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An Eclectic Trip

A Collection of Short Stories

An Eclectic T&ip is a collection of Short Stories that I have written
over Lthe years during my incarceration (2001 - present). Il is not a
cpllection of ever*thing I've written, nor is it a collection of what I'd
consider my best wérkj It iz a collection of what has survived and what
fits.

In prison, at'least twice a year you are reguired to pack up all your

o

elongings into a $heet or bage and carry them a certain distance so that

the prison authorities can rifle through your possessions and deLermine if

ybu have anything you shouldn't (which is a deiermination made at tlheir

%iscrecion). Like most people with other people's belongings, they den't

Aecessarily take care'of your stuff: things get broke, papers get lost,

i

y#u‘re in prison, get over it.
| .

For what I have put together, some of the stories are funny., some sad,

others are interesting or informative. and yet others suck. We all have

qiffering taste, right? There is something in here for everycne. The

N

cdollection consisty of fiction and nonfiction ranging from genre pieces Lo
memoir, And at the beginning-of. each section you'll find a reflection on
the subject and a brief introduction to each selection.
Enjoy.
Bobby Lee Biffel
#1062163 |
Robertson Unit |

12071 FM 3522
Abilene, TX 79601

: 6-5-15
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Genre: _
Genetic Reconstrucﬂion (2006)
Mind Matters (2007
008)
Strike (2010)

The Perfect Cure (

First Strike, Last|

I've always béen a genre-fiction person; specifically. a Fantasy fan.

I| am not the first; nor will T be the last Lo state that Tolkien is not only
ohe of my £avorite;authors. but that his work has influenced my choice of
fiction... and theﬁ there are the Star Wars films.

A person's ea&liest years in prison are understandably the hacdest.
You're still adapt*ng to your environment. You've been transplanted from

al community you gréw up in to a whole another society with its own govern-

_ i
qent. atreet lawas, customs, taboos and castes.

i
i

é My first day in population I was apgréached by a pro-white family. I
rLsgectfully turne@ down their offer of membership based on their views of
'hixed—breed' children and later thak same day was given my 'wood-check'

tb see if I would stay down and defend myself. I passed. Luckily. I only
ﬁad one back door:?or I might've tapped ocut. My point being. the reception

f recieved on my first day wasn't exactly conducive to ready socialization.
There%f& spenE my early years to myself. When I wasn‘t reading my Bible
dr studying, 1 escéped through genre fiction: Robert Jordon. George R. R.
Martin, Asimov's S%ience Piction Magazine, and the like. So, it'll come

4s no surprise tha% my first forays into writing were genre fiction pieces.

“Genetic Reconstruction" is an expression of how I saw the extreme dif-

flerences of character and personality in the inmates around me, as well as,

u

ow guickly a persen could jump from one end of the spectrum to the other.




Fgr example, I've seen a hardeneda vindictive and self-centered man broken
by €hrist and make a complete change, and I've seen a soft-spoken. kind:
fresh-Erom-the-world person completely transformed by this environment.

"Mingd Matters“;was an attempt at horror. I repeat, an attempt. Not a
£an of horror, I added a splash of science fiction. I really enjoyed this
storyt or the idea{ and eventually had it published in Conciet Magazine:
March 2015. |

"The Perfect dure“ I wrote in the spirit of solidarity. Reallyt vampire

sfories werge ubiquikous and I figured 1'd throw in my two cents.

"First Strike. Last Strike" was a homage to one of my younger brotehrs.

.

Wf were inseperabl§ before I got locked up. Some time afterﬂ he joined the
A*my and did some tours overseas. Unfortunately, this story recieved some
of the worst critidues from readers. They said it was "tco unbelievable.®
w+lp. that made me proud because some of us make changes in our lives that.

wﬁen the before and after is compared are deemed the same. I now have two

bFothers in the military and I‘m proud of them both.




GENETIC RECOMSTRUCTION

June 15, 2010 ‘

Clny-nmt .

I read t&ay in the Weekly Reporter that the "Governssnt” fipslly passed
lav banning Gﬂ)ﬂﬁc mming: It's about time! I alsc read that

lly 0-003% of tlniu;. S. populatios had bees reconstructed. That's an ab-

vious lie. Hov doiI kpov? Am I sure I'm Bot coe Of these anti-goverpment

pFopaganda Mlle: or, worses yet. one of then copapiracy theory

lponies that pmm. the moet outragious things in those fake magazines?

qt course I'm mtlé Picat oft. they dn't tell you yeur being mtmctod.‘

t!?nto'a no mt; They just ipject you with their dtaga And ncnd

r1jmthappqumm‘lmtme.m&mm¢timinthk

wtimiq alepe that wept through recenstruction because I'm around them

day every duy;z So: relatively, there must be mere than that in the u:s:

ght? I woan, cole %, hov else can you explain the way all these 'inmates’
| : the violqce.’ghate.’ anger‘a duprouion._ et.c; You h;ow.’ I've written
you about t!ulmpooplo before haven't Ié |

nh: yuh.' I'mhnrywm. “Nhat else do you expect frem a bunch
convicts?® But|1'm telling you, that's mpot it. I mesg, maybe that's
a bunch of ptes in & maximum-security penal facility might act: But

mtth.uguyiin*eu. I mean, come on, how violent do you have to be to

cosmit mail fraud ?r enline ideptity theft? 1 mean, those are seme of the




rat' (and I uaelthal: terz loosely - anly in contrast) that these men have

itted. I mean).. vhat was my crime again? I know you've told me a thou-
sand times, but I nlnya forget.
Anyu\y._ till i hear from you again._ I've got to get some sloept you
kpow us kitéhen uod-kcu have to get up o;arly:
| Love,

Bobby
June 21, 2010
Dear Cheyenne,
!uh: I‘i'doitbg fine: And, Bo, I haven't been in anymore fights lately:
Although i'n ﬂuclue a couple of times since 1 last wrote. I talked

lyuywtofmétth-mdthmm-withthatguy&ndym. remember
u:ﬂn:»-cnaedmen the guy was hand-cuffed and escorted to solitary by the
kiitchcn sergeant. He got busted with scwme meat-patties he had bagged up
:lphrudbnga ready to sell. Bemprohublygmcharge.stwapeim.
ALyvay. the acurity officer. llr. nooe. savw him stuff them in his socks right
bhs6re he left the kitchen.

| .How did I get'invelved in this? I didn't really: I was just standing
+“dandatterlt. Rose get Candy Man's identification card and went to
:fe office, (Candy.Man started yelling at me, callingome a "smitch® (vhich is
e#oefthemt labels anycne can have in here) and all other sorts of things
(l}:hat I will not méntion, so dom't ask).

| I had just told him that it was wromg to steal but befere I could tell
h{&- why bhe mrtodiyolling and acreuinm_ and then he started tewards me.
_ d’nym if you c#u.ld have seen the msnace in his eyes - it would even had
scared you, karate%clum and 311: So anyway. he came Uup to me and pushed
me against the uali:, as I tried to tell him I wasn’t a anitch., that I had




nothing to do with anything. Of course that didn't work. He just pushed
e again: Lmkilyifor me Mr. Rose showed back up and pulled him away from
me. But that aiap_Tt stop nothing, not really. He kept shouting and finally
8| kitchen nuganu Mr. Bain, handcuffed him-and escorted him out.
So you see wﬁt I mean! That was definetly a case of aemtrctim;
¥hy else would that guy act that way? And I can't believe you didn't read
that article: It *‘eﬂly is an important piece. You shoudd read it:
I can't.uait to come home - the people in this place are really nean‘.
So. are there any ?amtiully Reconstructed pople out there that you know?
| Anyvay, love ;y.'. Hope to hear from you scon.

- Love,

{Bobby

qiune 28. 2010

Boar e,

| Ho, I can't ermail you mltud We'ere net allowed cemputer access

:Iln here, you km rypos of crimes and a.ll. Se you finally read that article,
li:uh? It's funny hbw an experiment like that could backfire. I mean all

ﬂhm people came cut completely oppoeite didn't they? So did you read the
{;.110&'—119 about it in yesterday's paper?

| In case you dhdn't (knowing you, if it wasn't posted on your newsgroup
you probably didn't) it explained a little more om what was going on. Oh,

they still claim o:hly 0:003% of the population had been cll:amd.‘ can you

Believe it2 Anyway, it shous how after all these pecple were reconstructed
! 4

d.hey became involvi\ad in violent crimes or tragic accidnets. the exact cpposite

£ the results deslirad. what did it any..; let me see, ch, yeah, "It scems
contemporary hinan psyche is currently unable to ceexist with the evolut-

icnary advancmntla of the genetically sdvanced, blah, blah. blah.*
i . . ’ ¥




The nerve! C?n you imagine? As if the scientists are innocent. Hah!
What else did thoy: s2y... “the genetic reconstruction wvas deasigned to produce

dominant trait sp that the special genes will carry on to offspring...”
b
lnl.. I mean, m' on, I thought genecidal emgenics died with Hitlex?

So you den't #now any reconatructe, eh? Well. theee are plenty in here,

e

.003% or not. !+‘m better off. believe me.

Judy 1, 2010 |
Bear Cheym; |
I just don‘t hndnrstand people! I wvas talking with my friend Chris

the other chy.’ (re_hewer him?) Anyny.' I think he's been alt.ered_. t.oo: He's
Mly pretty mhd of m.{ you know? We have the deepest mnvétaatium
q:n ;hi.le-q:hy.’ ulﬂ.gion. world mtters (eh.J he believes the Genetic Recon-
ttzuction is just n big hoax. He says pecple just act out and respend to
%&um stimuli based on the perceptions they've gleaned from their past
+xperim. and those same reactions are comstantly being refasioned with
hchmw up.ticme 111:01““ de.p.) Anyvay I've lost my train of
Mht. that ‘s bdun happening te me here rocontly. I think it's the food
*hy secrve here. ,Se-what was I saying... oh yeah, #0 we (Chris and 1) were
Plhng about ﬂhing. I can't r“er exlctly.l-hat.. when he just started
ipping eut, hemttomkmgabwthwh.mgomgwhuhtmsguys
I:-mmlne l:lua guynbptmuatcronm:feet. 1 wean be was really
J;um- do this guy |inl I couldm't believe it.
Qkay.r I'm su:|c 1've mentioned the comsunal televisions before (imgim.ﬂ
television set, ndit view .screens ~ television sets! It's so twentieth cmt;-

ury in here}sbut I don't think I've mentioned the communal restrooms.
i -




Well, mm1 restreom is just that - communal. One corner of
eur heuasing shed hhl a five-foot high plster wall partition separating it

from th eteleviaio# viewing area. In thie smail space behind the partitien,
: +

aligning it, are four always-cold metal toilets followea by four uranals.
Jmtwweuiﬁamqmahmrarnwimfourmuts that sheot out
ot water during | r and cold water during winte::
That's our liiv:mg area; bunks, bath, and television all together:
Anyway, there's an inmate (who lives in a ditferent housing area) that

is assigned to clean our “"restroom™. One way he dees this is by throwing

bunch of uat.orop the floer then sweeping it inte a draim in thefloor:
I:Jutmh.ppmehmtmumnumgmmet.ouot.auxingomofmm
q:h.-u_. ana the ind:nt.e svepl water on his feet. 1'm sure it was accmm:
#Ilﬂ 1'nm sure the ibmate apologized, I would have:.
| So what's the preblem? Genetic Manipulation. 1 say! It seems Chris
#mmmgcinummcidm:sim it happened and has convinced himself
1;;hat. guy eithexr d.ﬂd it en purpose or shouldn't have been sweeplny at all
d;uhile Chris was on the teilet. I lried reasening with him (Chris)/but to
+e avail - he got mad at me! Maybe Lhat guy did do it on purpose —.but is
f:.hat. reason to "ssash his face in?" What kind of thinking 18 that?
! Love ya, untie socn, Happy 4th.
July 7. 2010
iliear Chaym1
1 was a v:’.ct:‘én of circumstance? That's why I'm here? 1 deni't remember

Ething. I wonddr what happened to that guy. dia he make it out of the
pital? Anyuy.j @ fev more months and 1'li be on my way home. I can't

L2




I did reed selething good teday, aid yes, it has to do with the Genetic
nnoonat.ructuring; ' It seems the yoveroment has ordered the scj.éntiat.a to
“revert back te thiur ocigyinal state" all the 'victims' (my word} they had
nan:l.pu.i.ar.od. 'rhat.?‘s yood nevws. iihat..l it was only a week ago? Two? that
fhey ordeced the experibents sbopped? Aud now, the sCientisis are ocdeced
tourﬂoallthoyhpddone Wowl I've never known the government to work
that fast. And got. this. one scientiat (who belongs in the pro-reconstruct
cabal) was guoted !u saying ::.\.in any experiment there are beund to be setwu-
hacks‘f but overalli. cur work ia succeding.” Hal

Oh., and to angwer your question - No. 1 doa't know why I'm drawn to

1 the G- R. mﬁ,, or why I'm 80 against it. I mean, their 'idea’ is goed.
1'0 remove all nlibioul thought., feeling and :i.ntent f.r:;ll an individual and
Ji;aphce it with love and compassion is a noble and beautiful idea, but it's

; aot working cbviously. We're just mot ready for that type of gen. splicing

jnet: I mean, Juat read teh paper (or. surf the Net) and you will see all

t;he stories of viclence surrounding thn very people the scientists claim

dl:o belp: They've got sceething wrong.

I Hell. ' enﬂ this for now. Love ya-

! ﬁl. by the way - that inmate that cleaned our building ended up getting

éJebmngeaommmgwm:mmmcmla. -And, ne, I had

*ol:hmg to do with it.

Love ya,

1
1

I' uly 18, 2010
Cheyenne,

Sorry it's I'Aken me 80 long to write back, my eyes were swollen and
Ry head has been killing me.




L

1 got into m}:thcr fight a few days ago. These two guys were arguing
ve:adonimganéiaadl triedtomkepnce.betmthenbofora it came

blows. They webre disagreeing over a game! And yes, I blame that en their
tructuring -g» who else would argue heatedly over a game? Anyway, they
te an agtunﬁ!nt. in the end.
They both agﬁ'oed it was nehe of my business and ultimately. thmngh
impulse of t.l{neir reconstructed minds, they decided to take their agg-
resion out on me. Of course I djda‘'t put up any resistance, but they would
not quit. I got. it pretty bad. On the bright side I don't have to go to
work for a uhila.? I've been given a week-long pass. 1've also been moved
to another mﬂdihgf

lioll.thisepo'sgmmbeahort—lnadmukemmdicmwlie

down. I'll write again soon.

3

Love,

Bobby

iJuly 22, 2010

% Dear Cheyenne,

' I'm doing a lot hetter.r thank you for the card. .You know ——
Hold en. A nurse just showed up. She said I had an appointment to
!m medical. I den‘t know why? I'u.mt hurtibg anymore. I1I'm gonna stop
 here. I'll be back...

eer I'm back. .You*re not genna believe this crap! They gave me a shot.
said it was for in infection? And then, when I started feeling really
nasequs, theyaa*edna to ase a Scientist. One had come to the Unit. I'll
be damned if I ha:we anyghing to do with them. I tripped out. I don't know
wvhat came over np. I became 8o mad I ococuldn't sit still and. this vein above
my temple was th%dbing ascmething ﬁerce: I began looking around for somecne




tp take my anger odlt on. It was scary. So unlike mse. I atill feel it now,
like something honlri.d swimming through my veins fueling me with malice: They
ended up fastening ine in a chair and rolling me into a seperate office_.

When I got th+ro ASkientist was waiting for me! Get this, that bastard

Ild I had been Rc&:onatructod vhen I was firat incarcerated! What kind of

it is thst? BHe +nid the shot I just took was the firat stage of "Cleansing"

now he'd adninist.er the second stage so he could chserve me for his “re-
7. 1'll be damned: I ripped wyself right out of that chair and came
ght back h.reT I'll be da—

|
! Pammit! Dammit! The law is outside my door right now, they're in riot

|
: its. They've come to take me back to the infirmary. I'm telling you.
I:- not r.mmmcq-..a They're mistaken. Those dama scientists ave trying
t.lh'h get me, I'm mt.égoingl. ilcll:. What am I going to do?
Sorry if yeu can't read this righc now, I's shaking all over. I'm e
. They got the key.
I gotta 90 - I'm not going to medical witheut a fight.

J@La.ly 31, 2010
.

qotmeuhylmmth.tabntl'ngladl'nwt.

What's up? check this: I was released from the infirwary yesterday.

' I got a major| infraction tody - for ﬁghtmg. S@Wa prick tried to get
in my business =0 I showed him the errer of his vays. I was at work and
thid idiot pushed tu..s tray theaugh the window and his cup spilied over and

tea on myiwashing apron. Haturally, I cursed him ocut, but he was
the other sidez0f the wall so I couldn't get to him. Anyway, this new

VO




; MIND MATTERS
Bobby Biffel

“Please, Sylvia} give me a moment to think.” Larry Granger slumped in his chair, elbow

scream seeped into th# cramped observation deck. The sound crawled along his spine like a
pointy-legged centipedje.

“It’s time to ﬂct, Larry,” Sylvia said. “I’m starting the next phase.” Sylvia raised the

qitched yell that cause{!i everyone to cringe.

| “Man, look at that.” Cody Hobb stood up and pointed into the Interactive Treatment
m. A young boy \mthed in the padded chair set in the middle of the room. His mouth

4ont0rted as he shnekdd Blood covered the white straps securing his wrist to the chair’s

Jnnrests. His body cor?lvtﬂsed, flapped in his seat as if a legion of demons were waging war

within him. '

“Dammit, Sylv:ia, end this now or I will.” Granger reached over toward the display.

on

lylvia slapped his hand away.
“No,” she said.! “This episode will pass. I’m starting the hologram.”

“Stop it,” Gfanher yelled over the deafening screams, Sylvia ignored him, pressed an

|
littered the floor. The boy stilled as if stunned.
It didn’t last. Ti:e young patient began screaming and convulsing again. Granger forced

his way in front of Syl+1ia and began messing with her screen. The hologram soon disappeared
|

driven into the counten{ fingers squeezing the back of his head. Granger winced as another grainy

volume on the touch sqereen Heavy panting emitted from the sound system. Silence, then a high-

ikon. Immediately the silver walls of the ITR transformed into a scene of a boy’s bedroom. Toys

2
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hrning the Treatment Room walls silver again. The speakers muted yet shrieks still punctured

=

ne thick plexiglass seQaratmg the ITR from the observation deck.

“Larry,” Sylvia pleaded.

“No.” Granger ipummeled the counter with a fist. “No more. That kid will suffer
permanent damage. Is that what you want?”

“Like he’s not i;ﬂ.ready permanently damaged,” interjected Cody.

“Shut up,” Syl\f#ia and Granger both said, still staring at one another.

“I see what my|opinion’s worth.” Cody Hobb sat back in his chair and watched the
patient through the glafhs. The kid shivered, his screams sounded as if they belonged in a low-
budget horror flick.

“Sylvia?” pronfipted Granger, pointing at the console before them.

; “What?” Sylvm let out a breath. “All right.” She couldn’t restart this session anyway,
#ylwa thought, the patient was spent. Sylvia keyed the intercom on the panel in front of her and
lpaned in toward the mike, “Walther, go in and sedate the patient then take him to his room.
é&ure him to the bed and ensure his wrists are looked at and cared for. I'1l be there shortly.”

i Sylvia turned to face her colleague. Dr. Larry Granger, a top psychoanalyst at the Green
(J')aks Asylum, was of inedium height with a slim build. His jaw was clenched making the sharp
?lanes of his face mord: prominent. He seemed none too pleased with Sylvia at the moment.
However, Sylvia had been given charge over their assignment and was none too pleased with
?mnger showing her yp in front of the intern,
“Why did you keep crying out fluffy?” Cody asked, attempting to diffuse the tension in
the room. “What the hlpll is a fluffy?”

“His puppy,” Sylvia answered, still glaring at Dr. Granger.

\S




“His puppy?” qody said. “How do you figure that?”

“So what is yo+’ analysis, Doctor?” Sylvia asked, straining to keep a calm appearance.
“Well -- Codgi{ cut off what he was about to say as Sylvia turned her piercing eyes on
him. Sylvia Marie Mo !tcz was, in Cody’s opinion, a very fine woman. She had to be at least

forty-five, but with heri long aubumn hair, hypnotic brown eyes, and trim, sexy figure she looked

ore like a college mm than a graduate with a doctorate in psychology and a bachelor’s in
mistry. Though Coﬁy secretly longed for her to look at him, he definitely didn’t want her

looking at him like M So Cody cleared his throat, dropped his gaze and immersed himself in

his laptop. l

Dr. Granger sié,hed. “You know my opinion. I think he came into contact with some type

f drug which caused a cycling state of psychosis.”

=]

“Excuse me foﬁ‘ intermpting,” Cody said while tapping his stylus on his forehead, “but

ypu "ve said that same l,hmg about the past four patients we’ve observed over the last couple of
rhonths I hate to brealq this to you, but I seriously doubt all these folks are smoking bad crack,
dind I don’t believe thete’s some incompetent doctor out there mis-prescribing medicine to these
folks. And,” Cody waved his stylus in the air, “truthfully, I don’t see how you coninue to come
up with the same &agéosis cach time when none of the visual symptoms seem to be the same. I
lTlean, I understand ymil’ve got twenty plus years experience, but | don’t understand.”

“He’s gota poi;ht,” Sylvia said. Hearing this, Cody raised his eyebrows and nodded his
head, leaned back in hﬂ:s chair and let a self-satisfying smug settle on his face. “You do have over
twenty more years expierience than he does,” at which Cody’s smug was replaced with a frown.

“So why do you contiri;ually focus on finding the source of the disorder? Whether it is psycho-

14




genetic or induced is beéside the point. Let’s study the effects to their fullest. We could learn so
npuch. If we can’t help him, we can help so many others by studying him.”

Sylvia stood up and began pacing the room. “Granted, it’s possible a singular cause is

producing the mental eﬁect in each patient. Despite the fact they all react differently to that
chuse,” she cut her eye# at Cody,” but given it is a similar cause, the individual reactions in each
of the patients provide ps with a means to further study the human psyche and its differing
agdaptations. What’s irqlportant here is the cure, not the cause.”

Granger shook imis head. “It doesn’t seem right. I know you’ve done the toxicology test

yourself and said thereTs nothing in them, but I've got a feeling there’s more to it than we’re

sreing. We have a whc{le wing of people suffering from this...this... whatever it is.” he sighed. “I
jlist want to help these ipeople.”

“That’s why. wd:; need to do it my way. Trust me.”

Frustrated wlth|her colleague’s limited vision, Sylvia was apprehensive on her drive

home. She had been working at the Asylum for two short years but it might be time to relocate

in. She hated that. It always seemed when she was close to making a breakthrough she had to
r[;he didn’t beheve\ her methods were unorthodox despite what others thought. Then again,
chhen didn’t have her drlve her passion. She hated that the boy suffered, but, dammit, she didn’t

o

b do it. If only she could do it here. Now.

It had been fortp years ago when Sylvia’s mother was admitted to the State Mental

Racility. She remembe*ed that time of her life vividly, and she remembered what the psychiatrist

had told her father the hay her mother committed suicide, “I’'m sorry Mr. Montez, but her mind

nieed this. She would d*wise a cure for mental breakdowns and her processes were the fastest way
|

15




could not be healed. Wb did all we could.” Grief took her father a year later. Sylvia resolved that
np other little girls woqﬁd grow up alone because there were no cures for mental illness.
After Sylvia en‘z;ercd her apartment she checked her messages. The first was from a

couple who had two chiildrcn — she erased it. She didn’t take subjects with children. The boy was

an accident. She didn’t: know the man was a single father, it didn’t show on the population
database when she hadidone her internet search. The second message was from a woman who
said she lived alone anh could use the animals to keep her company. Perfect. Sylvia wrote down

the address the woman! left then erased that message, too.

Larry Granger had a crush. He was attracted to Dr. Montez. She distracted him. Her

l?oks, her attitude, an(L mostly, her mind were qualities that screamed out to him. He could not
|
remember ever feeling this way, not in his analytical life anyway. He had given Sylvia subtle

| _

c{lues over the last few months but as far as he knew she hadn’t picked up on any of them.

! ﬁ

i A fear of rejection kept Granger from approaching Dr. Montez when she came into work

|
qvery morning, but this morning would be different. Dr. Montez, Sylvia, had come in, said hello

411(1 gone straight to hetr office. Granger now stood at her door, which she had left slightly ajar,
dnd stowly took her m She sat with her back to him mixing liquids with the small chemical set
| e kept on the table along the back wall of her office. Granger was prepared to barge in and lay
is feelings out when §he reached o§er, grabbed a syringe, filled it with the finished product of
er mixing and slipp04 it into her purse. Whether it was this intrusion of privacy or his
idation of being rejected, he acted asl if he had. just come upon her door when she turned to

et up. |

“Hello, Larry, Wiwhat’s up?” she asked, a slight blush rose in her cheeks.

13




“Uhm, I was wimdering if you would like to go out for lunch?” Granger asked as he
pulled the door farther iopen.

Sylvia chucklecil. “It’s seven-thirty in the morning. A little early for lunch, don’t you
think?” She looked ouii into the hallway. “Have you seen Cody?” she asked.

“No. No, I hav%n’t,” he replied.

Sylvia made hé!r way past him and out into the hallway. “I have something important to
do in town this mominig. I'll see you later, okay?”

“Okay.” |

Sylvia shut hen door and locked it. Granger stood there and watched her walk away
\ivondenng what was wrong with him. Why didn’t he say more? Why did she ask about Cody?
I)ld she have eyes for th? He should have told her how he felt weeks ago. What if it was too

lhte‘?| No, it wouldn’t be too late. He wouldn’t let it be. He would go to her now, make her wait as

l}e told her how he felt, and then suffer the consequences. He had to try.
: Granger made it to the parking lot in time to see Sylvia drive off. He went to his car
W to follow ﬁer. He needed fo talk to her while he had his courage up. He could just
‘éaccidcntly” stumble into her when they reached town. Granger followed her to Sun Avenue, and
When she stopped in ﬁTOl'll of Tommy’s Pets he drove a little past her then pulled over. Sylvia
%ntered the store and ﬁﬂeen minutes later when she hadn’t emerged yet, he decided to go in after
]*er. He opened his doq)r to get out when he spotted Sylvia leading two miniature-poodle puppies
chm leashes with a broWn grocery sack clutched in her chest. He watched as she placed the sack
into the back seat them led the dogs into the front passenger seat. She got in, and then kissed the

two dogs. She fumblec# around a moment then grabbed the puppies and set them in her lap.
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|
Granger shut hi‘s door and when she drove off, he followed. He watched from a distance
] _
when Sylvia stopped a’lg a small house and walked the puppies up to the front door. She met an
|

older woman, probablyi} in her early sixties, with graying hair pulled up in a bun. With a smile the

Q

Id lady shook Sylvia’% hand then gave her a hug. Sylvia bent down, kissed both poodles and

=

nen passed the leashes*i over to the older woman. She then handed her the paper sack. He’d seen

@€

nough, Granger drovei off.

‘William Hencu;eu, the Hospital Director, sat at his desk. Sylvia stooed in front of him.
Henchell handed her ah Investigative report. “The police found her covered in blood. She was
screaming, completelyi hysterical. She was oblivious to the fact that her living room was burning
Tound her. She’d beel* checked out by paramedics on the way over, but they didn’t find
dnythmg wrong other ﬁhan minor cuts, burns. With what’s been going on lately, naturally they
l:rrought her here.

“I want to kIIO\L’ if her condition is short-term and your recommendatlons for treatment. It

#ems like another ondi of those mysterious outbreaks we’ve been getting over the past couple
#ears Get to the obserivation deck. The patient has already been placed in the Interactive
Treatment Room, GooH luck, Doctor. Granger will join you shortly He’s seen the patient and
lieeded to gather some|mstmments to assist in the eva.luatlon As you requested, I informed him
not to interfere, but to observe only.”

Sylvia made hér way to thé observation deck Sylviﬁ a:lrleady knew who the patient would
Be. What she couldn’t .ﬁ.gune out was what kind of instruments Larry needed to collect. He’d
Been acting strangely dhe last éouple of days. Maybe she shouldn’t have been 8o brusque when

he’s asked her out. It was for the best, she didn’t have time for romance.
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Sylvia felt conﬁ;dent she would succeed today. She had to. Things were getting tense, she

should have relocated ilﬂer the incident with the boy, but this facility had the most advanced

[4']

quipment she had ever worked with. It had to be here.
Sylvia entered ﬂw observation deck and peered through the glass panel into the ITR. The

Interactive Treatment Room was a twenty-food cubed room with polychrome walls, floor and

]

eiling. A single chair !thh arm and leg straps dominated the middle of the floor. A head strap

i

mplanted with variou% brain-wave sensors for reading cognitive and sensory input connected the
patient to the banks of écomputers in the observation deck. Cameras provided visuals from every
angle possible. I

Sylvia studied ):‘.he old woman strapped to the chair with professional detachment. She
l*rrieﬂy thought of the H:oy that had last at there a little over a week ago. They had lost that one.

He was labeled incurable and was now a permanent resident. This old woman would be the one.

Sylvia activated the brain-strap to get the initial ‘blank’ read from the patient. As the data was
l%eing compiled by the:computers she activated the holographic generator that powered the

| :

billions of electro-filament diodes lined into the polychromatic layers of the Treatment Room.

1_ I
; Sylvia scanned the report Henchell had handed her, looking for specific details. She then

+egm programming the computer. Granger still hadn’t arrived. Sylvia decided to skip the
preliminary stages and plunge right into the final stage. She started the hologram.

The room beyc*nd became alive with the scents, sounds and scene of a lush park. The
diodes recreated beauﬁﬁﬂly the manicured green lawns and flowing elms of Green Qaks Central
Park. Buttercups and lilies let off an aroma of tranquility and doves flitted to and fro without
visual static. Even the @strongest of minds would be fooled by the sensory inputs to believe they

were actually present at the place portrayed by the software.
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The old womanj was babbling, unaffected by her new surroundings.

One by one Syl!hria introduced new elements into the holograph. Here a squirrel ran down
the back of an old oak lto root in the grass at the old woman’s feet. There a man jogged past in his
sweatsuit. On and on 1q went and still no change was picked up by the head strap. Dr. Granger
had yet to arrive. | |

Sylvia mtroduced two new elements to the holograph. Suddenly, a pair of miniature-

poodle puppies came rpnnmg from behind some lilac shrubs, skipping and hopping towards the

(]

ady in the chair. They|began to playfully circle the old woman’s legs, yipping for attention. The
brain-strap immediately began recording mental activity.

Sylvia let the tﬂachine record a little longer then snapped off the hologram to induce a

shock. Instead of screaming or fighting against the straps holding her down, the old woman was

calm. She began lookiillg around the room. Sylvia was thrilled. The woman'’s eyes had focused

21nd she spoke, not metimingless sounds, but actual words. That had never happened before.

$y1via leaned forward.

| “What happened? It wasn’t my fault, not really. I didn’t do a thing. I had a good reason,

ti:lough, I was scared. ’jf'he puppies were scared too. They didn’t even bark. Not even when the
diandle lost its flame.

“Booshie, Smo;oshie, are you okay? Come back to mommy, Where did you go? Mommy
will make it better.” T‘;1e old woman shook her head, the gray bun swaying side to side, and
began crying.

The woman se¢med okay. Rational. Showing signs of regret and grief. Normal reaction a

healthy brain would in%duce after such an event.

0




Sylvia rolled a\Jvay from the monitors. Breath caught in her throat, she wiped tears from

her eyes. Leaned back into her computers. What had triggered the restoration in her patient?

Iaybc starting the holi)gram first? Not making her endure each phase successively? It seemed to
the puppies that brought her back. Could that be all there was to it? A connection to tangible
entities the patient feels strongly for? She knew the puppies must have been around when the

patient’s mind slipped, when the fire started. Like someone who came back from a flatline

spying they followed a/light back to life, her patient followed an emotional link instead of a
spiritual one? |

“Just one morel just one more time to be sure.” No more madness, no more ‘I’'m sorry,

Ar. Montez, but her m}i.nd could not be healed * “] did it, Mommy,” Sylvia said.

'z

When Granger !walked in she didn’t pay him any mind, nor did she see the look of

-

Ecognition and symp#hy on his face when he saw the elderly woman strapped in the Treatment
Room silently weepmg

Granger walkeﬂ right up to her and Jammed a synnge into Sylvia’s neck.

Sylvm sat ﬂlerd shocked, unable to move, staring at Granger with wide questioning eyes.

“I recognized that lady in there when they brought her in. I'd seen what you did with the

puppies. The injection?. The transfer. Everything. You're sick — but, I'm going to help you get
Granger began |strokmg Sylvia’s hair, “I went to your office and took some of your
. T had it testedL The compounds you used to create the serum are designed to breakdown
i
in the injected animal’s blood stream after about two days. The special mixes of chemical are

secreted through +he animal’s glands over a period of one hour. Nice work. For some reason

¢ serum has no eﬁ‘ec!} on the animal excreting the poison — I presume it’s because you’re an
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easier.

[

“Now we can be together.”

animal lover — you’re so caring. But for anyone who comes into contact with the animal’s saliva
or perspiration, the seqlma is quickly absorbed through that person’s pores and psychosis follows

about a day later. I hopfe you don’t mind. I modified your design to induce paralysis to make this

“You are amazil,ng I thought I might have taken too long to get back. I hope you didn’t
damage that poor old l%ldy in there more than you already have with all these useless tests.”
Granger cupped Sylvizi’s face in his hands. “Don’t worry, I'll take care of you now.” He leaned
prward, lightly kissed! her, “Because I love you,”

Sylvia opened her mouth as if to speak. Granger tenderly touched her lips. “Shh,” he said.

The End
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| THE PERFECT CURE

What were the odds that I'd be the one damned? Locking back to when
it first happened I was but one of hundreds screaming and shouting to the
music that day. Oblivious to the real world, the hidden world, we felt safe
in our assumptions and protected by our ignorance. .Yeah; I should had left
when the storm began but the concert went on and so I stayed, enjoying the
moment. Randy Blythe screamed to the crowd. The ground muddied underneath

the feet of the bangers swirling and créshing in the mosh pit. &and I stood

at the edge of the lawn, as ignorant as the rest. Yet, socon to be enlightened.

When he approached me I was mesmorized by him. It was as if the people
ahd sounds around me dimmed and only he existed. My eyes locked on him as
he haulted a foot from my face. He pulled the soggy joint from my lips and
a?ked me if T realiy wanted to experience life? I could only nod. What
I%really wanted to experience was him. He knew it.
| Two days late# I sat in my car, breath racing in my throat and mouth.

Béfore I could place the key back in the ignition the clouds parted and the

rbin stopped. I took it as an omen. Light breaking through the darkness.
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There's always a way. I forced myself out of the car before I could change

ﬂy mind.

! My hands trembled as I made my way across the mall parking lot and

i

entered the Tandy Center. The place was packed, and it seemed everyone paused

tb stare at me as I walked by.

|
"Cyenne, you're being ridiculous,” I chided myself. "They can't see

your disease.“' Not yet anyway, my skin was still sexy tan. The sickness
%ould change it eventually. Alex, no, Alexanden, calls it a blessing. It's
Aot. It's a curse, and that bastard-better have a cure for me.

I paused in front of one of the mirrored windows, checked my makeup,
qurned this way then that. I smoothed my skirt down over my hips and headed
ﬁor the escalator.

I rode down to the lowest level, ignored the people around me. On the
ice rink below kids laughed and held hands, zipped around in circles. It
reminded me of the pit at the Lamb of God concert. oﬁly...innocent. A lone
little girl at the edge of the rink slipped and fell. Would she grow up
and become a victim too? I had an urge to rush down and hold her, protect
her. |

I clenched the hand rail. Where did that feeling come from? I had
always done my best to avoid kids. Maybe now that I'm infected and can't
Have children, I want cne? A little girl I can dfess in pigtails, or liberty
gpikes? I shake the thoughts from my head. Damn:yéu, Alex.

"Cyenne? Is that you?" 1I recognized the voiCé. Husky, country. Made
Te think of cornbréad. T stepped off the escalator and faced my neighbor,
#ody. Hazel eyes, thick chest... cowboy boots. If he would let his hair
drow past his wide shoulders, get a couple tattoos, and trade his Justin's

in for Doc Marins, he might be cute.
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"What are you 'doing here?” I asked.
"Just pickin"up a few things. My 1il' nephew's birthday part is to-
mérrow." Cody paused, shuffled his feet. I tensed. ™"Wanna come?” he asked.

i "Uh, I might be busy. I'11l let you know. See you around, okay?" I
ti.lrned around and rolled my eyes. Guess my feelings towards kids hadn't
changed that much.

. I left Cody standing in front of KayBee's and headed toward the back
eﬁtrance of the mall. I pushed through the glass doors and stepped outside.
Tﬁe noigse level dropped and the heat assanlted me.  So.much for the rain.
Téxas weather, go figure. I squinted involuntarily from the harsh sunlight.
Iicould hear water squelch off the tires of speeding cars in the interstate
blocks away. Whether my hearing had already become augmented or not, I wasn't
sure. I hoped not.

My destination compelled me like a cat to her witch. The closer I got
the more skittish I felt. I didn't know the name of the place, and had never
béen there. It seemed stupid to me to go to a bar stuck in the back of a
shopping center, but I strode up to the door, forced a deep breath and shrug-
ged my shoulders before turning the old-fashioned brass handle.

The noise level shot back up. Blue smoke and the stink of ligour greeted
me. Only midday and there were more people than I expected. I guess this
c%owd didn't think a bar behind a shopping mall stupid. Théir hangout after
a@l.

I searched for my "progenitor." This is where he told me to meet him.
I.didn’t see him anywhere. I decided to grab a beer and a booth when I heard
n& name. Alex waited in the far corner of the bar. He waved me over.

He stood'there, shoulders straight, handsome as hell. A living image

f%om the latest GO Magazine. He wore a breezy black jacket with matching
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u%dershirt and slacks. His cologne wafted like a pocket of fresh air in a
mLsky closet. he seated me, a perfect gentleman. He would make this hard.
i
i "Cyenne." His voice was melodic, light. Nothiny to betray the monster
he hid within.
i "Alex." My voice was cold, tight.
i “Alexander,";he corrected me.
; "I'm not in the mood," I said. His smile dissipated. Good.
; "What happened to your hair?" He reached over and tanyled a lock of
ﬁy hair in his fingyers.
l I tried to jerk away. "Who the hell carea? I want to know—"
"I liked it black." Alex released me.
"Well, it's naturally brown, and I want to be natural again." Some
Quys at the next table turned in my direction.
"Would you like a drink?" Alex asked.
"No, Alex. I--"
"Tgk." Alex turned his head and became absorbed in a dart jame being
waged on the opposite wall,
"Alexander, please?"
"That's better,” Alex said and faced me. "You want a cure? Just fall
in love."”
! "What?" I said. His expression didn't change.
After a pause, Alex said, "True love is a cure-all. Didn't you ever
Qead as a child?"
. I looked around then leaned forward. "I don't believe in fairy tales."
ﬂt came out more a hiss than a whisper.
"And you used to not believe in who I am? In what you are becoming?"

I snapped pack in my chair. He had me there.




! "Trath," Alex continued. "I was responsible for your...rebirth. I
think it would be interesting to see if you could pull it off. I know what
i

qind of girl you are," Alex shook his head, "love doesn't suit you."

_ Alex draped an arm over the back of his chair, showed his teeth. "Be-

qides; I've never known anyone to go back. Like you said, true love is a

Aairy tale, right?”

"Whatever." 'I wanted to slap the grin off of his face. Instead, I

ﬂtood up to leave.

"There's a cbndition," he said, playing with the straw in his glass.
"#ell?" I stood there. Hand on my hip. Foot tappinyg.

"You have until the moon repeats the phase it was in when you were
bitten."

"A month?" How melodramatic. True love, full moons. Of course it
wWould be a month. "Fine," I said and turned to go. He called my name.

1 ignored him. Suddenly he was before me, his hand clenching my wrist. It
felt like a vise.

Alex leaned in. He brushed his lips over my neck, moistening the skin.
ﬂis mouth hovered. I shivered, and hated myself for it. 1In a whisper so
light he warned m= not to feed or it would be too late.

The picture that invoked broke the spell. I stepped back from him
énd jerked my wrist free.

He laughed. "Is being eternal so bad?" he asked.

I thrust my finger into his chest. "Why don't you ever say vampire?
You act like tehre's nothing wrong with it. Well, there is. I don't want
qo be a damn vamgi?e."
| Alex spoke through his teeth, "Go find your perfect cure. If you can.

Qut, know this, I've never lost anycne."
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I sobered instantly. His menace was palpable. 1If I'd had a heartbeat
it would be pounding. I hurried from the bar with Alex's laughter at my

ﬁack.

"Cody, stop it." I screamed. I lowered my arm from my face and attempt-
4& a scowl. Cody gust laughed and threatened me with the water hose. I
Jquealed and ran to the other side of the car. My hair hung in drenched
ﬁatters down the front of my face and I flung it back with my hand, wiped
water from my eyes.

Cody went back to spraying the socap off of my car. He had a huge boyish
grin on his face. Hmph! I picked up the socap bucket on my side and flung
its contents at him. He yelped and water from the hose he was holding sprayed
averywhere.
. "Okay. Okay. Truce?" I showed him the peace sign over the hood. of my
dar.

"Okay, truce," he agreed. We were both completely socaked. "Come here
and I'1l dry you off." Cody picked up a towel he had lying in the yard.

I was two weeks into my deadline; I have another date tonight. Cody
had volunteered to_help me wash my car. I think we were 'washed' more than
my car but it was Fun. I hadn't laughed so much since my ‘accident’, if
I could call it that.

I walked around to Cody's side and he draped the towel over my face.
“Hey," 1 protested.
. "Okay, sorry. Truce." Cody took the towel in his hands and began pat-—
%ing my head. Wheﬁ he removed the towel we were face to face. We stocd

ﬁhat way [or a second until I made an awkward ‘D' with my mouth and he

gtepped back.
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"Sorry,." Codj said. His head was lowered a “it and he wouldn't meet
my eyes. Cody-hanﬁed me the towel and said, "II you wanna go get ready for
your date I‘ll finish with the car.” |

“Hey, I didn't--"

“No, it's gooh. Go on, you know girls take forever to get ready. You
don't want to be ﬂate.“ Cody turned away and picked up the hose. I watched
him briefly bafore going inside. |

The sun had dropped by the time I came back out to go. Cody was nowhere

to be seen. I looked over at his house but the door was shut. My car gleamed
in the driveway. and I wanted to go over and say thank you, but I decided
4gain3t it. . On ode hand, Cody had become a good friend and I didn’'t want to
ﬁurt him. On the other, Carl would Jrobably be at the club already and he
ﬁated to be keep_gaiting. I cquldn‘t-afford to upset him, it wouldn't bode
$e11 tor our relationship, let alone for building trus love. I felt torn.
%nguish and frustration welled up in me and I Zust wanted to plop down and
érY- I couldn't, T wouldn't let Alex.win. | .

I arrived in the parking lot of Club Apex a little past eight. I rushed
&ut of my car and got iﬁ the entrance line. I looked up and down the zue
hut didn't see Carl anywhere. Maybe he'd be inside already.

i As I waited I watched the scatteréd coupiés around me. One guf had

ﬁis arm draped around-his giri. Aanother couple were holding hands. One
?irl had her hesad iresting on her ﬁanks’chest. 1 watched as he Sent down

and kissed her. It Zilled me with envy. I‘ve never been intimate like that
+ith anyone.. Hayﬁe I deserved to be.cursed. I . dug a mint out of my handbag
gnd popped it intosmy mouth ..

Zomeone spoke over my shoulder, "You're breath is sweet and the taste

QI your mouth, exquisite. Why ruin them with candy?"
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! I turned and Alex stood before me. He was dressed in rich, dark clothes,

qust and desire burning in his eyes, which were focused solely on me. I
ﬁought off a wave of seduction and let anger -fill me instead. I thrust out
4nd my hand met his solid, immovable chest.

E "tihat are you'doing here, Alex?"

i He set his soft hand gently upon mine and smiled. "It is a beautiful
Aight, you are Stunning. Shall we go inside and enjoy ourselves? With you
an my arm I will be the envy of the club."

I Zerked my hand away. "Stop it," I hissed. "I have a date. With
a man who loves ma2."

"Tsk. Do you refer to that man over there?" Alexander nodded toward
&he sarking lot.

T glanced over. My stomach dropped and Alex placed a hand on my waist
to keep me on wmy feet. -Carl lounged in front of a silver Benz, a blonde
ﬁrapped around him. Anger and shame Elooded me.

"You did this." I spun and slapped at Alex. e stopped my hand inches
Zrom his face. Fire flashed in his eyes.

“Careful, Cyehne. I did nothing. He was drawn by his own lusts. 1Is
that'no; the true human way? The search for pleasuré, satisfaction?" Alex
éhook his head. “They seel and they éhall not find."

. "But you, Cyenne, have found." He held cut his arm. "“Join me?"

Alex stared deep into my eyes and despite my hatred for him I wanted
QO agree. Imag=s {lashed in my mind: my hand on his arm, loocks of envy cast
gur way as we stroll and dance, us kissing. Pleasure. I shook my head.
ﬂt took all my will to resist him. My mind felt cloudy. I needed to leave,

|
to go. I stumbled away from him, toward my car.

"I'1l be waiting Zor you, Cyenne," Alexander said to my back.
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It had heen a week since my run in with Alex at Club Apex. Tonight
;!went out with Robert. Robert was a creep. I-should:ve expected that.

I| slammed his car Aoor and stumbled up the walkway. I had a week left and
Il was running out of options.
| "ello, Cyenne."

"Hgello," I said, keeping my voice low. Cody stood on his side of the
qence. In the dark I could easily make out his features. However, with
ﬁis normal eyesight, he wouldn't.be able to make ocut mine.

"Are you crying?" he asked. Well, maybe he could. Cody's voice was
surprised, harsh. "Did that Zerk do something to you?" Cody thrust his
Head towards Robert's Camaro. 1 looked over. .Robert was sitting idle, head
hent with a cigarsite in his mouth.

Cody either read the expression on my face or took my silence for assent.
He headed toward the street, -his calm, casual stride contrasted by a growl
and balled fists. I wanted to stop him, -but I also wanted to see what would
happen.

_ He made his way around to the driver's side of teh Camero. A glow il-
iuminated Robert'S'face-as-he’guffed on his cigarette; -Cody tapped on the
window and Robert rolled it down. Despite my changes I couldn‘t hear what
Wwas being said. Then, Robert locked at me and P:heafd him iaugh. Robert
ﬁaised.his arm and twirled his Fist, splaying his fingers in my direction,
;s though 1 were trash and he we;e.throwing ne away.

Cody hit him.

I heard the c?ack and Robert's head snapped sideways, the cigarette
ﬁlew from his mouth.  Sparks danced and swirled. 1.3queaked and gave a quick.

dlap. Rubber burnad on pavement -as the Camaro sped'away.
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Cody stepped back on the curb and I expected him to walk up to me, grasp

me around the waist and claim his prize. He didn‘'t. He entered his yard

And walked doum thé fence line until we were face to <face. The night had
4uddenly beéome chilly. I felt awkward.

; “I'm sorry." he drawied.

| "For what?" i couldn't help but smile. His innocence was cute at times.
! "I don't think that guy'll be back by." -

I looked almejs_s. .I. know my make-up had to be smeared. "That's okay."

1 smiled again.

"You're shivering." He_tpok-off his jacket.

! "I'm fine," I said.

"Why do you mess with guys like that?" Cody's brows lowered and he
&lenched his teeth. “Here, take my jacket. I have some stew left over in
éhe house. You hungry?"

I looked at him and shook my head. How do you reply to that? Was he
ésking_me over? He waé too scared to make any obvious moves, and I don't
know if he was interested in me or if he just wanted a little sister: 1
didn't say anything.

"Well, I'll go get it for ya if ya want it." He shuffled his feet and
%ooked back toward his front door.

"Why do you db that?" I asked.

"Do whét?“

I threw my hands uz. "You know, check on me whep I come home..." I
waved his direciion. "Offer me soup?”
| "You're my neighbor. I wanna make sure you're a‘'right. and, I have
éome left over."

"Is that aii?" I snapped, feeling frustrated.
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Mot intimidated, Cody asked, "Why do you date those losers?".

That waé-not a reaction I expected, but Cody was right. The guys I've

|
' dated were all hip, but they were also losers.

"Maybe I'm looking for love." - It came out a whisper. I lowered.my.. ..
gyes.
% "Maybe you're lookin' in the wrong place.”
. I looked up. "aAm 12"
Cody walked atay. "I'li get that stew for you."
' Ugh., I wanted to scream, he frustrated me so. But I thought about what
he said. Cody was different from the guys I-date. Not that any of them
turned out to bz anything special. Every one of my dates the past month
ﬁad ended . in disaster.

Ben developed a cough every time I tried to get emotional. When I told
Lee I was looking for a lasting relationship he laughed and asked me if I
ﬁas serious. Jared told me he loved me and then asked if we were héving-
gex at his piace or mine. ‘Each time my night was ruinéd and my deadline
shortened. Each hime Cody was there to.cheer.mE'upiwhen I came home. The
qight of my horrihle date with;Eli} we tailked until three in the morning.
ﬂnd then tonight, with Robert, Cody was like a knight in shining armor, a

fairy tale.
Cody came out of his house carrying a bag. “Here you are. I'll pick

dp the bowls and the 3acket tomorrow. Good night,. Cyenne." -

My name soundéi good-on his lips. I smiled. ‘He seemed hurt, my poor
thvalrous knight. I made a decisioﬁ.
| I leaned closer to the fence t§ grab the sack he was handing me. “Is
tbere-any cornbread in there?"

"Cornbread? Well, I can go make——*
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I grabbed his head and kissed him. He kissed me back. It only lasted
a few seconds but it was good. Different.
| "Good ‘night,* I said. 1 wanted more but with him it-didn't seem right
|
to rush. I didn't want to rush. I promised to see him-tomorrow and then
#ent home .
| I shut the dmor behind me and leaned against it, scenes of the times
%e and Cody spent .together played through my head. ‘us sitting on his porch
éating watermelon’ Cody laughing at me the day the heel on. one of my pumps
ﬁroke as I had Arw3sed to meet Jared. 1 was angry the entire time he took
%he shoe off my foot and fixed it for me. Him offering to make me some corn-
bread tonight.
| I ate the stew and undressed for bed. For the first time in weeks I
didn't hatzs myself. I no longer worried about my disease. Thinking asout
Cody, I imagined I could feel my heart beat again. I've never felt this
way before. It was something warm, ' powerful, vast.

I vowed to tgll Cody everything.

N

The sun streamed through teh window, its light & portent of t change
in my life. Sunlight didn't hurt me, I wash't fully changed yet.

I walked out the front door and headed over to Cody's place. I don't
remember if I shut the door beshind me.. I didn‘t care. I spotted Cody through
;he window eating breakfast. I pointed at myself and then at the screen
door. He waved me in.

"Good morning, Cyenne. -You wan--"

! "shut it, Coﬁntry Doy." I sat across from him and took his hand in

pine. "Before you say anything. 1 have something to tell you... I am, or
| :
kas; whatever, a... I was bitten by..."
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. "I know," Cody said.
"What? You know?"
"Yes. Alexander was here last night. He explained it all, eternal

|
life, what I needad to dJo, everything."

“But, I love you," I managed to say. I didn't understand. I couldn't
think.

| Cody grinnad. “"You've no idea how long I've waited to hear that. But
iisten, eternal life? Can you even imagine it? Never grow old; never get
.%ick." He spread his hands ‘;.)ut as if to hold the gz‘ieatne._ss of the ideal
between them. Awi that's when I spotted them. Two teeth marks, puckered
aitnd red, lit up his right wrist.

My heart hammering, I jumped up, knocking the chair over as I ran.
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FIRST STRIKE, LAST STRIKE

|
I came of age in a time of no herces.

i "What's thati Sarge?" Ream asked.

g "Nothing," Sﬁar muttered. He hadn't realized he'd spoken aloud. 1

dame of age in a time of no heroces. It was something of a nervous joke.

iim Crane. It was'a mantra Crane repeated while Star and Crane were standing

ﬂn the queuve for néw recruits a few vears ago. They had both turned eighteen

éhe_month before the draft had kicked in. Crane was dead now. Killed by

qn IED a little over a year ago on the outskirts of Bagdad. God rest his

!
goul. God rest all our souls.

| Jason Star stood at the window of the nuclear reactor building, a yellow
qabbit's foot hung on a chain around his neck. BHe clenched it in his fist. A
thck; acrid stench burned the back of hig throat. "If I never smell plutonium
énd cordite again, it'd be too soon."
"Sergeant Star? What are we gonna do?" Ream asked.
! "Star ignoreé the driver, SPC Ream.
"Sarge?"
"shut up,” SFar_snapped. "I hear you." Star didn't turn to addreas
. Ream. He didn't w%nt the man to see his eyes. Star believed the eyes are

the window to the #oul. Right now, Star's scul was scared shitless. Star
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leaned on the coldﬁ steel window frame. Would this steel stop 7mm rounds?

'r*11 decide in a second," Star said.

He dropped tﬁe charm and gazed through his standar-issue view finder.
He fought to keep ﬁhe image from quivering. "The 'surgents brought in the
Tankers. They've ?assed the barridade... Stopped... Prob'ly full of nerve

gas."

"Let's just go, Sarge," Ream said. "Call the men, we'll lay 8own our
|

grns and walk away: We can go home, man. Put this behind us."

"What." Star wrenched around to face Ream. "There's no getting out

of this, Ream. Thére. Is. No. Going. Bome. We've been abandoned." The

sFink made it hard'to concentrate, hard to breathe. "“America's closed her
erders. Dammit.". Star slammed the binoculars at Ream's feet.
; Star leaned forward. Ream swayed back. =
"Do you know what that means, Specialist?" Star asked.
SPC Ream didn't answer.
Ream had been Lieutenant Kent's driver. Since Kent got himself killed,
Rgam had attached himself to Star. Star hated the man. "Well?" Star roared.
"Po you know what that means?"

E Ream stood there, hands clasped before him, head down. Star understood
th he felt. | |

; Star turned back to look out the window. He rubbed the velvety fur
o? his charm and watched the scurring of the enemy soldiers before him.
Skar thought of hié wife. He could still hear Jessica's last words to him,
the apprehension in her voice like an omen.

"why don't y&u Just quit?® Jessica had asked.
She'd asked ﬁhat question every time he had been granted leave, but

this time he could%hear the despair in her voice. He rolled onto his side,
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placed a sweaty haﬂd on her bare stomach. He lowered his face into her neck,
breathed her in. ﬂeaves were hard to come by, it'd probably be his last

ohe unit the var wds over.

"wWhat if youjget shot?" She asked; pushing his hand away. What if
spiething. happens? what about Nikol? What would I tell her?"

Ream joined $tar at the window. Star watched as Ream took the scene

e

n, swallowed. Star watched the man's adam's apple travel slowly up and

then down.

|
Star sighed. How did it go wrong? We were supposed to win. Instead,

was trapped in this warehouse, surrounded by the Iragis, he and his men
e last to surren@er to these obdurate people. And now the life, or death,
%f four men dependéd upon him. This whole war was a mistake. His Joining
iﬁ was a mistake. A nuclear reactor in Baghdad! Damn Intelligence for not
discovering it sooner.
E "What are we going to do?" Ream asked. Men were -attaching hoses
t% the tankers, making trails in the mud behind them. Ream continued, his
vPice soft, words slow, "We -can get to England. They've promised us that.
qave the men unhoo? the bomb. Leave it all behind.”
i "And leave them with enough plutonium for another warhead?" Star wanted
%o leave. But couid he? "what if they strike America again?" Star shook
His head. "We can?t. They've all ready dropped one bomb on us, they'll

do it again."”

"Maybe they ﬁonﬂt. Lock; we're on cur own. We'll die here. They're
rot coming for us."
"They're not| coming for us,; Ream," Star caught the other man's eyes,

"or they can't?"

i * ok ok Kk ok Kk ®
|
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"I want to c&me home for your birthday, Sweetheart," Star answered,
"but, I can't." i

"Daddy. are Qou going to stay away for ever?" Was it only a year ago
she had asked that?a;

Star loved t$ hear Nikol's voice. Every syllable spoken with its own
breath, a mountainirange'of soft sounds.

Star dropped ‘his duffels and knelt down in front of his daughter and

higged her tight. ;After a moment he held her back at arms length, wiped

a' tear from her eyé with a pinkie, tightened his stomach. "I won't be gone
q’:r long, baby. 1{11 be back before you know it."
i Nikol remove# her rabbit's foot from arcund her neck., "Take my foot
wﬁth you; so you ddn't forget me."
i "Let your daddy go, Nikol. He'll be late," Jessica spoke softly to
h%r daughter. Staf was going back to Irag- -
With a heavy ibreath of oppressive atmoshphere, Star knew what he had
t§ do. |
| "Ream, gather the men.”
"Yes, sir."
Star watched Ream walk through the double doors into the main area
o# the reactor where the_plutonium was made. The layout of the humming
m#chinery was vivid in Star's mind. He had ordered explosives attached to
every cylinder, hose, and conduit. The bonbs attached were not nuclear,
byt at the push of:a button, were still capable of destroying the warehouse
aﬁd a good five hu%dred feet of surrounding landscape.
Ream returneq with the rest of the squad, the haggard weary men stood

behind him looking porse than Star felt. They had arrived only hours ago,
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before the sun hadirose to battle through the rain-sodden clouds. After
two days of minimal rest and a circuitous route they had achieved their
objective. Well, the first part of it anyway.

|
Star cleared his throat, and then addressed the group. "You all know

o

hat destroying th*s facility is imperative. Thing is, our escape is blocked.

[ |

hre's about a batialion‘s worth of insurgents out there. They've got a
chemical team withithem. maybe two.

i
"It comes down to this. We blow this place. Or we surrender.”

The soldiersllooked at one another,; shrugged. One of them said, "Call

d, they'll ciear us a path. Send them Rag Heads a runnin'." The sol--
4iers laughed. Star and Ream shared a glance.

After a moment the laughter died.
? Private Gregér stepped forward, a big man with tiny facial features
%nd a haughty chin. "what are you not telling us, Sir?”
' Star blew a breath. "There is no Command. There.-are no reinforcements.
f's just us."

Private Gregbr stepped closer, squinted his beady eyes, "What are
jou talking about, Sarge?"

"Two days ago each one of you were pulled from your companies and as-

4igned to a single%demo team. This team. You were briefed on the objective,

ﬁhe importance of destryoing this building." Star ran his hand trhoﬁgEWhis

Hair. He looked at Ream. Ream looked away.

| Star continueéd, "While we were heading deeper into Irag, the rest of

qhe Army, the rest:of the American Military Forces, were retreating. Amer--"

i Private Gregér grabbed Star's shoulder. "Bull shit. The hell we'd
treat. We got these Rag Heads beat, 'nother month we'd--"

i Star slapped'the meaty hand away from him, "Get your hand off me,
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ifliot. Listen to +hat I'm telling you, all of you." Star was trembling.
"The nuke th#t struck America was not a dud. That was disinformation

from the Brass.to keep us from making things worse. Truth is... we were

j=

it in a bad way. %How bad? I don't know." Star pointed at the big soldier.
"stuff it, Gregor.i Let me finish.

"Washington ordered a retreat with the intent of retaliating in kind——*
Star was interruptéd by a couple of hell yeah's and damn right's. He raised
his hand. "The UN!stepped in and forbade the counter-strike. Washington
relented but impos;d restrictions of their own. No traffig in or out of

the United States.é The Boeing-designed EVF went on-line.

"For those of you who don't know, the Electronic Virtual Fence inte-

dgrates satellite surveillance and tracking and fully automatic ballistic

and laser defenses. No one's crossing the border. Either way."

Star grabbed.the charm at his neck, cleared his throat. "There's no

going home, men. Not for us. Not yet. However, these bastards are kind

encugh to let us retreat into England with the reat of the Forces. Part
i

ﬁf the armistice. .
i "So that's our choice. We blow the bomb, or we.surrender. We make
ﬁhe decision together." |

| "Why the hell didn't you tell us before we came here?” Gregor yelled.
TI'm not gonna die for you. 1 would have never come."

"Need to knoﬁ;" Star replied.

"Bullshit! ﬁe have a right to know.”

"No. You ha?e the right to unquestionably cbey your ranking officer.”
"Lieutenant %ent was our ranking cfficer. You're just the stupid reject

that got us into this mess.”

"You think s¢? You little punk." Star closed the distance.

|
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Gregor's pun&h caught Star off guard. Star's head snapped back like

bez dispensor an¢ the big soldier's fist came away bloody. The second

»

o]

unch sent Star to:the ground.

"You're a selfish bastard." Star's ear quit ringing enough to hear

is wife's latest ¢urse. Fe didn't respond, just rubbed the side of his

=

face where she hitéhim. "what the hell are you gonna do in the army? You

| . ;
don't even know how to fight. You work at a convenience store.”

Jessica's words stung, but Star didn't have a choice. They couldn't
aven afford the ga$ where he worked. Ee'd learn to fight, and maybe when
&e came home he'd ﬁe a better provider. Get a better job. He wasn't self-
Jah; he was deaperéte.

! Star felt an&ther slap to his face.

"Sarge. You: all right?"

Star's eyes fluttered open. A scoldier knelt over him, he waved him
%way. Star bracedghimself against the wall and rose to his feet.

The other soldiers stood in a loose circle. Gregor stood by himself, away

from them and across from Ream. Ream had his service;pistol in his hand,
%ut his arm was do;n by his side.

| Star raised an eyebrow to his driver. Ream said, "Gregor has decided
qo surrender. He's asking if anyone else is going to go with him."

i Star . noddedi stretched his jaw, then faced the other three men.
'#hll?“ he asked. iNo one responded. He looked at Gregor.

! "Fine. You fools can stay here and die.ﬂ

Gregor favor#d everyone with a look of disqust and spat. He opened
the door and befor% he could step ocut, Star said, "Good luck."

"Whatever." ?Gregor turned to go. Star was tempted to ask him to wait.
To take letters f%om the men for their families, if Gregor would be willing
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to do so. He wantéd to send one to Jessica and Nikoi. To explain what was

going on. Just inicase.

The heavy doc%r slammed shut. A brief gust of fresh air slugged past

Star. One by one &he soldiers went to the window. Star joined them. They
tched as Gregor *ade his way to the enemy soldiers. He was frisked and

:Eld at gun point.! The leader, an overwelght man with lieutenant's insignia,

began speaking wit$ him, waving his hands, pointing at Gregor, pointing at:the

warehouse. After five minutes Gregor was allowed to leave. Somecne let
out a sigh.

! Star walked away he motioned for Ream to join him. "Take them out,
Aeam. There's no ;eason for all of us to be here.”

i "No. I-—-"

| "Shut up andilisten;“ Star interrupted, "I'll stay back. Those soldiers
dut there know exactly how many men we have.. I don't doubt Gregor told every-
thng. As long asII'm in here, they'll let you go. Take the men."

. "Zarge..."

; "That's an okder, Specialist.™

; Star stood before the exit. FEach man shook his hand as they left.

JNO words were spoken. Ream came last. He looked Star in thg eye what seemed
% long time. Afte? Ream .left, Star's knees buckled and he had to prop himself
49. What had he dpne? Why was he here?

"Wwhy?" "Nikol asked. An innocent word.

"That's wher? the Army's sending me."

"Me and mommy can visit?"

"No, you wpnbt be able to, baby. But, I'll write, every week."

"Are you mad!at ug? Ig that why mommy cries sometimes?"

"No, honey."i Star held his daughter's head to his chest and rocked
First Strike, Last Strike
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back and forth.- +I'm not mad at you, Mommy's just sad.

"why dp you ﬁave to go?"

"ro fight foé our county."

"Will the Ar*y kiss and make up like you and mommy?"

"I hope so S+eetheart."

Star watchedéas each man was frisked, interrogated, and then allowed
to leave. He waitéd by the window. Watching. The sun lowered. The enemy

line held. They weére waiting on him, just as he was waiting on them. Finally,

ﬁe went to inspect!the explosives, everything was ready. He reached a shaky
ﬁinger for the button; he held it there a moment. All he‘had to do was push.
%ush it and it would all be over. Irag wouldn't be able to create any more
4ombs for a while.? America would be safe, he'd buy them some time. Buy
jessica and Nikol some time. Star yvelled. Tears filled his eyes, He dropped
ﬁis hand.

? He couldn't Bo it.

. Sgt. Star walked forward: head held high. The world fell silent, his
Heart thumped in his-fingertips.. His boots squelched in the mud as he ap-—
Qroached the-enemy’ line. The lieutenant stood at the other end. His fat
amile grew with everf step Star tock.

} Suddenly, Star stopped. The lieuténant's smile fell. A crimson glow.
4aint but distinctf flashed in front of Star's face.

i With a muffled curse the Lieutenant locked over his right shoulder.

|
tar fell to the ground, just seconds before the éxplosive sound of the car-

ine reached him. jThe bullet struck inches from Star's face. A shard jump-

h

d up from the conhrete and kissed his cheek.
The enemy lihe erupted. Insurgents brought their guns to bear. Star
rushed back for thp safety of the warehouse. At the doorway he fell and
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screamed. Part ofihis kneecap forced %ts way through his fatigues, follow-
ing the bullet before it.

With a rush of adrenaline, Star pulled himself around the door frame.
He heard the sold:i.érs running behind him. Coming to kill him.

He had wanted to surrender. To join his family. Let someone else
save America. Helﬁhought it ironic that the laser scope's reflection off
his daughter's cha%m had saved him.

. Saved him so%he could die anyway.

| _
As he crawled toward the machinery he told himself he'd do it for his

oountry. That wash't true. He told himself he'd do it for his family, for
#very family on both sides of the war. That wasn't true either. He'd do
it because he was éfraid. Because he was going to die anyway.

‘ Maybe he'd be a hero in the history books. That would be a lie. too.
%e was no hero.:. There are no heroces. Not in war. Truth was, he hurt.
qad. and he wanteﬁ to end the pain. Star heard the’door -crash:ppen. " The
gtampede of boots. He stretched his hand forth.

o Being a convenience sﬁore clerk wasn't that bad. He didn't make much

money, but he made. a lot of friends. Regulars would come in to talk: he'd

ﬂelp them, like a councilor over a cup of coffee. After a day of listening

ﬁo other people's ?roblems, his seemed trivial. He owned his own home.

ﬁ small, comfortabhe house in a comfortable neighborhood. A house he would
%nter to be greeteé with a hug from his wife and a peck from his daughter.
ée had had everything he needed.. Everything that mattered.

|, He pushed the button.

The End
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Brison Memoirs:

aiscipline {2009)
lappy Birthday in the Penitentiary (2006)
q1uck Move (2009)
é Though these stories are memoirs and based on true events. none of them
%re 100% factual for the obvious reascons. Prudence dictates that true names
4hould not be revealed. Insansiblyz accurate descriptions of people and
&heir character can be offensive to those very people. (¥ou'd think that
if you didn't like something about yourself you'd endeavor to change it -
Sut who am I to judge?) However, the nicknames I use are correct appellations
either earned or adopted by those persons. (There's no fear of using themt
honestly, inmates are not very ingenious. 1In herea nicknames are like state-
issued boxers: they're used and passed around by all, over and over again.)
Note: Before you read this section of stories it behooves me to warn
you that they contain excessive language. Though I‘m nokt prone to using
expletives in my everyday speechn I couldn't accurately capture the true
setting of the penitentiary without them. Apologies.
The event's in these stories took place in teh year I wrote them with
the exception of Discipline.
“Discipline” is based on the experiences of my older brother during
his tenure at a prison near Dallast Texas. His story took place in 20052
and from that time to the day I wrote his adventures I had gathered facts
from himt otehr members of my family, and an inmate who was travelling the
$rison system and happened to make a stop at the Unit I was on. This last

I met in 2009 while in transient waiting for my permenant bunk on 8 Building.

$e filled in the missing details and unknowingly collaborated much of what
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had already beengtold.

“"Happy Birthdéy in the Penitentiary“ is a retelling of the most mortify-
ing birthday I've éxperienced in my incarceration. Being wrapped in packing
wax {industrial Saran-Wrap) and toted around on a cart: helplessi hurtingz
and moaning: for all to see will do that to you. All these years later I
atill haven't takeﬁ my revenge on Joe-B. Thbugh we're still good friendsﬂ
he never seems to Ee withiﬁ reach on his birthday. chevert I did take my
anguish out on a kid named Dallas. On his birthdayi in 20112 we were ‘'banging
his game up' {givinhg him his birthday beating) and I was pummeling his legs

Jhen. of a sudden, he shifted and I caught the edge of his knee-cap on the

ding-finger knuckle of my right hand. My kmuckle fractured! The next day
dt_work I told my boss I hit my hand on the door as I was pulling a cart

Jut of the Laundry, so I didn't recieve a case for fighting. I got away.

I
Hut, I did learn my lesson. I don't engage in showing penitentiary-style

Qirthday love anymbre.

"Cluck Move" recounts my adventures of recieving my first Major Case
#nd the punighment I recieved:for it. It wan an enlightening time. Since
ﬂ've revealed thé& truth about my fractured knuckle to the masses. I'll give
inother one here; Warden Cee in the story is actually wardén Cook. Warden
qook had been asaigned to this Unit for many years. Andt I hope he reads
ghis one day. He keally'was a bastard, too. A very misanthropict or dare
I coin the term, pgisanthropic. perscn.. He hated inmates and officers alike.
ﬁay he be confrontéd with a piece of himself and may he endeaver to change.

One last note! on Cluck Move, I had just Einished Danté*s Divine Comedy

and was blown awayiby teh rich metaphor and allegory that colored his pages.

He forewarned, Danﬁe I am not, but it was fnn.




