who hadn't heard the explanation yet.  He also told quite a few people who had indeed already heard it and, if the truth be known, had no desire to hear it again.

So, with trembling hands, he read, "Dear Author, Many thanks for the opportunity to peruse your novel, The Edge of Despair.  We found it both thought provoking and entertaining.

"However, we regret to inform you that we will be unable to take it on for publication.  Please understand that the fiction markets are more competitive today than ever before.  We can only accept those books which we feel will have the strongest grip in the marketplace.

"Of course, this opinion on your work is ours alone.  Other publishers may find it more suitable for their lists.  We wish you every success in placing your work elsewhere.  Sincerely..."

James didn't even bother to look to see who had signed the letter.  Actually, he really didn't care anyway.  No meant no whether it was signed by the custodian or the CEO of the publishing house.

He grabbed the letter in his palm and listened to the crinkling, crackling sound it made as he compressed it into a rough, pointy paper ball.  He tossed it across the room with a mixture of disgust and hopelessness.  It landed next to two other rejection letters that had arrived earlier in the week.

Rejection.  It never seemed to get any easier.  He leaned on his desk with his chin resting uncomfortably in his hands.  His fingers tapped his jaw as he contemplated the thought.  Rejection.  It transported him back to the day when he turned five years old.

He wanted to have a birthday party and invite all the children from the neighborhood.  His mother was against the idea right from the beginning.  He insisted, relentlessly, as five year old children are known to do.

Finally, his mother gave in.  She dutifully helped him fill out and mail the invitations, one to every kid on the block.  His mother bought paper cups, plates, and napkins decorated with his favorite children's book characters.

What were their names?  It had been so long.  He searched his memory.  She was the little girl with the big burp and he was the little boy with the breeze in his sneeze.  Joyce of Westerfloyce and Tim of Wilbrahim, he remembered.

There were even Joyce and Tim party favors.  Everything was all set for the best five year old birthday party you ever saw.

He waited for the other kids to arrive.  Nobody came.  He waited some more.  Finally, he cried.  He never told his mother that he heard her on the phone a couple minutes later.

"Hi, Alice?  It's me.  I'm having a small crisis here.  Can you come over right away?  Oh, yes, please bring Bobby with you."

Then James heard his older sister Sarah talking on the phone with her chubby best friend, Mimi.  "Come on, Mimi.  You owe me one.  I didn't tell the teacher about your math homework the other day... Yeah, of course there's cake.  It's an ice cream cake.  You can take home an extra piece!"

Half an hour later, his second cousin Bobby showed up.  Then Mimi arrived too.  Nobody else ever came.  The party was a disaster.  That was what rejection felt like.  He first tasted it that day thirty five years ago and it tasted just as bitter today.

"James."

He didn't answer.

"James Walek, you're not listening to me," the voice scolded from downstairs.  "If I have to go up there and get you..."  The voice trailed off in order to let him imagine the consequences.

The voice behind the threats belonged to his wife, Carolyn Walek, Attorney at Law (Personal Injury Specialist).  That's what the sign said outside her office.  That's what she proclaimed to the world in those TV commercials she starred in herself.  Yes, she was indeed what you would disaffectionately call an "ambulance chaser."

The commercial started with just the visuals and music in the background.  Carolyn was seen talking to a judge, addressing the jury, and counseling a client in her office.

Then the baritone voice would blare from the TV set.  "Have you been injured in a nasty fall?  Are you or someone you love the victim of medical malpractice?  Have you been hurt on the job?  Has an auto accident caused a change in your lifestyle?  You don't have to take on the big guys by yourself.  Bring all your legal concerns to the personal injury specialist who gives you personal service.  When you need legal assistance, you need the best.  You need CAROLYN WALEK - Attorney at Law!"

Every time that thing was broadcast, James would cringe in his seat.  He'd mumble to himself, "What a stupid commercial.  Any hack writer could have thrown that crap together.  I ought to know, I wrote it myself."  It was true.  He had written the commercial, but he wouldn't admit to it publicly.

The door to his study flew open.  He was so busy daydreaming that he hadn't heard Carolyn stomping up the stairs in her fit of anger.  "I called you four times.  What the heck is wrong with you today?" she demanded.

He wanted to tell her to go to hell, but he didn't bother.  In fact, he hardly ever bothered saying anything to anyone because it wasn't worth it to aggravate himself.

"Well?"  Carolyn stood there with her hands on her shapely hips.

James looked up and studied her face, trying to remember what it was like when they fell in love fifteen years earlier.  Carolyn was a struggling law student then and James was working on his doctorate in English literature.

He couldn't recall even a single one of those happy memories now.  He could only see the two of them as they were in that room now.  He was the former English professor who had lost his job two years ago when state budget cutbacks forced huge reductions in staff at the university.  She was the well respected, no nonsense lawyer who hadn't lost a single case in the last three years.

Carolyn moved a hand to adjust a stray piece of her naturally blond hair.  James unintentionally mimicked her.  When he felt his scalp, he instantly decided that his hairline had receded another tiny fraction of an inch as compared to the day before.  James had this same thought every day.  It was more true than not.

Carolyn noticed the crumpled letter on the floor.  She picked it up disgustedly.  "Another one?" she sighed audibly.

James avoided her piercing glance by casting his eyes towards the other discarded letters on the floor.

Carolyn's face was somber.  "This has to stop," she told him.

"What the hell do you want from me, Carolyn?" he asked her, his voice lacking the emotions that the words demanded.

"I want you to do something with your life."

The words hung in the air.  James didn't know how to interpret them.  Were they demanding words, words of anger?  Were they just a sad commentary on the whole situation?

"I want you to do something with your life," Carolyn repeated in that same non-committed tone.

"I am doing something.  I'm creating.  Out of nothing but thin air and my imagination, I'm inventing characters that people love, hate, laugh at, and cry with.  I'm creating events that reach into people's hearts and minds, that touch the deepest parts of their souls-"

Carolyn coughed in a disinterested manner.  She was decidedly unimpressed with his speech.  She shifted her weight from one leg to the other.  James wondered silently how this person, with whom he had spent almost half his life, could know absolutely nothing about who he was.

"I want you to do something with your life," Carolyn repeated as if there was some magic hand of fate that would grant her every whim and desire solely because she verbalized it three times.

"I'm a writer," James said quietly.  He couldn't stop himself from looking around at those rejection letters all over the room.

"You've had one story published in a magazine.  That was over two years ago when you first lost your job.  One story, James, one!  One story doesn't make you a God-damned WRITER."

She never even mentioned the commercial he wrote for her legal practice.  Clearly, it wasn't of high literary quality.  That's not why she ignored it.  Carolyn wouldn't know a blessed thing about literary quality anyway even if the collected works of Shakespeare fell from a shelf and whacked her on the head.

She never wanted to give him credit for anything that went right in their lives.  She never bothered to tell anyone that right after that commercial began to air, her business increased by fifty percent, catapulting her firm into one of the top three in the entire state.

"And the commercial," he reminded her without conviction.

"One story and one commercial do not make you the literary genius of our time," she screamed.  "You need to send resumes and go
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