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Abstract 

 
 Outstanding Mediocrity is a semi-comedic work of fiction written over the course of nine 

months.  Writing this story as my thesis project gave me a rare opportunity to receive extensive 

feedback on a product that was too large to be considered regular coursework within the major.  

The thesis was written in several sections, each one being reviewed in detail and revisited several 

times over the course of multiple stages of revision.  The experience provided me with a great 

deal of insight into the unique difficulties that arise when crafting the structure and plot of a 

long-form narrative.  I learned firsthand about the importance of maintaining a consistent pace 

and voice throughout a story as well as the importance of giving every paragraph a purpose. 

In conjunction with the writing, I read several works of fiction that either reflected the 

tone of my work or dealt with similar subject matter.  These included The Great Man by Kate 

Christensen, Then We Came to the End by Joshua Ferris, The Subject Steve by Sam Lipsyte, The 

Age of Wire and String by Ben Marcus, CivilWarLand in Bad Decline by George Saunders, and 

The Picture of Dorian Grey by Oscar Wilde.  
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Paul Blanks threw three ice cubes in a short glass, drenched them in vodka, and 

wondered what the hell he had ever done to Andrew J. Kingston of Art HQ magazine.  He was 

nearly certain that the harsh review of his new exhibit couldn‟t have been fueled by aesthetic 

displeasure alone.  There had to be a reason that Andrew J. Kingston hated his paintings.  Maybe 

the man had been offended by something Paul had said long ago, back in the days when making 

outlandish statements was entertaining.  Maybe Paul had been rude to him at one of the many 

parties he had attended drunk, hyper, and incapable of worrying about the kind of impression he 

made.  Maybe Paul had taken a gallery space from an artist deemed superior.  Or maybe it was 

the case that, like many people, Mr. Kingston simply didn‟t like skinny, bearded hipsters with 

tight jeans, v-neck t-shirts, and colorful high-top sneakers.  If only the bastard had a justifiable 

personal grievance with him, then the scathing review wouldn‟t have shaken Paul so badly.  

But in all probability, Andrew J. Kingston was a reputable critic just doing his job.  Most 

likely, he had no ambitions of insulting Paul or ruining his career.  He just wanted to state his 

honest opinion upon viewing an exhibit.  And of course, he was entitled to his opinion, no matter 

how unsympathetic and soul crushing it was. 

Paul took a hearty sip of his drink and sat down on his black leather sofa.  His walls had 

never before looked so grey.  Painted canvases leaned against the far-right wall of the living 

room, destined never to be mounted.  There was a variety; some large, some small, some 

completed, some in progress, some long since abandoned.  Hanging them wasn‟t an option.  Not 

only were there far too many, but he had experimented with so many different styles and subjects 

that it would have been difficult to find even a pair among them that didn‟t clash.  He was an 

orphan when it came to genre, a fact that he believed was keeping him from breaking out.  

Perhaps if Andrew J. Kingston had seen the stockpile, he would have given him more credit for 
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the amount of work he had put into the exhibit.  He would have understood that it was the 

product of three years‟ labor, and for every canvas on display, there were at least five left behind 

here or in the dumpster out back.  He would have understood that Paul tried his very best.  He 

imagined the apartment would be far more spacious if he didn‟t keep them lying around.   

Paul returned to the magazine spread open to page 31 on the coffee table, wishing it 

would somehow throw itself away.  He wished it would replace itself with words of love and 

praise that he could clip out neatly and proudly share with his family and friends.  It would be 

best if he just got rid of the thing, went on with his life, and didn‟t think about it, but he couldn‟t 

let the page go.  He reread the review, this time determined to focus on the positives. 

  A panoramic canvas stretches across the wall.  The 

background shows an arcing stage with long curtains draping over 

the walls.  Propped onstage under intense spotlights is a crowd of 

colorized sonogram pictures.  Each one shows the crude outline of 

a child in the womb, inexplicably wrapped in a gleaming sash.  

“Miss Unborn Florida,” “Miss Unborn Texas,” “Miss Unborn 

Maryland,” etc.  Center stage, a winning fetus has been crowned.  

“Miss Unborn California” has become “Miss Unborn America” 

and she now wears a crown and holds a bouquet of roses.  It is 

difficult to tell, but she appears to have shed a tear of joy.  One can 

only imagine what transpired during the question-and-answer 

portion of this beauty pageant. 

“Miss Unborn America” (2009) is the staple piece in the 

latest collection by Los Angeles painter Paul Blanks.  The exhibit, 
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titled Glamour, currently showing at Expressions Inc. Art Gallery 

in the downtown area.  A well-known figure attached to the local 

indie music scene, Blanks made a name for himself through a 

series of paintings that depicted brash and abstract visions of 

urban life.  His early work incorporates a style of neo-Fauvism 

that assaults viewers with hard lines and stinging neon color.  His 

fringe presence in the music scene has made him very popular with 

young people and some in the art world see his style as the 

beginnings of a full-fledged movement. 

However, Blanks has taken his art in a very different 

direction with his latest exhibit—one that is quite odd and perhaps 

misguided.  The courage seen in his past work has fallen back in 

favor of impressionistic portraits dashed with a superficial social 

critique.  The good news for viewers is that if you are capable of 

wrapping your head around the already undemanding message of 

Miss Unborn America, you won’t have any trouble with the rest of 

the exhibit, which contains an even less challenging variation on 

this theme of image-obsessed culture.  Blanks has stated that his 

exhibit is meant “to challenge the notions of what is beautiful and 

whether there really is any beauty in the world at all.”  This ends 

up translating to an entire collection of paintings devoted to the 

insultingly simplistic question, “What if beautiful people were 
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ugly?”  It’s difficult to tell whether Blanks has underestimated his 

audience or if this is truly as deep as his thinking goes. 

“Kissable” (2008) is close up on the face of a lipstick 

model.  Her flawlessly plump, crimson lips are offset by a bony, 

weathered face complete with moles, blemishes, acne, boils, and 

unsightly hair growth on the upper lip.  “Star Player” (2009) 

shows a pudgy, balding man with big ears and a swollen nose 

shooting a free throw in front of an arena full of adoring fans.  His 

basketball jersey hugs his sagging breasts tightly as fat wobbles 

underneath his raised arm.  The unsightly are finally being 

glorified, but not in a way that is particularly moving.  If the bright 

lights and display case aesthetics were depicted with an ounce of 

original styling, maybe the boring premise of the art could slip 

past unnoticed.  Blanks fails to put in the necessary detail and 

instead decides to make everything stiff and flat.  His new 

technique leaves everything dull and even the extreme 

grotesqueries he conjures up have little effect on the viewer.  In his 

attempt to make a statement on beauty in the modern world, he 

neglects to put any beauty in the world of his art.   

With this latest effort, Blanks takes a massive step back, 

essentially demoting himself from his rank as a pioneer artist.  

Glamour is a collection rooted far more in gimmick than artistic 

expression.  There is very little purpose to the exhibit, aside from 
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commenting on the overt issues of physical imperfection.  It 

repeats itself over and over until the audience has finally had its 

intelligence affronted past the breaking point.  Blanks has 

reinvented himself as a cartoonist, armed with only one joke and 

more frames than he can fill.   

 A knock came at the front door, providing Paul with a good excuse to finally close the 

magazine.  He walked over to the door and looked through the peephole.  Ellie stood in the 

hallway, checking her phone.  A long strand of blonde hair hung over her face, as usual.  Paul 

delayed opening the door for a few seconds, trying to think of a new way to win her back.  The 

two had lived together for over a year until a few weeks ago, when she abruptly left him for a 

successful film producer.  She didn‟t attend the opening of Glamour, though she was invited.  

She was in the process of retrieving all of her possessions from Paul‟s apartment.  Paul was 

making the process more difficult by hiding some of her things and forcing more visits.  A 

suitcase full of shoes was the last remaining evidence of their relationship.  He opened the door, 

not quite ready to try and win her back. 

 “Hi, Paul.”  

Ellie walked inside nonchalantly, placing her copy of the key to the front door back in her 

purse. 

 “Hey, beautiful.” 

 Paul gave her a half-hearted kiss on the cheek, which was met with a less than warm lean.  

He then made his way back to his drink, sat on the couch, and watched her.  Ellie was young, 

tall, thin, and bordering on gorgeous.  Her face was rounded in just the right areas and her blue 

eyes seemed to burst outward.  She possessed a sort of mannequin beauty and it seemed that 
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even the most ridiculous outfit could not stop her from looking good.  No one was surprised 

when they learned that she was a model and an actress.  She strolled into the living room like a 

walking work of art.  He had always looked at her that way, ever since he first met her at a 

stranger‟s birthday party and did everything humanly possible to impress her.  For him, she was 

a small taste of the high life that he had forever envisioned in his dreams.  Her beauty had been 

the one thing that made him feel like a genuine success. 

 “I really wish we could sit down and talk about this.” 

 Ellie brushed the hair out of her face and stared back at him, annoyed. 

 “Paul, there‟s nothing to talk about.  I‟m sorry, but I can‟t keep pretending like I‟m 

satisfied with this relationship.  Would you please just be mature about the whole thing?” 

 “I am being mature, Ellie, but you have to tell me what happened.  What changed?  What 

did I do wrong?  We can work it out.” 

“Where‟s my suitcase?” 

“It‟s in the kitchen.” 

“Thank you.” 

Ellie walked quickly into the kitchen and returned tugging on the handle of a large brown 

piece of luggage that came up to her waist.  It was packed tightly and without order.  Random 

heels jutted out and poked the top of the bag as she rolled it along.  It was constantly in danger of 

tipping over, but Ellie kept a close eye on it.  Paul signaled her by grabbing the magazine on the 

table and waving it at her. 

 “You wanna read this review?  It‟s pretty bad.” 

 Ellie bent over to see the title of the magazine. 

 “Art HQ?  Yeah, I heard.  How does that affect you in the long run?” 
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 “Negatively.  Audrey said the gallery already wanted to cut the exhibit short.  If this 

review gets around, they might shut it down even earlier.” 

 Ellie offered him some consoling contact and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. 

 “You shouldn‟t worry about it.  Anyone in LA who matters is going to visit the gallery 

anyway.  Since when do you care what some asshole critic thinks?” 

 Paul stood up from his seat, beginning to feel the potency of his beverage. 

“I don‟t.  But these things are important.  You know how it goes, Distinguished Critic 

from Distinguished Magazine says it sucks, a bunch of readers take his word for it, they tell 

everybody at the cocktail party that it sucks, and then nobody wants to see it.  One bad review 

can be toxic.” 

 “You should ask him to let you review some of his paintings.  I‟m sure he can do much 

better.” 

 Paul smiled.  Her sarcasm was juvenile and transparent, but it was comforting.  Ellie 

continued to walk towards the front door, struggling to pull the suitcase behind her.   

 “What if he‟s right?” 

 Ellie stood the bag up and stopped. 

 “What?” 

 “The critic, what if he‟s right about the exhibit?  What if it really does suck and I‟m just 

too out of touch to see it.  Then I‟m screwed.  Because in my mind, those were the best paintings 

I had ever done.  Way better than the stuff I was doing before.  If you asked me to improve them, 

I wouldn‟t know how.  You‟d have to bring someone else in to do it.  Someone better, someone 

smarter, someone with a more interesting perspective than my own.” 
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 “Look, is this a depression thing?  You‟re still on the medication, right?  Because I hate 

being around you when you get like this.” 

 “Medication doesn‟t really work the way you think it does.  It‟s not that simple.” 

 “You‟re off the medication, then.  So you‟re just gonna drink instead?  Gonna go on a 

twenty-four hour casino binge with your loser friend, Jared?” 

 Paul looked up to the ceiling for a brief moment to gather his thoughts.   

“Listen to me, Ellie, please.  My entire life, I was told that painting was my gift.  My 

parents, my friends, my teachers, they all told me that I was special and some day, I would be a 

famous artist.  And I believed it, really, this whole time.  I actually believed that as long as I kept 

expressing what was on my mind, I would get bigger and bigger until everybody knew who I 

was.  And I would be important, not just among artists but among everyone.  But now it‟s 

obvious.  I‟m a good painter, but not an amazing one.  I don‟t have that certain something needed 

to be anything more than that.  Maybe I possess some talent, but not enough for the whole world 

to love me.  I‟m never going to be one of the great ones.  And now I don‟t know what to do.” 

 “I‟m going to leave.  If you‟re gonna sulk around and feel sorry for yourself, then I can‟t 

help you.” 

 Ellie opened the door and placed her bag outside.  For Paul, it felt eerily similar to the 

initial breakup.  Before leaving though, she went into her purse, grabbed the extra apartment key, 

and handed it to Paul.  He was disappointed, knowing that he could have forced another meeting 

had she forgotten about it.  

 “Can I ask you a question?” 

 “What, Paul?” 
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 “Be completely honest with me.  Did you ever truly love me?  Was I ever anything more 

to you than just a way into the trendy crowd?” 

 Ellie scowled at him.  He couldn‟t tell if she was offended by his assumption or if he had 

her pegged.  She turned away, furious.  Paul had expected the visit to end in a manner like this. 

 “Feel free to take one of these shitty paintings as a souvenir.”  

She slammed the door as Paul finished his sentence, leaving him in silent contemplation 

of what to do next. 

* 

 Neglecting the bored, naked woman sitting on the bed, Jared Collins grabbed his clothes 

off of the floor, trying to figure out what happened to his dreams.  Perhaps he never had any, at 

least none that weren‟t unfeasible and impractical.  But in his mind, he felt like he was better 

than all of this.  He was certain that he was smart, clever, and by all means capable of doing 

something great for the world.  But that wasn‟t his style.  Instead, he had dedicated his life to 

avoiding work and doing nothing.  Though he had managed to carry on a fairly comfortable 

existence living as a leech, he knew that it couldn‟t go on forever.  He had lost his personal 

dignity somewhere down the line and now he just wanted to squeeze out whatever enjoyment he 

could.  And so Jared found himself at a brothel called Claire‟s on the outskirts of Las Vegas, 

getting dressed in a tiny back room with shiny, silver sheets on the bed.  He was paying a woman 

for sex and acting like it was a positive occurrence in his life. 

 The woman at his service was named Fantasia, or at least that was the not-so-creative 

alias she decided on when entering the business.  She lazily watched with crooked eyes as Jared 

got himself in order.  Fantasia was an attractive enough brunette, though Jared imagined she 

must have been far better looking years ago.  As a girl, she was probably considered beautiful.  
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But now, there was roundness to her torso and thickness to the upper arms that suggested a 

weakness for junk food, beer, and inactivity.  She had an array of random, clashing tattoos 

plastered in clusters on her body like white-trash bumper stickers.  But Jared was happy with his 

choice, opting to ignore any of her flaws and instead focus on her agreeable rate.  He saw her as 

attainable, even though he himself was below average height, overweight, and never combed his 

unruly, curly hair.  His body was an odd combination of a thick torso and skinny, short arms that 

made him look both stout and puny at the same time.  He strained as he fastened the button of his 

dress pants. 

 “Where you off to so quick, sexy?” 

 Jared took a break from tucking in his shirt and fastening his belt to explain himself. 

 “I drove out to Vegas for a reason and I‟ve gotta do what I came here to do.  Can‟t back 

out now.  You wanna know what my plan is, don‟t you?” 

 Fantasia nodded her head, but her eyes were fixed on the chipped nail polish on her toes.  

She picked at her feet, seemingly uninterested in any plan that didn‟t involve purchased 

intercourse. 

 “I‟m heading down to the strip and I‟m taking all of my money out of my account.  Every 

last dollar.  Then, I‟m gonna bet it all on one spin and just see what happens.  I don‟t know what 

I‟m gonna do if I lose.  I guess right now, I need someone to tell me that it‟ll all work out.  Or 

maybe I need someone to talk me out of it. 

 “You know what you should do?” 

 “What?” 

 Jared came closer and sat on the edge of the bed to better hear Fantasia‟s idea. 



15 

 “Seeing as you got money right now, but you might not have money in a little bit.  And 

seeing as five hundred dollars ain‟t that much money.  You should spend another hour here with 

me, then go make your big bet.  What do you say, sexy?” 

 Jared stood back up and hurried the pace of getting dressed.  As he tightened his tie and 

put on his suit jacket, he grabbed a small stack of bills from his front pocket and set it on the side 

table.  He didn‟t want to stay in the place another minute. 

 “You give prostitutes a bad name.” 

 Fantasia counted the money, unaffected by Jared‟s condemnation.  He put his shoes on in 

the corner of the room, tied up the laces, and started to leave. 

 “Hey, high roller.  You forgot to take the price tag off your cheap-ass suit.” 

 He spun around, looking in the mirror until, sure enough, he found a large white tag 

poking out from the back of the collar.  Fantasia giggled obnoxiously as Jared struggled to reach 

behind his back and rip the tag off.  He marched out of the room and out of Claire‟s, holding 

onto his pride desperately.  He got in his car knowing that he had lost that one.  Still, he was 

unwilling to give up on what could be a great moment.  Though losing was becoming a pattern, 

there was still a chance he could win at the table.  Maybe if one event went his way, he could 

turn everything around.  He started up his car and drove towards the strip, thinking back on the 

conditions that made him want to do something this crazy. 

Jared‟s adult life had consisted of an extended struggle between his parents‟ desire to see 

him succeed and his own desire to live unimpressively.  His parents were both corporate lawyers 

who worked hard, struggled, and achieved throughout their lives.  Though Jared was pleased to 

be raised in a financially well-off household, he often wondered if it was really worth all the long 

days left alone at the house.  The clash began with college, when, at a distinct level of 
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immaturity, he was forced to decide what he wanted to do with the rest of his life.  After 

contemplation of his own passionless lifestyle, he decided that he simply didn‟t know.  To his 

parents, this meant that they would have to choose for him.   

They sent him to a good school in Los Angeles, completely financing his experience.  

When Jared graduated with a degree in accounting, his parents agreed to support him for a short 

while longer until he could start up his career.  However, Jared never started his career, realizing 

that he didn‟t want to be an accountant and remembering that he had never wanted to be 

anything in the first place.  He got the idea that his time in the world might be best spent 

avoiding labor by any means necessary.  Jared took jobs, then immediately got fired from them.  

The ones he stuck with the longest were part time, low paying, and required little responsibility.  

Bouncing in and out of employment, he was able to live an enjoyable life filled with bars, 

restaurants, and television.  He started to put on weight and his once rail-thin frame became 

doughy and soft.    At a certain point, sleeping became his absolute favorite activity.  He 

stockpiled different kinds of drugs and medications, took different combinations before going to 

bed, then remained in a state of slumber for half a day or longer.  He liked being entertained by 

his dreams and tried to stay in his fantasy world as long as possible. 

Jared started to receive stern lectures from his parents, who became quickly concerned 

when they saw the goals they had for their son going unaccomplished.  They couldn‟t fathom 

why their son would not want to have a career, own a house, drive a luxury car, and date classy 

women.  Assuming something was wrong with him mentally, they forced him to meet with a 

number of doctors, counselors, and therapy groups.  The general consensus was that Jared 

suffered from depression and was also a very rude person.  Jared agreed that he probably was 

depressed, but not in a way that was somehow fixable.  To him, it was a matter of dealing with 
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the realities of the world.  While others could deal with the futility of it all by trying not to think 

about it, he dealt with it by making himself invisible.  He was prescribed antidepressants, which 

he would immediately try to sell.  He showed up to weekly appointments and meetings, but was 

completely uncooperative and sometimes drunk.  His parents started to admit to themselves that 

Jared wasn‟t going to improve anytime soon.  They continued sending him money for rent, 

insurance, phone, gas, groceries, and even cable.  When they called him to check up, they didn‟t 

even ask if he had been looking for a job.  And through it all, Jared was fine with being a 

disappointment.  He had never asked to be born and felt no remorse for turning out to be the 

biggest failed investment of his parents‟ lives. 

However, the arrangement changed drastically one day when Jared‟s parents confronted 

him with a surprise phone call.  Before he could gather himself, he was swiftly informed that his 

days of being a deadbeat had come to an end.  Though his parents still loved him, they were done 

spending their retirement money on someone who was too lazy to get a job.  They refused to 

watch as someone with all the potential in the world sat back and contributed nothing to society.  

The decision had been made to stop sending their son money and it had been made for his own 

good.  They would send him eight thousand dollars to get adjusted, but there would be no more 

after that.   

Jared did not take the news well, falling into a fit of anger when he realized he could not 

talk his parents out of their decision.  Though he wished he could be the type of person who 

didn‟t care about money, he knew it was an important force in his life and maybe the only thing 

that could maintain his minor sense of happiness.  He let his parents know how uncaring it was 

to abandon him during a time when he was so depressed.  He let them know that their plan 

wouldn‟t work and that, in a matter of months, he would be on the streets and maybe even dead.  
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Jared hung up the phone exhausted by the very idea of having to get a job.  Perhaps it was all 

inevitable, but now that the cut off had finally happened, he truly felt like it would be the death 

of him.  He vowed that he would do anything in his power to remain jobless and not starve.    

 And so, after weeks passed and desperation kicked in, he decided that he wasn‟t going to 

go down without one last hurrah.  He figured that if he was bound to blow all the money, he‟d 

rather do it in one fell swoop than gradually.  He bought a discount suit, gassed up his car, and 

headed out to Las Vegas.  He took off alone in the middle of the day, hoping to live it up and feel 

like a big shot for at least a few hours.  If he won, he would be able to get by for a while longer.  

If he lost, he didn‟t know what would happen.  He could only hope his parents would bail him 

out for old times‟ sake. 

 As Jared pulled into the parking garage of the Firebird Casino, he was fidgeting with 

nervousness.  There was nothing logical about his plan.  There was no great victory to be had, 

just a delaying of the inevitable.  The merit in his mind was that it was a chance to finally do 

something big, something interesting, something important just for himself.  It didn‟t matter that 

he was about to do something stupid—at least he was acting on his own desire.  He parked the 

car and walked toward the casino entrance feeling strangely confident about his odds. 

He entered the casino and was hit with the annoyance of sensory overload.  He was an 

avid gambler who was very familiar with the California casinos.  It was one of his favorite 

weekend activities and he had lost a good deal of money at blackjack tables over the years.  But 

aside from the possibility of free drinks, Jared didn‟t like Las Vegas.  There were too many 

people having fun losing their money.  The flashing lights and general noisiness inside the casino 

got on his nerves quickly.  They seemed to mock the seriousness of his endeavor.  However, 

Vegas did offer an atmosphere where a person could feel important.  It gave everyone a chance 
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to feel like a star, even if it was just for a brief vacation.  Jared dodged the crowds of people 

walking in his path until he finally made it to the cashiers‟ section.  He pulled his debit card out 

of his wallet and held it out to the elderly white-haired woman who distributed the chips. 

“I‟d like eight thousand dollars‟ worth.” 

Jared spun the card on the table, pretending like this wasn‟t a lot of money to him.  The 

elderly woman smiled and nodded as she took the card and slowly began the process of changing 

him out.  She swiped the card, printed receipts, then brought out the currency. Jared anxiously 

watched as she counted out eight thousand dollars in yellow casino chips.  He had hoped the 

stack would be taller. 

 “Good luck, young man.” 

 She slid the chips towards Jared‟s rapacious hands.  

 “Thank you, old woman.” 

 Jared tried to scurry away, but fumbled with his stacks just long enough to see how badly 

he had offended the woman.  He was far too focused on himself and his moment to be concerned 

with the feelings of strangers.  He stepped anxiously through the red patterned carpet, clasping 

his small clay fortune tightly and looking for the right table.  He spotted a good one near the 

corner of the gaming room that was being run by a tall, red-haired man. The only player at the 

table was a middle-aged bald man who smoked a cigarette with one hand and shuffled his chips 

with the other.  Jared watched as the wheel stopped spinning and went to put his chips on the 

table. 

“Welcome, sir.  Go ahead and place your bets.” 

From the moment Jared had come up with the roulette idea, he had always planned to bet 

on black.  Black was his first instinct and it just seemed right.  But now that he was at the table, 
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the bright shade of red jumped out towards him.  It was the more attractive color, the bolder 

color, the color that seemed more welcoming for a ball to drop into.  In the back of his mind, he 

saw a vision of the game‟s outcome and he was sure that it was red.  However, he felt obligated 

to stay true to the plan.  He was already committed to black and a rogue gut feeling wasn‟t going 

to sway him.  Jared dropped his stack of chips in the black box.  The bald man took notice of the 

large bet, but tried not to look too interested. 

“Double up or quit.  You got some big balls, kid.” 

Jared nodded at the bald man, who took a long drag from his cigarette. 

“That‟s what they tell me.  Women, I mean.” 

The croupier spun the wheel and threw the ball, all the while looking at Jared with what 

appeared to be genuine concern.  The second the ball started rounding the track, Jared regretted 

placing the bet.  A moment of clarity occurred for Jared, but it came seconds too late.  The 

reward wasn‟t worth the risk.  If he lost, he would have a brand new, very large set of problems 

that he wouldn‟t be able to deal with.  He was about to ruin his life. 

“No more bets.” 

Jared looked down at the table, wishing he hadn‟t bet on a color he knew would lose.  

Red continued illuminating the table, pulsating like the inside of a submarine about to sink.    

Maybe he should have bet on even, or maybe odd.  Better yet, maybe he should have stayed in 

Los Angeles and never got into his car in the first place. 

The ball started to skip and Jared‟s tension was suddenly gone.  He realized that there 

was nothing he could do now.  The decision was made and that couldn‟t be changed.  If he lost, 

then he lost.  His life might soon be over, but that would be okay because it was never really that 

great in the first place.  He knew he deserved to be broke. 
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“Six, black.” 

Jared‟s eyes glistened with a terrified excitement as he watched the white ball slowly 

spin, nestled comfortably inside a black pocket.  Somehow, it made it past the overpowering red. 

“Score!” 

A wave of pure relief washed over him that made him jump off the floor.  He wasn‟t 

eight thousand dollars in down, he was eight thousand dollars richer.  Terrible idea or not, the 

plan had worked.  He couldn‟t help but smile and bounce as he watched the croupier take away 

two stacks of the bald man‟s chips. 

“Congratulations, sir.” 

Jared watched impatiently as the croupier counted out an identical stack of chips and 

placed them next to the original wager.  He hadn‟t felt this happy in many years.  The win gave 

him a small hint of optimism that was previously missing from his life.  He only wished the 

wager could have been bigger.  Jared quickly grabbed the stacks and headed towards the cashier. 

As Jared started to walk away, the bald man leaned out of his chair and grabbed him by 

the arm. 

“You should leave the man a tip after that one.” 

Jared looked at the croupier, awkwardly smiling after being put on the spot.  He looked at 

his thousand dollar chips then fished into his empty pockets. 

“Sorry.  Next time.” 

Jared walked off, knowing that he was too frightened for there to ever be next time.  He 

went straight back to the cashier, exchanged his chips for one hundred dollar bills, and left for 

his car.  He suppressed the urge to press his luck and keep gambling.  He suppressed the urge to 

go back to the brothel and blow some of the winnings.  Instead, he would quit while he was 
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ahead and use the long car ride home to think about his victory.  He started his car and began 

driving home through the night as quickly as he could. 

As he sped down the highway with the headlights illuminating the night sky, Jared was 

forced to look at his win within the larger scheme of his life.  The more he thought about it, the 

more he realized that the event wasn‟t as great as he had thought.  This was only going to delay 

his financial woes.  Eventually, he was going to run out of money and there was no way around 

it.  He could make the same bet over and over again, but at some point he would lose.  This was 

not a permanent fix.  Still, as Jared recalled the memory the ball spinning around and around, he 

came to the conclusion that there was absolutely no rhyme or reason to the outcome.  If the result 

of that spin was somehow tied to how deserving he was, then he would have lost the money for 

certain.  He realized that even if God existed, luck was an entirely separate entity that had 

nothing to do with Him.  Jared looked forward to getting home and tucking himself and his 

money away. 

* 

The next day, after a solid eleven hours of sleep, Jared awoke to a heavy series of knocks 

at his apartment door.  He scrambled out of bed and searched the floor for an outfit that wasn‟t 

hopelessly wrinkled.  Clothes lay scattered around every room, like overgrown mounds of grass 

in need of mowing.  As he dressed, he considered making a quick effort at tidying up the place.  

However, when he looked around at the dirty countertops and old fast food bags strewn across 

the living room, he decided there wouldn‟t be enough time.  He made his way toward the front 

door and looked through the peephole.  Paul was standing outside in the hallway, staring aloof 

into the distance beside a push cart.  Jared turned the lock and heaved the door open. 

 “Hey, if it isn‟t Paul the would-be cartoonist.” 
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 Paul put on a smile. 

 “You read the review?” 

 “Yeah man, what an asshole.” 

 Paul wheeled the cart inside, searching for a space of free carpet to let it sit.  Jared could 

sense Paul‟s discomfort, taking in the stuffy air that lingered with a scent of stale inactivity.  He 

imagined that his place felt like a tool shed to most visitors. 

 “So, believe it or not, I won a shitload of money in Vegas.  Like eight thousand dollars.” 

 “Nice.  How long before you go back and lose it all?” 

 “A while, I hope.” 

 Jared smiled, realizing that Paul did not understand how important the win actually was.  

Jared didn‟t tell him that he had been cut off.  He had hoped to keep it a secret until the day he 

needed Paul to let him sleep on his couch. 

“The place does look awful, I know.” 

 “Yeah, but maybe this will help.” 

 Paul reached towards the push cart and pulled out a canvas larger than Jared‟s television 

set.  It was a painting of a crumbling high-rise under radiant orange sunlight.  As the building 

crashed towards the ground, a man on a glowing white surfboard plummeted down the face of 

the building towards the churning rubble below.  Jared had seen the painting before at Paul‟s 

house, but never expressed any hint of liking it or wanting to own it.  Paul had said that he did 

the painting as a teenager and, though he had never shown it at an exhibit, it had always been one 

of his favorites.  He had told Jared that it represented a happier time in his life, when it seemed 

like all the catastrophes of the world could be overcome if one just committed to riding it out. 

 “You‟re letting me have „Hang Ten Stories?‟” 
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 “And five other paintings too.  I decided to clear out some space in my apartment and I 

figured you could use some art.  You know, considering you‟ve been here for years and haven‟t 

put a single thing on the walls.” 

 When asked, Jared would say he preferred living in a place that appeared blank.  Really, 

he never decorated the place because he didn‟t want to have more trash lying around. 

 “Thanks, man, that‟s great.  Except now I‟ll probably have to get these framed.” 

 “There‟s just one favor you need to do for me.” 

 “Damn.  What is it?” 

 Paul went back to the push cart and grabbed a tall portrait of a beautiful young woman.  

The subject was set in a blue haze, wearing a striped scarf that wrapped around her neck and 

mouth.  She looked up towards the sky with a pair of black hearts where the eyes should be.  

They pumped tears of black blood that ran down her face and onto her naked body.  It looked 

like she had blonde hair.  Jared could tell that the painting had been done recently.  He could 

smell the oils still fresh on the canvas, not entirely dry. 

 “I need you to deliver this one to Ellie.” 

 “You‟re talking about the Ellie that used you for social climbing purposes then left you 

for some scumbag producer?” 

 “Yes, that one.  Though I really think you‟ve oversimplified the situation.  I know I 

should hate her and I should want nothing to do with her, but a part of me still loves her.  I guess 

I want her to have this painting as a closure sort of thing.  Anyway, she won‟t see me and I think 

it would go a lot smoother if you dropped it off at the place she‟s staying.  Could you just do this 

for me?  It‟s important.” 
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 Jared looked closer at the painting.  He knew it was a painting of her.  Any camouflaging 

Paul had attempted was entirely ineffective.  He was angry that Paul would dedicate his time and 

effort to someone so unworthy. 

 “Fine.  But I can‟t promise you that I won‟t write „go fuck yourself‟ across the back.” 

 “Seriously, don‟t.” 

 Jared decided to drop the issue and walked over to the cart to admire the rest of his newly 

acquired artwork.  He had struck a nerve with Paul, who could usually tell the difference 

between an actual threat and a joking one.  The mood grew tense and Jared felt like he should 

apologize. 

 A faint wailing came from Jared‟s bedroom and he realized that his phone was ringing.  

He darted out of the room and grabbed the phone to see who it was.  He looked at the screen and 

read the name.  It was Audrey, Paul‟s longtime agent.  Jared wondered why she was calling him 

and also why she had his number to begin with.  He had met her a few times, but never bothered 

to show much interest in her.  She was unattractive with a stumpy, flabby body that looked good 

in very few outfits.  She was obsessed with Paul, infatuated even.  Jared and Paul both knew it, 

but they pretended to be oblivious.  Audrey had always been polite, engaging, and nice to Jared.  

Out of kindness, she insisted that they exchange numbers, even though neither of them had any 

plans of calling the other.  Jared got the feeling that deep down, she thought he was a loser. 

 “Your pudgy agent is calling me for some reason.” 

 “Audrey?  Don‟t answer.  Actually, go ahead and answer.  But don‟t tell her I‟m here.  

And don‟t call her pudgy, that‟s mean.” 
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 Jared glared at Paul, puzzled by his reaction.  He didn‟t think Paul was the type of person 

who avoided calls.  He wondered how many of his own calls had been ducked out on.  As the 

phone continued ringing, Jared cleared his throat and answered. 

 “Hello?” 

 “Hi, Jared.  How are you today?” 

 “Just fine, Audrey.  What‟s up?” 

 “Well, I was wondering if you knew where I might be able to find Paul.  I‟ve been trying 

to reach him, but he won‟t answer his phone and I can‟t find him anywhere.” 

 Jared looked at Paul, who was on edge, hoping that the situation wouldn‟t unravel. 

 “Sorry, but I don‟t have a clue where he is.  I‟ll let you know if I see him.  I‟m sure he‟s 

around somewhere.” 

 “Okay, thank you, Jared.” 

 “Gotta go.” 

 Making sure that he ended the call, Jared let out an irritated sigh and tossed the phone 

onto the couch.  He noticed Paul smiling at him, letting him know that he had done well. 

 “What was that all about?  Why didn‟t you want to talk to her?” 

 “I don‟t know.  Just wasn‟t in the mood.” 

 Paul started to walk away towards the door.  Jared could sense that he was feeling down. 

 “Are you all right, Paul?” 

 Paul looked up to the ceiling, trying to figure out how to answer the question. 

 “I‟m starting to think that maybe you were right about a lot of things.” 

 “Of course I was right.  Which things in particular, though?” 
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 “About how nothing in life is really worth doing and everything we try is eventually 

going to end in failure.” 

 “Are you talking about painting?” 

 Paul nodded.  He had finally embraced the world view that Jared had preached to him 

since the first time they met.  Jared found that it didn‟t bring him the satisfaction he hoped it 

would.  He didn‟t rejoice at seeing his friend join him in apathy.  He had always seen Paul as a 

painter and didn‟t think he would ever give it up no matter how much agony, time, and money it 

cost.  He thought of Paul as above the negativity and, on some level, Jared admired him for being 

dedicated to something.  He was saddened to see his friend brought down to his own level of self 

pity. 

“Well, I don‟t know.  A lot of people seem to enjoy your work.” 

Jared tried his best to think of something comforting or motivational, but this was the best 

he could do.  He wasn‟t the reassuring type.  If someone had a problem, he wouldn‟t try to make 

him feel better by saying there was an easy fix.  If someone experienced self doubt, he wouldn‟t 

say it‟s a delusion.  He wouldn‟t rattle off long, contrived lists about the fantastic things that 

made someone a great person.  He thought critics had the right to express their true thoughts.  

Commiserating was more of Jared‟s forte and he was certainly not the “look on the bright side” 

type. 

 “Want to go out for a drink?” 

 “No, I can‟t.  I‟m leaving town in an hour.  Just stopped by to give you the paintings.” 

 Paul spun the empty push cart around and shoved it out into the hallway.  Jared was 

content with staying inside and waving goodbye, but Paul surprised him by quickly approaching 

him for a hug.  The hug was one-sided.  It was too close, too tight, and too long.  Paul pressed his 
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cheek against the side of Jared‟s neck, prickling him with his beard.  Jared tried not to squirm 

and uncomfortably withstood the warm embrace with his arms out to the side.  He hoped against 

all hope that it would end soon. 

 “You‟re a good guy, Jared.  Don‟t let anyone tell you otherwise.” 

 Jared patted Paul on the back with only the tips of his fingers. 

 “I, won‟t?” 

 At last, Paul released Jared and walked backwards toward the door.  He looked Jared in 

the eyes the entire time and smiled as he started down the hallway.  Jared had sensed that a 

change had occurred in their friendship.  He didn‟t know what had affected Paul so much that his 

entire outlook had changed, but he was now a man of a different luster.  Of all the interesting 

people that Paul knew, Jared was surprised to find that it was he who had gradually become his 

best friend.  Paul was abandoning his hopes of an extraordinary life for one amongst the common 

scoundrels.  He‟d rather be around an admitted lowlife than his usual group of budding 

alternative bands, folk singers, and visual artists.  Jared had laid witness to a dream dying. 

 “Thanks again for the paintings.” 

* 

 Four days later, Jared received a call early in the morning.  He rolled out of bed, angrily 

searching for his phone.  The phone blared at him like an alarm clock.  He wanted to quickly 

answer and get the call over with.  It would be like hitting the snooze button if he could just do it 

fast.  When he looked at the screen, he saw that it was once again Audrey. 

 “Hello?” 
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 “Jared, it‟s Audrey.  I think Paul‟s disappeared.  A few days ago, he dropped these two 

paintings at my front door and now I can‟t find him.  I‟ve been calling everyone, but no one‟s 

seen him.  Do you have any idea where he might be?  I‟m really concerned.” 

 Jared‟s mind rushed back to the last time he had seen Paul.  He was certainly acting 

weird, but it didn‟t seem like anything to be worried about.  But now, the situation had become 

interesting. 

 “That‟s odd.  He gave me some paintings too.  Said he was going out of town for a 

while.” 

 “Out of town where?” 

 “I don‟t know.” 

 Audrey sighed, failing to hide her frustration. 

 “You didn‟t ask?” 

 “It seemed inconsequential.” 

 “I‟m filing a missing person report with the police.  If you hear anything, let me know 

immediately.” 

 “I will.  Hope he‟s okay.” 

 “Me too, Jared.” 

 Jared hung up the phone and climbed back into bed.  Perhaps he should have been more 

concerned, but there wasn‟t much he could do under the circumstances.  If Audrey couldn‟t get 

in contact with Paul, Jared wouldn‟t be able to either.  Ultimately, Paul was an adult and he 

could leave town if he pleased.   

Audrey filled out forms, gave a statement, and left the police to deal with the mystery.  

Jared couldn‟t help but think that this was an overreaction.  He was familiar with the impulse to 
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just take off for a while, leave everyone behind, then return when things seemed tolerable again.  

He figured that was what Paul was doing.  He knew that it was going to be embarrassing for Paul 

when he returned to find everybody so worked up over him. 

But a couple days later, Jared was visited by the lead officer on Paul‟s case.  The bulky 

man walked into Jared‟s apartment with a bowed head and a sullen look that made Jared uneasy. 

The officer explained that he obtained a key from Paul‟s landlord and was able to search his 

apartment.  Apparently, when they opened the front door, the place was spotless.  The canvases 

that once littered his floor were all gone and the place had been cleaned to the point that it was 

almost sterile.  The only thing out of place was a stack of papers, held together by a paperclip 

and staged on the table in the living room.  It was a letter, composed in Paul‟s handwriting.  The 

officer carried it with him in a folder and allowed Jared to read it. 

This is a final message from Paul Blanks to the world.  I’ve 

come to the realization that my life is will never amount to 

anything important.  I tried to be a somebody, but it has become 

clear that my contributions to this era of time will ultimately be 

forgettable.  Perhaps my problem is that I wanted the entire world 

to love me.  It was foolish to think that such a thing was possible, 

but a large part of me was invested in the hopes of having a 

legacy.  Maybe there’s no such thing.  We are all insignificant in 

the eyes of time.  Gaugin, Degas, everyone I ever respected or 

hoped to emulate, they were all clods of dirt in the vast scheme of 

human existence.  Really, how could anyone actually matter when 

the world is filled with so many people? 
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You may think that there is no honor in what I’m about to 

do, but I know that it’s the only way to confront a life that is all 

together pointless.  I believe that this will be the only thing I’ve 

ever done that is truly courageous.  At the very least, I will no 

longer be a contradiction, loathing the nature of society while 

swallowing as many servings of it as possible.  If I am 

remembered, it won’t be as a hypocrite. 

And so I am going to the beach with only my surfboard and 

a full stomach.  I am going to paddle past the break and just keep 

going.  When I can’t paddle anymore and I am alone with only the 

shimmering blue water in every direction, I’ll just stop and let the 

water take me.  I plan to die alone, at the bottom of the Earth 

where I belong. 

To my parents, I want you to know that I have nothing but 

love for you.  You always made me feel special, more so than I 

really was.  You inspired me to do my best and I’m sorry if I let 

you down.  Please don’t think that you were responsible for this. 

To my friends, I wish you all the best of luck.  I hope you 

are all successful and your lives are filled with the love and 

fulfillment that you deserve.  Always try to stay positive and find 

joy in life where I could not. 

I apologize for the sadness my decision may cause.  I don’t 

want anyone to dwell on my passing.  Please don’t have any 
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regrets about the way you treated me or the things you may think 

you could have done differently.  Your love has always been more 

than I deserved. 

Carry on with a smile. 

Paul Blanks. 

Thanks for reading. 

 The officer let Jared know that a freighter recently came across an abandoned surfboard 

with a paint job that was unquestionably Paul‟s.  It had floated about forty miles out to sea from 

a small town in Mexico.  A diving crew was hired to search for the body, but the search grid was 

too large and they found no trace of him.  He made it clear that the search had ended and that 

Paul was assumed to be dead. 

 The officer said he brought the letter by Jared‟s apartment so he could read through it and 

perhaps illuminate some of its content.  Jared studied each page of the letter carefully, going 

back and forth over the lines several times. 

 “It‟s written in blue ink.  I think he did that to show that he was sad.  Feeling blue.” 

 With this, the officer concluded that Jared was useless to the investigation.  He left the 

apartment without giving him his card.  While many people were devastated by the news of 

Paul‟s suicide, Jared dealt with it casually.  He had a restrained demeanor that many would have 

considered disrespectful.  If he had been more observant, he would have seen it all coming.  But 

instead, he let Paul go and whatever passed was his own doing.  Jared was disappointed to lose a 

friend, but he knew that life would go on and the sadness would eventually pass for everyone.  

His legacy in the saga of Paul‟s life would be that he was the last known person to have seen him 

alive. 
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* 

 After the initial flustering caused by the news of Paul‟s suicide, Jared resumed his life 

right where he left off.  He spent an entire day inside, alternating between lying in bed and lying 

on the couch.  He briefly glanced at the pages of the newspaper, making sure, of course, to skip 

over the employment section.  Jared had seen Paul‟s death reported in the paper and on some of 

the local news channels, but the stories were short and lacked detail.  It seemed as if, despite 

Paul‟s bit of a local celebrity, his passing wasn‟t quite worthy of any front pages. 

That night, Jared had turned on a late night talk show to help him get to sleep.  He wasn‟t 

paying very close attention to the broadcast until he noticed a familiar face in the guests‟ chair.  

It was the face of Tyler Langston, an acoustic rock musician who had hired Paul to do album art 

on a few occasions.  He was there to promote a new album of slow, brooding melodies that Jared 

found a little bit boring. 

 For his interview, Tyler came out in a pair of green jeans and a black t-shirt with a 

bearded profile on the front.  It was Paul‟s face, with “In Loving Memory” above the chest.  As 

his interview dragged on with little interesting or clever banter between him and the host, the 

conversation turned to his shirt.  The host gave him a chance to tell everyone who the man 

behind the beard was. 

 “Paul Blanks was one of the most amazing artists to ever live.  He was way ahead of his 

time.  He understood the plight of our generation and had a very original perspective on art.  

Sadly, he was battling with depression and he took his own life.” 

 The host leaned over his desk and bowed his head slightly as a sign of respect. 

 “I am so sorry to hear that.  And you two were close friends?” 

 “Very close friends.” 
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 Jared watched angrily, silently accusing the man in the television of being a liar.  Tyler 

was little more than Paul‟s acquaintance.  Jared had met him once when he and Paul had 

backstage passes to one of his shows.  During the entire night, Tyler thought Paul‟s name was 

Pete.  This sudden closeness was a fabrication meant to support his image as a pained soul.    

“It was such a terrible loss, for me personally and for the entire world as well.  We‟re 

gonna miss out on so much brilliance now that he‟s gone.” 

And then, as camera two pushed in for a close up on Tyler‟s face, tears started to drip 

down the side of his cheek.  The audience grew silent for a brief moment, then applauded his 

display of emotion.  They went to commercial with everyone knowing that they had just 

witnessed television at its finest. 

Jared wasn‟t sure how to feel about what he had just seen.  He was insulted that Tyler 

would use the tragedy the way he did.  Then again, he realized that if he were in a position to 

exploit the circumstances, he probably would.  He was glad that Paul had at least been given 

some recognition.  He just wished it had come from someone who wasn‟t such a pansy. 

 After the broadcast, Paul Blanks became a household name.  Millions of people were 

intrigued by the man who caused Tyler Langston to break down during an interview.  Though 

many mocked the clip as it began to circulate around, there were a lot more who wanted to be as 

moved as Tyler had been.  The nation quickly discovered Paul and the legend started to build.  

Everyone was fascinated by his life of deep expression and his poetic, heartbreaking demise.  

More t-shirts started to appear, some with prints of his most notable artwork and others that 

continued to deify the beard.  The beard became a symbol that expressed the enduring strife of 

everyone‟s lives.  Jared wondered if any of them actually had the rights to the images.  

Teenagers took up his cause, glorifying his life as the ultimate expression of their angst.  He 
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steadily became a recognized name in American society.  New reviews were written about his 

work, including one from Andrew J. Kingston that rescinded some of the more unsympathetic 

comments originally made about his exhibit.  Jared‟s longstanding notion that today‟s world 

didn‟t give a shit about painting was proven completely wrong.  Suddenly, a mob of strangers 

knew Paul intimately and the modest funeral that had originally been planned would be altered to 

accommodate all the people looking forward to expressing their love for him. 

* 

More and more people started to come over to Jared‟s apartment and he was rapidly 

getting sick of it.  It started with television news reporters, both local and national.  They got 

word that Jared was perhaps Paul‟s closest friend and wanted desperately to hear his story.  

Some offered a small amount of compensation for his time.  He agreed to these offers and 

cleaned his place up for the first time in months.  When the camera crews came, they had trouble 

finding a good backdrop for the interview.  They made Jared bring out his paintings and stack 

them all around on the couch.  The interviewers did their best to ask questions that would make 

him cry and give them the emotional catharsis needed for the piece.  In what ways had Paul 

inspired him?  Did he still think about him, even though he was gone?  If he could go back to 

their last moment together, what would he have said to him?  They were met by a wall of 

reserved responses and a general acceptance of the situation from Jared.  He wished he could 

enhance his sadness and into something profitable, but he had nothing to promote.  Jared would 

later watch each piece as it aired, disappointed by how short his appearances were.  He was also 

surprised by the degree of woe that was conjured up by people who barely knew Paul. 

 Then there was a string of journalists and biographers, most of which came from the art 

world.  These people were also willing to pay for Jared‟s time, but they wanted specifics, 
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detailed anecdotes, and word for word quotes from the remarkable troubled artist.  Jared let them 

know about Paul‟s longtime struggle with depression.  He let them know that it was a sudden 

flood of heartbreak and a crisis of confidence that brought about his end.  He let them know 

about the times they spent together, the drinking, the wallowing in misery and doubt, and the 

eventual disenchantment with all that the world had to offer.  There were long gaps between 

questions as the interviewers wrote frantically to make sure they got everything down.  Still, 

Jared was convinced that he would end up as only a footnote in their tales.  He was beginning to 

regret giving so much of his time away for so little in return.  However, his attitude abruptly 

changed when one biographer put an idea inside his head that he had not considered before.  The 

man had asked to photograph each of the paintings that Jared had received from Paul.  He 

brought in his own lighting equipment so that they could be used as full-page spreads in his 

upcoming work.  As he finished up and started to leave, he made an offhand remark to Jared. 

 “That‟s an amazing collection that he left you with.  Probably worth a fortune.” 

 “Really?  You think so?” 

 “Oh, yeah.  You‟re lucky to have it.” 

 Until this moment, Jared had never thought of the art as a commodity that possessed 

value on the free market.  He had looked at them as if they were old family photos, important 

perhaps because of the times and memories held within, but merely curiosities to the casual 

observer.  He hadn‟t realized that, by now, everyone felt like they knew the man and many 

people would jump at the chance to have an heirloom that would bring them closer together.  The 

paintings were just like the t-shirts circulating around the nation, except that they were spun out 

of gold.  Yes, they were personal gifts that should have held infinite sentimental value in Jared‟s 
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heart, but he had expenses that needed to be paid.  He recognized that an unexpected opportunity 

for financial independence had fallen into his lap. 

 A surprise visitor came to Jared‟s door the next evening while he was reading over an 

article on the pricing of art.  He answered the door quickly in a huff and found Audrey wavering 

outside.  Paul‟s former agent had her hands tucked into the front pockets of a tight black hoodie 

that seemed to call attention to her plump midsection.  She leaned from outside the doorway as if 

she were unsure whether she truly wanted to be there. 

 “Hey, Jared.  How are you holding up?” 

 “Fine, Audrey.  How are you?” 

 Jared grew nervous as the two shared an awkward standoff outside of the apartment.  He 

wasn‟t sure if she had figured out the timeline and realized that he had lied to her on the phone.  

If she had, he knew that he was seconds away from a severe tongue lashing.  Also, she was 

probably jealous that Paul had left Jared with a larger collection of paintings than he had left her.  

She was clearly more knowledgeable about art and probably could have appreciated the 

subtleties of the work a lot more.  The two stood in silence for a while, both hesitant to speak. 

 “Look, Jared, I know we were never that close, but I‟ve really been having trouble coping 

with Paul‟s death.  I was thinking it might help if I could talk to someone who knew what I was 

going through.” 

 Jared looked into Audrey‟s eyes for the first time that he could remember.  She had a 

defeated stare that indicated that he was one of the last people she wanted to turn to for help.  He 

felt sorry for her. 

 “Buy me a drink?” 
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  Jared got into the passenger seat of Audrey‟s car and directed her towards Harold‟s, a 

small bar around the corner from his apartment.  It was an old, decaying place that Jared 

frequented for the drink specials and quiet speaker system.  Audrey stared at the floor while 

walking in, afraid that she would inevitably step in something unpleasant caked onto the sticky 

floor.  She bought the first of Jared‟s beers and watched disheartened as a young bartender 

struggled to mix her martini correctly.   She sighed and looked over at Jared sitting on the stool 

beside her.  She looked unstable, pouring over the cushion of the small seat. 

 “As soon as I saw the paintings left in front of my house, I knew that Paul was in trouble.  

If only there was some way I could have reached him.” 

 Jared quickly finished his beer and motioned for the bartender to bring him another. 

 “How much would one of his paintings be worth now?  Roughly.” 

 Audrey cringed as she took a sip of the attempted martini. 

 “I‟ll always consider the ones he gave me to be priceless.” 

 “Of course they are.  His work is definitely priceless to you and me.  But let‟s say a 

museum got their hands on one of his paintings.  Maybe they decide to sell it and donate the 

proceeds to suicide prevention.  How much money do you think they could get?  How would 

they even go about doing that?” 

  Audrey gave Jared a quick look, seemingly trying to judge his intentions.  For the 

moment, it appeared as if she assumed it was simply curiosity. 

 “Well, they would probably have to take it to an auction house, where they would inspect 

the piece.  Afterwards, the two parties would establish a starting price, get the word out that the 

piece is for sale, and hold an auction a while later.  Now that people are finally recognizing 
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Paul‟s work, the bidding would probably climb pretty high.  Into the millions even, depending on 

the piece.” 

As the word “millions” escaped Audrey‟s mouth, Jared struggled to contain himself.  His 

jaw stayed dropped for several seconds, resistant to all conscious efforts at keeping his 

composure. 

 “Wow.” 

 Audrey took a large gulp from her glass and wiped the side of her mouth. 

 “You know, you and Paul are so different from one another, I always wondered how the 

two of you became friends.  What‟s the story behind that?” 

 Jared‟s first instinct was to lie.  He was embarrassed by the way they met and he would 

often tell people that they had met doing some kind of volunteer work.  Homeless shelter, animal 

rescue, hospice center, whatever seemed like it would draw the most favorable reaction.  

However, he remembered that Paul had always held Audrey in high esteem and figured he owed 

her at least some honesty. 

 “Well, we met at a group counseling session for people dealing with depression.” 

 “Really.  I had no idea you were in counseling.” 

 “I‟m not.  Not anymore I mean.  See, my parents had forced me to go to this meeting in 

the hopes that it would help me get my life back on track.  So I showed up, really not wanting to 

be there.  I listened to a bunch of people whine about their problems, then listened for about half 

an hour as everyone took turns reassuring them of how great they were.  When it came time for 

me to introduce myself to the group, I said they were morons if thought a group of strangers 

could provide any true insight into their own lives.” 

 “Harsh.” 
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“Yes, very.  At the end of the meeting, the guy running the thing told me that I didn‟t 

want to get better and unless I changed my attitude, he wouldn‟t allow me to come to any more 

meetings.  So I left, angry about being put through such a pointless ordeal.  Then Paul, who had 

sat in the corner that day without saying a word, came up to me as I was heading out and told me 

that I made a good point.  We both ended up leaving the group and after that, we became good 

friends.” 

Audrey gave a long nod, as if she had finally solved one of history‟s greatest mysteries.  

Now the unlikely friendship between ambitious artist and apathetic slacker made sense.  Jared 

could sense a hint of judgment in her eyes. 

“I heard someone say you had a gambling problem.  Is that true?” 

“Not really.  I‟ve just lost a lot of money gambling, that‟s all.” 

Jared watched as Audrey struggled to comprehend whether or not there was a difference. 

“I guess I was a bad influence on Paul.” 

Audrey shook her head no as she finished her drink. 

“From what I heard from Paul, you were a good friend.” 

Jared smiled, caught off guard by her sentiment.  It was a peace offering of sorts, her way 

of letting him know that she didn‟t blame him for the tragedy.  Maybe she was nice after all.  He 

searched his mind for something nice that he could offer in return. 

“You know when Paul and I hung out, he talked about you all the time.” 

“Did he?” 

It was true that Paul did talk to Jared about her often, but certainly not always in a 

flattering way.  A lot of the time, it was Paul describing how her affection for him was a crisis.  

He posed tough questions to Jared that he insisted on confronting.  How could he let her know 
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he‟s not interested?  Why wasn‟t he interested in someone so great and so nice?  Why couldn‟t 

he get over her physical appearance?  Was he really such a shallow piece of shit?  Jared couldn‟t 

take Paul seriously.  He believed that the illusion of love was entirely based on attraction and a 

person had no control over who they were attracted to.  Audrey‟s ugliness was not some 

hallucination of Paul‟s, it was fact.  The problem was simply that Paul was too nice of a guy. 

“Yeah.  He was always had some funny story to tell about something his agent did during 

a meeting.” 

“That‟s nice.”  Audrey gave a big smile.  “You know, he wasn‟t the best artist around, 

but he was a great guy and his art had personality.  That‟s why I worked so hard to try to get his 

career going.  The truth is that I was absolutely in love with Paul.  I really wish he had known.” 

Jared took down his second beer and impatiently called for the bartender to bring him 

another.  He didn‟t feel like taking the conversation down this road.  He feared it would lead to 

heartaches, sobs, and difficult to answer questions about why the two of them were not meant to 

be. 

“Do you think they‟ll ever find his body?” 

Audrey took a second to think it over.  Jared could tell it made her uncomfortable to think 

of Paul‟s physical remains still floating around in the unknown. 

“I don‟t know.  Who knows how far he paddled out to sea?  Knowing what a strong, 

determined, and committed person he was, they‟ll probably have to search for miles and miles.” 

“Maybe he isn‟t out there.  I mean, he was a committed sort of guy, but he gave up on 

living, didn‟t he?  Maybe he didn‟t go through with his plan.” 

She gave Jared a sideways grin. 
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“I know what you‟re trying to do.  Holding onto a little bit of hope.  But I think we have 

to learn to just accept that he is gone.” 

Audrey laid out a couple of bills on the table, grabbed her purse, and scooted off the 

stool.  She was finished with the talk and Jared figured she was finished with him too. 

“I was wondering, Jared, would you like to come over to my place?  Take a look at the 

paintings Paul left me?” 

Jared was taken aback by the proposition.  He tried to remember the last time that a girl 

had asked him over to her place, or if such a phenomenon had ever occurred in his life.  Had she 

really drank that much?  He looked at her to see if she was serious and realized that she was 

being manipulated by the development of vulnerability.  She was cloaked in a strange weakness 

that left her so desperate for comforting that she was willing to abandon her longstanding 

reservations about Jared just for a moment of understanding.  That was why she came to his 

apartment in the first place.  Jared took a moment and debated whether or not to exploit the 

occasion.  He began thinking that maybe she wasn‟t that ugly.  In certain angles, he could 

actually see some cuteness in her.  She was passable at the very least.  But he had come to find 

that Audrey was actually a nice woman and he didn‟t feel like going through with something that 

neither one of them truly wanted to do.  He understood that the experience could only result in 

disgust, shame and regret.  Paul couldn‟t get past her looks and neither could he.   

“I‟d like to, but I think it would be best if you just drove me back home.  I actually have 

to wake up early tomorrow morning to do some things.  Errands and stuff.” 

Audrey put on a thin smile.  She didn‟t seem too upset by Jared‟s reaction.  He figured 

she had probably gotten used to rejection by now. 

 “Right.  That‟s fine.” 
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They went back to Audrey‟s car and eagerly left the parking lot.  She turned the music up 

for the ride back and Jared played around with the vanity mirror.  When she parked in front of 

Jared‟s building, he turned the volume down before exiting. 

“I hope all of this helped in some way.” 

“It did.  I‟ll see you at the funeral tomorrow.” 

“Oh, yeah.  I‟ll see you there.” 

* 

 The memorial service for Paul Blanks became a bloated extravaganza taking place at 

Woodland Park.  Jared had been brought to the park several times in the past when he was forced 

to accompany Paul on hikes.  He remembered Paul would take a canvass with him on the 

walking trails, then spend the rest of the day making sketches.  It was one of his favorite places.  

The city had issued a special permit allowing for the event to take place and opening it up to the 

public.  A concert had been planned as a part of the ceremony and they brought in several power 

generators to pull it off.  The streets bordering the area were closed off to traffic and decorations 

were being set up hurriedly since the night before. 

 It took Jared fifteen minutes to find a ten dollar parking spot.  He couldn‟t believe the 

size of the crowd that had come to pay their respects.  He drove past congested groupings of 

people wearing black and holding up signs.  Rest In Piece, Paul.  We Miss You, Paul.  We Love 

You, Paul.  They fought frantically to get standing room on the grass.  He imagined that Paul 

would have liked seeing this. 

 Jared was given a special invitation that allowed him to sit in a private section of chairs 

reserved for close friends and family.  He was initially asked to give a speech at the ceremony, 

but he declined, saying that he wouldn‟t be able to keep his composure.  In truth, he just didn‟t 
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feel that he would be able to write a speech longer than thirty seconds.  Jared was afraid that he 

wouldn‟t be able to make it into the reserved section, but he found one of the several security 

guards working the event and was escorted into the area next to the makeshift stage.  He showed 

his I.D. to another security guard who crossed his name off of a list and let him in to find a seat.  

It was a good feeling, as if he had just been allowed entry into a trendy new club that he didn‟t 

really belong inside.  He found a seat at the far end of a row and sat down.  He kept an empty 

seat next to him, in case Audrey wanted to sit with him. 

 However, before he could put down some sort of place holder, someone familiar started 

to approach the seat.  Her face was hidden by a black veil and a black hat, but the sleek body 

draped in a low cut black dress was unmistakably Ellie.  She sat down next to Jared without even 

thinking of asking permission. 

 “Hello, Jared.  How are you holding up?” 

 Jared glared at her for a second, wishing he could bring himself to tell her that the seat 

was taken.  Did she not realize that she was the one responsible for this tragedy?  Jared couldn‟t 

believe that she had the nerve to even attend the funeral.  He continued to stare at her, longer 

than any duration he had before, and he could not deny that she looked beautiful. 

 “It‟s been rough.” 

 Jared spotted Audrey walking down one of the rows of chairs.  She glanced over briefly 

to see him sitting next to Ellie and continued walking along, without a pause.  He felt bad, but 

not bad enough to leave his seat.  Jared decided to stay put and he brainstormed topics that would 

lead to quality small talk.  

 “I heard you got a part in that action figure movie.  Congratulations.” 
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 “Yeah, American Assassins.  Of course, it‟s been hard to focus since all of this 

happened.” 

 “I bet.” 

 They sat in silence for a long time as the preparations were being finished.  The stage was 

nearly six feet high and painted all white.  They had put up three facades near the back, from 

which some of Paul‟s most recent paintings hung.  In the middle of the stage was an ivory coffin 

sitting in front of an altar of lit candles.  The coffin was filled with Paul‟s belongings, 

photographs, and a heap of letters from fans.  At the front of the stage, there was the blown up 

image of Paul‟s face and beard.  It had now become iconic. 

 The microphones were turned on and the memorial was ready to begin.  Jared focused his 

attention on the stage, but it was suddenly drawn away to something else.  Ellie had reached over 

towards him and grabbed his hand.  She clasped it with a gentle touch that warmed his nerve 

endings.  Jared was caught off guard by the act and he was stuck in it before he even knew what 

had happened.  He tried to convince himself to pull away quickly, but he was frozen.  He looked 

down at the two hands wrapping over one another.  It made him nervous.  As his hand grew 

sweatier, he knew he would eventually have to end the embrace and wipe off the residue.  But 

once that happened, he wasn‟t certain that he wouldn‟t bring the hand back for more.  He 

couldn‟t quite understand why she was doing this.  It distressed him to think that his friendship 

with Paul was suddenly making him a more attractive person. 

 With his hand ensnared in a weave of bony fingers, Jared watched and listened to one 

choked up speech after another.  A seemingly endless succession of former art instructors, 

gallery curators, artistic contemporaries, once intimate friends, and celebrities who had at some 

point crossed Paul‟s path broke into tales that Jared sensed were exaggerated to reflect the 
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inflated occasion.  They were entertaining if nothing else.  Jared learned that Paul was an 

amazing student who clearly stood out from the rest of his peers.  He learned that it was always 

an honor for a gallery to hang up one of Paul‟s paintings and his work never failed to draw a 

huge crowd.  He learned that Paul had a direct influence on many of the greatest modern works 

of art and many a painter stayed awake at night wishing for the ability to emulate his style.  It 

was history rewritten.  Not an entirely accurate portrait of the life of Paul Blanks, but certainly 

one he would have hoped for.  Maybe even one he deserved.  Ellie was just as aware of it as 

Jared.  After every disputable remark, she shot him a quick glance as if she were checking to see 

if he had caught the punch line of a joke.  Jared tried to ignore her, frustrated that they shared a 

similarly intimate knowledge of the man. 

 As the sun began to set, Paul‟s parents took the stage to give the final word and let the 

concert begin.  They were shorter than Jared had pictured them, fit and gracefully transitioning 

out of the years of middle age.  Their hair had not yet turned grey and their black clothing didn‟t 

seem to suit them.  They were probably more comfortable in bright, summer colors.  Jared 

recalled from conversations with Paul that his parents lived in a small town in Oregon.  He said 

they rarely got the chance to come out and visit him.  They were here now, though, and they 

approached the microphone holding hands.  His mother started to cry before she could even get a 

word out, but her husband held her close and allowed her to speak for the both of them. 

 “We have cherished the time we had with you, Paul.  We wish we had known what you 

were going through.  We wish we could have been there to help.  We will keep you in our hearts 

forever, son.” 

 Jared stood up and applauded with the rest of the crowd.  He didn‟t do it for the much-

needed break from the clutches of Ellie‟s hand; he did it because he was actually moved to a 
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certain extent by the speech.  Perhaps it was clichéd, but at least it wasn‟t a self-indulgent 

musing on children, Earth, life, and death.  It was succinct, sincere, and tragic.  There wasn‟t a 

doubt in Jared‟s mind that if they had known the emotional turmoil their son was experiencing, 

they would have stopped at nothing to make it stop.  It made him think about his own parents and 

what they would say if he were to act on his suicidal impulses.  They would probably say that 

they had done all they could for him.  That they had given him every opportunity to break out of 

his depression, but he just wouldn‟t take it.  That it wasn‟t anybody‟s fault but Jared‟s.  That was 

the major difference between Paul and Jared.  Paul was somebody worth saving and Jared was 

not. 

 Night settled in on the scene and candles were passed throughout the crowd.  The first 

band in the lineup, Awful Falafel, turned on their amplifiers and began running through the 

sound check.  Before long, the entire park was aglow with the whipping flicker of hundreds of lit 

candles.  The flames danced in the night air as the band started up with a slow and brooding 

melody.  Really, the band wasn‟t playing for the crowd.  The crowd was not cheering for the 

band.  Everything was for Paul. 

 Through the volume of the music, Jared heard a quick sniffle from beside him.  He 

looked at Ellie, who had broken out into tears.  He was glad to see that the event had finally 

affected her.  Maybe she was becoming aware of the large role she had played in his death.  

Maybe she was recognizing her own guilt.  Jared could only watch with a feeling that justice was 

being served.  After noticing Jared‟s stare, she wiped her face off and smiled at him. 

 “A pretty good send off, don‟t you think?” 

 Jared nodded in agreement, irritably considering the possibility that it was the beauty of 

the moment alone that brought her to tears.  He looked over the scene once more and was 
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immediately struck by a feeling of envy.  He could take shots at the fanfare, the embellished 

speeches, and the second-rate music, but the truth of the matter was that it was something 

special.  Nothing of the sort would ever be associated with Jared‟s name, even in the best of 

circumstances.  That was because he had no great passion and no body of work to speak of.  He 

wasn‟t the kind of person that would keep paddling out to sea until he couldn‟t paddle anymore.  

He wasn‟t a person worthy of any admiration at all.  And whether Paul was really an 

underappreciated genius or just a product of mythology, he was certainly receiving admiration 

now.   And this made Jared jealous. 

 “I‟m going to leave.  I think I‟ve seen enough.” 

 Jared started to walk off, but Ellie grabbed him by the arm. 

 “Wait, Jared.  I was hoping that maybe we could talk.  You may be the only person who 

can relate to what I‟m going through right now.” 

 And like that, Jared was presented with an opportunity to temporarily feel better about 

himself.  He was sure that he didn‟t like Ellie, but he realized that he didn‟t have to let that stand 

in the way.  She was a model and about to be a well-known actress.  If this was leading where he 

thought it was, it would be a major accomplishment in his otherwise unaccomplished life. 

 “Okay, Ellie.  Follow me back to my place and we can have a drink.” 

 Ellie paused for a brief moment, looking as if she were now contemplating the decision. 

 “Okay.” 

 They went to Jared‟s apartment and he immediately regretted the fact that he wasn‟t a 

wine drinker.  If he had just kept one bottle and a couple of glasses around for show, he could 

have feigned a level of classiness that would have been tolerable for Ellie.  But he didn‟t and all 
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he had to offer was cheap vodka and generic brand fruit juice in clear, hard plastic cups.  He felt 

childish as he mixed the house concoction for her. 

 However, Ellie didn‟t seem to mind the immature drink or the disorder of Jared‟s 

apartment.  Jared sensed that she had predicted it would be like this and perhaps was expecting to 

walk into far worse.  Unsure how to entertain his guest, Jared turned on the television and the 

two sat together on the couch swiftly drinking from their cups.  He expected Ellie to go through 

the motions, asking Jared about his feelings after Paul‟s death.  Instead, she went straight into the 

thoughts that were currently weighing on her mind. 

 “I didn‟t realize how important Paul was until after he was gone.  But I just wasn‟t in 

love with him.” 

 Jared didn‟t want to linger on the subject.  He was fully aware that he and Ellie were 

more detached from Paul than he had realized.  But with her lament, he saw a way to expedite 

the situation that involved exploiting her emotional state.   He knew he would have to say 

something that was, in all probability, a lie.  Though he was hesitant, he ultimately decided that 

since he had taken it this far, he might as well take it all the way.  He moved closer to her, 

grabbed her hand, and looked her in the eye. 

 “You didn‟t kill Paul.” 

 Ellie started to cry and in a quick motion, Jared moved in and kissed her on the lips.  She 

stayed still for a moment, not resisting the caress of his lips, but not reciprocating either.  

Eventually, she closed her eyes and gave in, pulling herself closer into his embrace.  They 

continued on this way for a few minutes until Jared dared to venture a hand behind her back to 

slowly unzip her dress.  He was nervous and a little bit shocked that this was all actually 

happening.  
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 Ellie shifted back slightly.  She peered at Jared with a look that said she desperately had 

to tell him something. 

 “I always thought that you were a deadbeat asshole.” 

 Jared took a second to take in the statement.  He noticed that it was left open to the 

interpretation that she still thought that way about him.  He had not won her affection.  She still 

regarded him with a general sense of disdain.  It should have killed the mood, but Jared didn‟t let 

it faze him. 

 “I always thought that you were a shallow whore.” 

 Surprisingly, they returned to making out.  The exchange had relieved all the pressure 

from the encounter.  All deceit or trickery had been removed from the equation and there was 

only a mutual understanding left.  This was all sex and no love.  Ellie undressed and followed 

Jared into the bedroom.  He hadn‟t made the bed that morning, which only made their entry 

under the sheets quicker.  Neither one of them was taking their time to savor the moment.  Jared 

rushed in, as if he believed that she would change her mind about the whole thing at any second.  

They rubbed against one another with a hurried pace as if they both just wanted to achieve 

satisfaction as soon as possible.  After five minutes, it had ended and they had attained a level of 

pleasure similar to crossing an item off of a to-do list.  They laid together in silence for a short 

while, then Ellie got out of bed to get dressed.  Jared watched as she stepped back inside the 

black dress, all the while facing away from him as if they hadn‟t just had sex.  She turned back 

towards him once she had covered up. 

 “Please don‟t tell anyone about this, Jared.  I hope you‟re not thinking this is anything 

more than a one-time thing.” 

 “I‟m not.” 
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 Ellie gathered her things with an empty expression.  Jared struggled to comprehend what 

had motivated her to seek out his company.  His best guess was that it was a way of punishing 

herself.  She abandoned Paul and left him with only Jared to keep him comfort.  Now that he was 

gone, she felt a need to subject herself to the same condition.  Jared thought that this must have 

been her way of healing and feeling closer to the one she lost.  A way of allowing her heart to 

bleed. 

 “Oh, Ellie, I almost forgot.  I‟ve been holding onto some paintings that Paul gave me and 

one of them is for you.  It‟s in the closet.” 

 Ellie opened the closet door and observed the stack of paintings.  Jared assumed she 

would be able to figure out which one was hers.  However, she closed the door abruptly and 

started to leave empty handed. 

 “I think it would be best if you kept it.” 

 Jared was surprised by her refusal.  He hadn‟t expected her to say no to something so 

personal.  Something that held so much sentimental value. 

 “Are you sure?  It‟s a really good one.” 

 “I‟d rather not have it around.” 

 Ellie exited the apartment without a formal goodbye.  Jared stayed in bed, calculating the 

extent to which he had already dishonored his recently departed friend. 

* 

 Two days later, Jared found himself underdressed at a meeting with Charles Ellsworth, 

the owner of Ellsworth Auctions.  The blue jeans and black polo shirt that Jared thought was 

appropriate for the occasion was mocked by Mr. Ellsworth‟s three piece Italian suit.  Mr. 

Ellsworth was an old man with a pompous air about him.  He seemed to look down on anything 
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and anyone younger than himself.  His office inside the auction house consisted of shelves that 

held a large collection of leather bound books and desks cluttered with antique knickknacks.  

Even the light from his desk lamp seemed too yellow to have been produced by a light bulb from 

this century.  When he brought out a gold rimmed monocle to give Jared‟s paintings a closer 

inspection, it was obvious that the two would not be getting along.  Mr. Ellsworth gingerly held 

each painting while staring deeply at the artist‟s signature on the back. 

 “Mr. Collins, when dealing with canvas art of potentially high value, you should always 

frame it or wrap it to ensure that it stays in mint condition.  Even brief periods of open air 

exposure can cause weathering and affect the integrity of the work.” 

 “Yeah, I never got around to that, but I‟m pretty sure these are all fine.  You can do all 

that stuff if you decide to put them in your auction.” 

 Mr. Ellsworth put the paintings aside and sat down at his desk.  He removed his monocle 

and fired an interrogating gaze towards Jared. 

 “Are the items that you have presented to me stolen?” 

 “What?  No.” 

 “Are the items that you have presented to me forgeries?” 

 “No.” 

 Jared‟s eyes darted about the room, nervously avoiding Mr. Ellsworth‟s stare.  He 

wondered if everyone received this treatment or if it was reserved only for sellers in short 

sleeves.  He couldn‟t imagine that this was part of the standard procedure in establishing the 

authenticity of all art. 

 “All right then.  If you wish to proceed with our organization, we will hold the items in 

our secure facility while they are being verified and catalogued.  The duration of this process will 
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be approximately three weeks.  Once this is completed, your items will be individually placed up 

for bid in next month‟s auction.  We charge two thousand dollars for each piece to be placed in 

the auction.  We also charge a commission fee that is twenty percent of the final sale price, 

which is automatically deducted at the time of payment.  My suggestion is that you allow our 

company to use our analysis of current pricing trends to establish the starting bid on each item.” 

 “That won‟t be necessary.  I want each piece to start at one million.” 

 Mr. Ellsworth tried to hide his scoff as he took note of the brash request. 

 “If you insist.” 

 Jared was offended by Mr. Ellsworth‟s lack of respect. 

 “What is that supposed to mean?  These are rare Paul Blanks‟s.  Probably some of his 

best work.  They‟ll for sure sell for seven figures.” 

 Mr. Ellsworth gave out a snooty chuckle. 

 “My deepest apologies.  The truth of the matter, which I frankly consider to be comic, is 

that there is a very good chance that you are correct in your assumption.  These paintings will 

probably be the premier items of the auction.  The man‟s posthumous emergence as a pop culture 

icon will likely influence misguided young millionaires to squander their riches to acquire his 

work.  However, anyone with even a rudimentary eye for quality art would be embarrassed to 

spend more than one hundred dollars on any one of his paintings.  I certainly would be.” 

 Jared‟s first reaction was anger.  It was rude, regardless of whether Mr. Ellsworth was 

aware of the past friendship or not.  How could he insult a man who had just recently died?  

Jared felt an obligation to defend the reputation of his friend, though he knew he was nowhere 

near knowledgeable enough in the field of art history to do so.  He would have to allow Mr. 

Ellsworth to have a victory. 
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 “Let‟s just get down to the bottom line.  If I write you a check for fourteen thousand 

dollars, will you put the seven paintings up next month?” 

 “Indeed we will.” 

  Jared pulled a check out of his back pocket, filled it out, and gave it to Mr. Ellsworth.  He 

was hit with a nervous feeling as he pictured a large portion of his checking account being taken 

away from him.  He believed in his heart that the paintings would sell.  Even if he were only able 

to sell one painting, he would still be left with what was, to him, a fortune.  Unfortunately, he 

would have to keep telling himself this to personally justify the transaction. 

 “One more thing, Charles.  I don‟t want anyone to know that I‟m the one putting these 

paintings up for sale.  How do we go about doing that?” 

 “We do allow sellers to put their items up anonymously.  However, with high profile 

items such as those in your collection, it is not difficult for prospective buyers to discover the 

source through basic research.” 

 “Put me down as Anonymous.” 

 Mr. Ellsworth wrote down the request and stood up from his seat. 

 “Well, Mr. Collins, we thank you for allowing us to handle your auctions and wish you 

the best of luck next month.” 

 “Thanks.” 

 “And be sure to return if you are ever interested in purchasing a piece of art.” 

 “I really don‟t see that happening.” 

 Jared walked out of the auction house in a cloud of melancholy.  He was selling gifts that 

he received from his dear friend and yet, he felt no remorse or sense of loss.  Jared wondered 

why he was so different from Audrey.  Why didn‟t he cherish the paintings?  Why didn‟t he 
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think they were priceless?  He was capable of liking them, but not to the extent that they couldn‟t 

be bought.  Jared assumed it was because he was more practical than most people.  He didn‟t see 

any value in using a painting to decorate a wall.  He believed that anyone who did was a sucker.  

And God, did he hope that the suckers would come out to make bids the following month. 

 But he was also concerned by the assumption that Mr. Ellsworth had made about Paul‟s 

popularity perhaps being a passing thing.  Though he was clearly an asshole, he was one of the 

few people whose opinion seemed to have been formed solely on Paul‟s artistic ability.  If what 

he said was true, then the value of Paul‟s art was not based on newly recognized talent but a 

wave of celebrity mania.  This would mean that Jared‟s chance to cash in would be brief.  The 

fifteen minutes of fame would eventually run down and if there was no artistic merit to Paul‟s 

work, he would have to unload the paintings before the rest of the world caught on.  After all, he 

knew very well that fads didn‟t last for long. 

* 

 For an entire week, Jared stayed cooped up in his apartment, imagining the things that he 

would buy once he made his millions of dollars.  He thought about buying a house, one with 

more rooms than he needed and twelve foot hedges out front to keep people from looking in.  He 

thought about buying a sports car that he would drive through the canyons in the afternoon just 

for fun.  He thought he would use the money to travel the world and see everything that had ever 

been labeled as worth seeing.  He thought he would use the money to get into the most exclusive 

clubs and start hanging out with only important people.  But in all actuality, Jared didn‟t mind if 

he merely used the money to keep his life the way it was for years to come.  As appealing as all 

the tenets of the wealthy lifestyle was, they did not compare to the appeal of doing absolutely 

nothing. 
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 As Jared drifted into a world of fantasy, his phone began to ring.  He hadn‟t received 

many calls lately and was fairly surprised to hear it go off.  He checked to see who it was, but the 

phone read unavailable.  Jared considered letting it go to his voicemail, but then thought against 

it. 

 “Hello.” 

 “Jared, it‟s Paul.” 

 He was sure that he had misheard.  Though the voice was familiar, Jared knew that the 

name belonged to a phantom that was now only a distant vapor lingering in the atmosphere.  His 

brain was playing a trick on him.  The phone call had come from someone named Saul.  A living, 

breathing man who Jared had met a long time ago and had quickly forgotten about.  An amicable 

acquaintance just checking in to see what was new.  That‟s right, good old Saul.  Certainly, he 

would provide a kind reminder of who he was and how he got his number. 

 “Wait, who the fuck is this?” 

 “Paul.  Paul Blanks.  Come on, you‟re one of the only numbers I have memorized.” 

 Jared paused for a moment, confused and angry at what he believed to be a cruel joke.  

Typical Saul. 

 “Paul is dead.” 

 “I‟m not dead, I‟m stuck in Mexico.  I‟m guessing you read the note.  Anyway, I didn‟t 

go through with it and I‟ve sort of been down here in exile this whole time.” 

 Jared was stupefied.  Paul was supposed to be gone.  He had come to terms with the fact 

that he would never see him again.  Could he really just pop back up into existence now, at the 

most inconvenient of times? 
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 “I don‟t know what to say.  I can‟t believe I‟m really talking to you right now.  What the 

hell were you thinking?” 

 “Look, it was hard for me to pick up the phone, but I need somebody to come pick me up.  

Would you cut me some slack and help out?” 

 “Paul, I don‟t really know if I can do that.” 

 “I‟ll pay you back for the gas money.” 

 “Okay, fine.  I‟ll leave right now.  Where are you?” 

 “The Costa de las Conchas Motel in Ensenada.  Look it up.  I‟ll be waiting outside in a 

few hours.” 

 “I‟m on my way.” 

 Jared hung up the phone and grabbed everything he needed for the long drive.  He wasn‟t 

ready to see Paul again.  He knew that certain things had to be told and certain things could not 

possibly be told.  He couldn‟t let him know about his encounter with Ellie.  He couldn‟t let him 

know about the upcoming auction of his paintings.  He would have to conceal it all away.  Still, 

he started his car and headed south, comforted by the fact that he had miles and miles to get his 

plan in order. 

* 

 Though losing a close friend is a harrowing, turbulent experience, Jared discovered that 

regaining a departed friend was even worse.  In the back of his mind, he had always held onto 

the idea that Paul was not dead, but he didn‟t actually believe it.  He had closed the file on Paul 

and it had stayed closed for a longer period than he had thought.  Only now did it occur to him 

that many of his recent actions were only justified by the notion that Paul would never find out 

about them.  Luckily, he had a sea of questions for Paul that would help take the focus off of 
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him.  Why was he not dead?  Why did he stay hidden the whole time?  How did he go for so long 

without anyone finding him? 

 Jared drove slowly through the streets of Ensenada searching for Paul‟s motel.  The car 

rattled and jolted as he bounced from one dirt road to the next.  Paul was staying in the grimy 

part of the city, where buildings appeared to be constructed out of junkyard scraps.  Jared 

couldn‟t see why anyone, even a suicidal artist, would stay here. 

 As he rounded a sharp corner, Jared saw the beat-up complex of the Costa de las Conchas 

Motel.  Out front, slouched on a bench, was a sunburned man with a black backpack on his lap.  

Jared‟s eyes were immediately drawn to the man‟s beard.  It was distinctly Paul‟s, but more full 

and ragged in appearance.  There was a puffiness and fullness that seemed to consume his entire 

face.  Jared could not stop staring at it as he pulled up and honked the horn. 

 Paul recognized the car and immediately went to the trunk to toss in his backpack.  He 

stared at the ground as he moved around.  There was no warmth in the reunion.  He opened up 

the passenger side door and sat down, looking straight ahead the whole time. 

 “Let‟s go.” 

 Jared peered at him for a moment, still amazed to see him alive, then put the car in gear 

and drove off.  He didn‟t mind Paul being so aloof.  His silence meant more time to figure out 

the best move.  Jared turned the radio to a Spanish station and headed back towards the highway. 

 After nearly an hour of not acknowledging one another, though, Jared became restless.  It 

was obvious that Paul was not in the mood to talk, but Jared couldn‟t wait to hear the story any 

longer.  He turned down the music and cleared his throat. 

 “So what happened?” 

 Paul glared at Jared, as if he had just been poked with a sharp stick. 
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 “I chickened out.” 

 “Damn.  I mean, don‟t get me wrong, I‟m glad you‟re here.  But, you know.” 

 Jared kept his eyes on the road, speeding up in an attempt to get the ride over with 

quicker.  He was satisfied with the short response.  It was poetic in the sense that it told him 

everything and told him nothing. 

 “I walked into the water, ready to die.  I had gotten to the point where the shoreline 

disappeared and it was just water in all directions.  Then I got really hungry.  I was hoping to 

have a sort of spiritual, meditative experience out there alone with my thoughts, but all I could 

think about was food.  I realized that I didn‟t want to die that way, so I ditched my board and 

swam back for miles until I returned to the shore.  Since then, I‟ve been eating street tacos and 

drinking tequila nonstop.” 

 “Wow.  They eventually found your board by the way.  I don‟t know if you were curious 

about that.” 

 “Fantastic.” 

 Clearly, the board was of little concern to Paul, but Jared figured that since he was able to 

get the communication started, he would let it continue on. 

 “So, you haven‟t talked to anyone back home yet.” 

 “No.” 

 “And you haven‟t been following the news or anything.” 

 “Not really.  Why?” 

 “No reason.” 
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 Jared didn‟t want to fill him in just yet.  If Paul hadn‟t been looking for a backlash at 

home by now, maybe he would remain uninterested.  Maybe Jared wouldn‟t have to answer the 

questions about what‟s been going on. 

 “I need another favor from you, Jared.  I‟m still not ready to confront everyone about 

this.  I mean, I know they‟re all going to judge me a certain way, maybe force me to seek help.  

Would it be okay if I hid out at your place for a while?” 

 Jared was thrilled to hear the request.  The entire ride down, he had been trying to find a 

way to convince Paul to do exactly what he had just asked permission to do.  If he kept his 

existence a secret, there was still a chance the paintings could get sold.  He stifled his excitement, 

though he felt like jumping out of his seat. 

 “I guess that would be okay.  I mean, it‟s probably a good idea to lay low until we can 

figure out the best way to break it to everyone.  I think you‟re much better off if you wait a 

while.  A couple months even.” 

 “Probably not that long, but thanks.” 

 Jared perked up as he saw things possibly working out.  This would buy him some time. 

Eventually, Paul would find out what Jared had done, but he assumed that Paul would forgive 

him.  If not, it wouldn‟t really matter.  Paul wasn‟t really in much of a position to tell him what 

to do anyway. 

 Traffic began to slow as the border approached.  Jared pulled up in line and reached into 

the glove box for his passport.  He grabbed the booklet, flipped through it, and placed it in his 

lap. 

 “I don‟t have my passport with me.” 

 Jared shot Paul an angry glance. 
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 “What?” 

 Paul ruffled his eyebrows, mockingly. 

 “I wasn‟t planning on ever coming back.” 

 Jared dropped his head on the front of the steering wheel.  He couldn‟t believe he had 

driven all this way for this. 

 “We‟ll figure something out.” 

 Jared pulled up to the booth where a large Mexican man in a police uniform stood.  He 

carefully peered at each car that stopped in front of him, taking his time and being thorough.  He 

had a solemn stare and a bushy mustache that seemed to prevent him from smiling.   

 “Passports, please.” 

 “Hello, sir.  Uh, here‟s mine.  His is in his bag, which is packed away in the trunk.” 

 The officer leaned in to get a better look at the figure sitting in the passenger seat.  The 

beard didn‟t help their cause, making Paul look like a threat. 

 “Sorry, sir.” 

 The officer shook his head furiously.  Jared assumed he had seen through the lie.  The 

officer reached into the car to point a stern index finger in Paul‟s face.  He then handed the 

passport back to Jared. 

 “Jesus Christ, man.  Next time, have it with you.  We‟re busy.” 

 “I will, sir.” 

 Jared pulled forward a safe distance, then burst out laughing to himself.  He was proud of 

himself for staying cool and not cracking under the pressure.  He felt victorious and empowered 

by his successful thwarting of the law.  He was the master of deceit.  He had pulled a fast one at 
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the border and now he felt confident that he could pull a fast one back home too.  He looked over 

to Paul, who stared listlessly out the passenger side window. 

 “Do you still wish you were dead?” 

 “More than anything.” 

 The admission brought Jared down.  What was the point of bringing someone back to the 

world when he just wanted to live in a grave? 

 “The gas receipts are on the dashboard.  You can pay me back whenever you get the 

chance.” 

 By the time they got back to Jared‟s apartment, neither one of them had any interest in 

staying up.  Jared rearranged the place to accommodate his guest, giving Paul the bedroom and 

setting up a blanket on the couch for himself.  They ate microwave burritos in silence before 

turning off the lights and going to bed.  

* 

Jared awoke early the next morning to find Paul in a more pleasant mood and being a 

good roommate.  He had found the eggs in Jared‟s refrigerator and was frying up bulls-eyes on 

the stove.  Jared sat up, welcoming the smell of a meal that was fresh cooked for a change. 

“What‟s this?” 

“Breakfast in couch.” 

Jared was pleased.  He lay back down under the covers, content to see Paul‟s elevated 

spirits.  He closed his eyes, trying to squeeze in another ten minutes of sleep.  But before he 

drifted off, there was a stern knock at the door. 

“Shit.” 
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Paul looked back and forth between Jared and the egg he was tending to.  He was frozen 

in place, unwilling to abandon the meal mid-preparation. 

“Shut that off and stay in the bedroom.  I‟ll handle this.” 

Paul walked back into the bedroom while Jared stood at the door.  He looked through the 

peephole to see Audrey standing in a dark blue tracksuit with a frown on her face.  Jared walked 

out into the hallway and shut the door behind him in a highly suspect maneuver.  

“Hey, Audrey.  Sorry, I‟d let you in, but my place is a mess right now.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah.  I‟d prefer it if we talked out here, if that‟s okay with you.” 

“Is that so?” 

Jared was beginning to feel nervous.  He couldn‟t tell if she was buying his excuse. 

“That is so.  Anyway, what‟s up?” 

 “I don‟t know Jared, what‟s up?” 

 Jared leaned against a wall awkwardly.  He was thrown by her remark.  It was the sort of 

thing that, in his experience, typically preceded getting yelled at. 

 “Uh, nothing?” 

 “I just found out that a bunch of Paul‟s paintings are being sold at auction.  Did you hear 

anything about that?” 

 Jared squirmed, looking for a way out. 

 “Yeah, I think I read something about that.  Apparently it‟s an anonymous seller.” 

 “Oh, cut the bullshit, Jared.  I know they‟re your paintings.” 

 Jared realized he had been caught, but that wouldn‟t stop him from being defensive. 

 “Look, I don‟t have to explain myself to you.” 



64 

 Audrey‟s eyes filled with rage and her voice jumped up to another level. 

 “He gave those paintings to you as a gift.  A personal gift.  It was one of the last things he 

ever did in his life and now you‟re just going to give them away to the highest bidder?” 

 “Keep your voice down.  I have neighbors.” 

 “You are unbelievable.  Don‟t you realize how much he cared about you?  How much he 

treasured your friendship?  Are you really that cold?” 

 “I don‟t know.  Yes.  Look, they‟re just paintings.  I know you wish he had given them to 

you instead of me, but they‟re not going to bring him back from the dead.” 

 “But they‟re his art!” 

 Jared held his face in his hands.  He was looking for a quick end to the argument.  On a 

certain level, he was aware that what he was doing was wrong.  His plan was selfish, 

disrespectful, and inconsiderate, but that‟s who he was.  He felt like it was the only way he could 

possibly make it in the world. 

 “Audrey, he didn‟t love you.  I‟m sorry, but he didn‟t.  Get over it.  If you want the 

paintings, feel free to put in a bid.” 

 Audrey‟s jaw dropped.  She sniffled and wiped her eyes, failing to hide her tears. 

 “How do you live with yourself?” 

 Jared watched Audrey walk away, feeling a lingering sense of remorse.  She wasn‟t a bad 

person and she hadn‟t done anything wrong.  Her only mistake was thinking that she had enough 

in common with Jared for the two of them to be friends.  Unfortunately, this was not the case.  

Jared was a bastard.  He knew it, and he was okay with it. 
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 Jared walked back inside to find Paul sliding an egg onto a plate.  He handed it off to 

Jared, who was suddenly feeling less hungry.  He took a small bite, and then went searching for 

his salt shaker. 

 “Who was that?” 

 “Nobody.” 

 “Really, because it sounded like Audrey.” 

 Jared rolled his eyes as he sprinkled a generous amount of salt on his egg. 

 “Okay, fine, it was Audrey.  I told you to stay in the bedroom.” 

 “Why‟s she coming around your place?” 

 “Because we‟re friends now.” 

 Jared tried his best to stay still under Paul‟s inquisitive stare.  He could tell Paul was a bit 

skeptical, knowing how rare it was for Jared to actually make friends. 

 “That‟s good.  You know, I‟ve known her for a real long time and she can keep a secret.  

Maybe we should let her in on my being here.  I know she‟d be overjoyed to hear that I‟m alive.” 

 “Absolutely not.  No discussion, just no.  We‟re sticking to the plan and keeping it 

completely secret for a while.” 

 Paul turned his back on Jared, searching for his own egg plate.  He took two bites before 

turning back to the discussion. 

 “I may be a little hesitant about facing everybody right now, but I‟m not going to stay 

locked up in your apartment forever.  I‟ve already allowed my friends and family to think that 

I‟ve been dead for far too long.” 

 Jared put down his plate and stepped closer too Paul.  He decided to place his hand on his 

shoulder in hopes of creating some sort of personal connection. 
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 “I know, but you have to understand that if we do this the wrong way, people will be 

outraged.  If we don‟t think this through, people will feel like you tricked them and their feelings 

were just a game to you.  You‟ll be judged before you even get a chance to tell anyone what 

happened.  Trust me, if we wait a little while, we can make sure it‟s done right.” 

   Paul nodded in understanding.  He decided to place his hand on Jared‟s shoulder as well 

in an awkward embrace, displaying their trust for one another. 

 “Okay.  I‟ll stay hidden.  But I need you to do me a favor.” 

 “What‟s that?” 

 “I‟ve got nothing to do here.  You have to get me some art supplies so I can paint.” 

 Jared nodded in approval, trying not to think about how expensive these supplies would 

turn out to be. 

 “Fine.  I‟m about to go run some errands anyway, I‟ll pick some stuff up on the way 

back.” 

 “I‟ll make a list.” 

 Paul grabbed a dying blue pen and scribbled out his request for various paints, brushes, 

canvases, and more.  By the time he finished, the paper was filled from top to bottom.  Jared 

snatched the list and browsed the items with a grave demeanor.  

 “Just don‟t leave the apartment and don‟t call anyone while I‟m out.” 

 “I won‟t.” 

* 

 Jared didn‟t have any legitimate errands in need of being run.  Instead, he set off to make 

a desperate plea, with a session of extensive begging if need be.  It was obvious that Paul was not 

going to cooperate for too long and Jared could see the prices of his paintings plummeting into 
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the dirt along with his dreams of easy wealth.  So he drove to Ellsworth Auctions looking for a 

way to push the date of the auction forward.  He hadn‟t thought out a plan and he didn‟t have a 

convincing speech ready.  He just knew that he had to make it happen or the dream would be 

gone. 

 He parked his car in front of the auction house and strode through the front doors.  A 

small, mousy young woman in thick framed glasses looked up from the front desk to greet him. 

 “Can I help you, sir?” 

 Jared put on a wounded face, hoping to elicit some compassion from the woman‟s heart 

 “I‟m sorry, but I really need to talk to Charles.  I don‟t have an appointment, but it‟s 

urgent.” 

 “There‟s nothing I can do, sir.  You have to make an appointment prior to coming in.” 

 “I know.  That‟s your policy and I respect that.  But if you could just check and see if 

Charles is busy right now, maybe I could just have a quick word with him.” 

 “No, you‟ll have to make an appointment for a later date.” 

 Jared stared into the woman‟s eyes, surprised that she was not willing to help at all.  He 

took a step towards Mr. Ellsworth‟s office and considered just barging in.  However, the second 

he moved, the woman had risen out of her seat to block his path.  Jared was amazed that 

someone so meek in appearance was exerting so much power over him.  He wasn‟t willing to 

enter into a physical confrontation, but he also wasn‟t willing to give up just yet. 

 “Charles!” 

 Jared yelled towards Mr. Ellsworth‟s office, hoping to draw him out.  The woman looked 

at him angrily, surprised that he would employ such a tactic. 

 “Sir, stop screaming and please leave.” 
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 “Charles!  I need your help!  Charles!” 

 Jared‟s voice echoed through the building.  Just as the woman picked up the phone to call 

security, a visibly annoyed Mr. Ellsworth emerged from his office and strolled towards the front 

desk. 

 “What is this commotion that I am hearing?” 

 “Charles.  Is there any way you can move up the date of the auction?” 

 “Excuse me, Mr. Collins, but you do not have an appointment to see me at this time.” 

 Jared glanced at the woman at the front desk, who was still scowling at him. 

 “I know.  But you see, it turns out I‟m going to need the money sooner than I thought.  

Please, is there any way you could speed up the process?” 

 “Out of the question.  An auction requires a specific amount of time for promotion.  

Without it, we invariably lose money.” 

 Charles walked past Jared and held open the front door.  It was clearly a sign for Jared to 

get out. 

 “I‟m begging you, Charles.  I wouldn‟t be here if this wasn‟t the only way to make this 

thing work out.  Unexpected circumstances have arisen and climates may change, if you know 

what I mean.  It‟s what‟s best for the both of us, really.” 

 “Sir, I have been in business for forty years and I have never encountered anyone as off-

putting as you.  The mismanagement of your own personal finances is of no concern to me and I 

would appreciate it if you left my place of business.” 

 “You‟re saying that you can‟t possibly move up the auction.” 

 “Yes.” 
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 Charles waved his arm across his body, motioning for Jared to leave.  Jared knew that he 

couldn‟t concoct an excuse worthy enough to change his mind.  He wanted to tell him the truth.  

Let him know that Paul Blanks was still alive and living in a hastily organized, easy to violate 

form of exile.  Charles would completely understand how much the name would lose value if he 

were to be discovered.  Maybe he was just sleazy enough to work with Jared if he offered him a 

cut of the money.  However, it was apparent that Charles was beginning to despise him and he 

was much more likely to blow the whistle on the whole thing than help out.  Jared wasn‟t going 

to get anywhere with him. 

 “Fine.  Sorry for intruding.” 

 Ashamed, Jared headed towards the exit, with his head slumped in defeat.  He glanced at 

the woman at the front desk, who watched his every step with the phone still clenched in her 

hand like a weapon.  He went to his car and decided to just sit for a while.  Staring up at the roof, 

he tried hopelessly to think of a next move.  He played out a number of scenarios in his head, but 

in each one, he ended up still poor.  He shoved his forearm onto the car horn and let it blare for a 

full minute.  It was partially a way of expressing his frustration and partially a way of disturbing 

the peaceful atmosphere of Ellsworth Auctions.  Mr. Ellsworth came outside the front door, 

stared at Jared inside his car, and slowly shook his head.  He seemed utterly disgusted.   

When Jared finally quit, he looked over at Paul‟s list sitting on the passenger seat.  What 

was the point?  He could waste his money on an array of art supplies, but they would only stall 

that which was unavoidable.  They wouldn‟t stop Paul from leaving, they wouldn‟t stop the 

paintings from dropping in price, and they wouldn‟t stop Jared from having to get a job and 

hating life more than he already did.  He figured the money would be better spent on a shotgun. 
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 Jared started the car drove away.  Though he wanted to speed past the arts and crafts 

store, he found that he couldn‟t stop himself from pulling into the parking lot.  He walked inside, 

cursing under his breath, and handed the list off to the first employee he came across. 

* 

 After his stint in Mexico, Paul was used to entertaining himself.  He had gotten 

comfortable with the idea of spending days sitting still, blocking out his surroundings, and just 

thinking heavy thoughts.  In this fashion, he killed several dull hours in Jared‟s apartment.  He 

did laundry and folded his clothes neatly into his backpack.  He went through Jared‟s refrigerator 

and treated himself to week-old deli meat and stray cans of beer.  He turned on the television a 

couple of times, but didn‟t search through the channels.  He simply let whatever was on be on, 

satisfied that another voice was circulating other than the one in his head.  He paced around the 

apartment, drank lots of water, and looked at himself in the mirror.  He ruffled his hands through 

his beard, contemplating whether or not to give it a trim.  Jared‟s sink was already pretty filthy 

and he knew that any mess created by his grooming would go practically unnoticed.  Still, he 

decided to hold off. 

 As the day went by, though, Paul could feel himself growing restless.  Perhaps being 

back in the city was the cause, but there was a loneliness gnawing within him greater than 

anything he had experienced out in the ocean.  He tried to distract himself, but no matter where 

he let his brain wander, his thoughts always came back to Ellie.  In truth, she had never been far 

from his mind throughout the entire ordeal.  He felt an immense disappointment in himself for 

not being able to end his life the way he wanted, but he felt slightly absolved knowing that she 

was still out there.  He could make her love him again.  He fantasized about her constantly, 

imagining the ways in which his death would affect her.  She would be devastated by the news.  
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She would cry every waking hour, thinking about the times they shared together and how special 

their relationship really was.  She would hate herself for breaking off the relationship and she 

would wish more than anything else to be able to go back in time and fix her mistake.  She 

would be ruined, incapable of ever loving again after realizing how deeply she had cared for him.  

Paul knew that she must feel differently about him now and he felt like he had to talk to her so 

that he could hear it for himself. 

 He grabbed Jared‟s house phone and starting dialing Ellie‟s number.  He realized that 

more than likely, he wasn‟t going to get away with it.  Jared could look back on the numbers 

dialed and he was certainly the type of person that would.  It didn‟t matter to Paul.  For him the 

act was involuntary.  She had to know that he was still alive and thinking about her. 

 Paul finished dialing the number and waited anxiously as the phone rang.  When he heard 

Ellie pick up, he was flushed with excitement. 

 “Hello.” 

 “Ellie.  I know you‟re not going to believe this, but it‟s Paul.” 

 There was a moment of stunned silence.  He could hear her through the receiver as she 

struggled to find the correct words to respond. 

 “Paul Blanks?” 

 “Yes, baby, it‟s me.” 

 Paul couldn‟t help but let out a burst of joyous laughter.  Ellie followed suit, but it was 

obvious that she was still reeling from shock.  He quieted down and waited for her to recover. 

 “How?” 

 “I didn‟t go through with it.  I‟ve been safe and sound in Mexico this whole time.” 

 “Oh my God.  It‟s great to hear the sound of your voice.” 
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 Paul was having trouble getting a read on Ellie.  He was expecting an emotional frenzy.  

One with tears, screams, and uncontrolled professions of love.  This was more reserved than he 

had hoped.  Perhaps Ellie was just trying to keep her composure.  Perhaps she just needed time 

for the entire effect to set in. 

 “Did you miss me, Ellie?” 

 “Of course I did.  I kept thinking about how much pain you must have been feeling.” 

 “Really?  Oh God, Ellie, I‟m so sorry for everything I put you through.” 

 Paul‟s eyes started to water.  Now he truly did regret his attempt at suicide, but at the 

same time, he was glad that it led him to this talk. 

 “Paul, I don‟t know how to handle this right now.” 

 “I know.  Listen, I can‟t come see you just yet.  I have to stay here at Jared‟s place.” 

 “You‟re at Jared‟s?” 

 “Yes.  He wants me to wait awhile before I let everyone know that I‟m still alive.  He‟s 

going to be furious if he finds out I called you.” 

 Paul suspected that she might have been hurt.  She should have been the first person he 

called when he needed help, but he was too unsure of their situation to do so.  He wished he had.  

It would have made for a great reunion. 

 “Maybe waiting is a good idea.  I mean, we were all pretty shaken when we thought you 

were dead.  And now that you‟re famous, who knows how people are going to react once they 

realize you‟re still alive?” 

 “Now that I‟m famous?  What do you mean?” 

 Ellie paused on the other line.  Paul assumed she hadn‟t heard him. 

 “Paul, I‟m just not sure about all of this.” 



73 

 “I had to call and let you know that I‟m okay.  I love you, Ellie.  You‟re the only one who 

can save me from the hell I‟m in.  I want everything to go back to the way it was, before we 

broke up.” 

 “I understand how you feel.” 

 He could tell that she was drained from the conversation.  He wanted to continue on with 

her, right up to the second when Jared returned, but he knew that it was getting to be too much 

for her.  It was time to say goodbye. 

 “I‟m going to call you back as soon as possible, okay?” 

 “Okay, Paul.  I‟m glad you‟re back.” 

 “Bye, Ellie.” 

 Paul hung up the phone with a small renewal of hope.  This time, the relationship could 

work.  Hard times strengthen the bonds between people and Paul believed that the bond he had 

with Ellie was stronger than ever.  He needed this.  With his craving fulfilled, he knew that he 

could get through the day.  Sitting alone in the apartment would no longer be a chore because 

now, he had something decent to think about.  He planned out what he would say in their next 

conversation and what he would do once he got the chance to see her again.  For hours, he was 

able to lose himself in pleasant thoughts, without a care for anything in the outside world.  He 

replayed the conversation repeatedly in his mind, highlighting every moment that suggested at 

future happiness.   

 Then Paul‟s mind became fixated on the moment when Ellie, for some reason, had said, 

“Now that you‟re famous.”  He had a feeling his death would spark some new interest in his 

work, but he was curious as to the degree in which it would occur.  Paul searched the apartment, 
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hoping to find a computer.  He assumed that Jared, being someone with so little to do with his 

time, would have to own one. 

* 

 Jared returned to his apartment in the middle of the evening, somewhat impaired.  After 

buying Paul‟s supplies, he stopped at a local bar to avoid going home.  He sat there for some 

time, staring at the clock and letting everyone around know that he was completely screwed.  

When he ran out of cash, he knew that it was time to check back in with his houseguest. 

 He walked towards the front of his building with his hands filled with bags from the arts 

and crafts store.  As he struggled to keep everything together, he noticed a familiar figure 

standing outside.  It was Ellie, finishing a cigarette in a short dress layered with a long overcoat. 

 “We need to talk, Jared.” 

 “Ellie, to what do I owe the pleasure?” 

 She took a short drag from her cigarette.  She exhaled through her nose like some kind of 

sexy, golden haired dragon. 

 “I got an interesting call earlier today.  Guess who it was from.” 

 Jared‟s heart sank.  He immediately knew that Paul had broken his promise. 

 “UNICEF?” 

 “Paul.” 

 “Damn it.  I told him not to make any calls.” 

 Jared dropped his bags on the ground and gave Ellie his full attention.  He knew that this 

was going to take a while and he was probably going to get shouted at.  He wanted to return to 

return to the bar more than anything. 
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 “He‟s in a really bad place right now.  He‟s put all his hope into us getting back together 

and I have to tell him that it‟s not going to happen.” 

 “Look, you can‟t tell anyone that he‟s still alive.” 

 “In his current state, I‟m not sure if I can even say that he is alive.  I mean, he‟s 

completely broken and I don‟t think anything is going to fix him.” 

 “I know what you mean.  He told me he still wishes he was dead.  Still, could you please 

not tell anyone?” 

 Ellie took a final drag off her cigarette, dropped it on the ground, and crushed it with the 

front of her shoe.  She scraped the butt across the concrete and cleared her throat. 

 “Jared, if a friend of yours was truly suffering, wouldn‟t you do whatever it took to ease 

his pain?  Even if it went against the traditional notions of right and wrong?” 

 “Uh, maybe?” 

 “Well, Paul is truly suffering and if you truly care about him, there might be something 

you can do to stop it.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 Ellie started to pace back and forth on the sidewalk.  She had a look on her face that 

seemed grim, as if it hurt her to admit the things that were on her mind, but she absolutely had to. 

 “Things aren‟t going to get better for Paul.  Sure, a lot‟s happened since he left, but once 

people realize he couldn‟t go through with his plan, they‟re going to laugh at him.  He‟ll be more 

depressed than before.  Paul wants to die.  He couldn‟t do it himself, but you could do it for 

him.” 

 Jared was dazed by her suggestion.  Killing Paul had never been a serious consideration.  

Yes, it was a convenient idea and it would work as a solution to all of his troubles, but it was a 
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difficult thing to prepare for, mentally.  Jared always knew that the option was there, but he had 

filed it away as unimaginable.  Even if it really would help to save his ass.  

“No.  I couldn‟t go that far.” 

Ellie stepped closer to Jared and grabbed the front of his pants.  She pulled out a set of 

keys and shoved them into his pocket. 

“My friend has a boat in Marina del Rey and he‟s going to be in New York for the next 

couple of months.  The place where the boat is docked is practically empty and the guards won‟t 

give you any trouble.  You can take Paul out to sea, dump him, and it will be like his plan never 

failed.” 

 “How am I supposed to get him out there?” 

 “That‟s for you to figure out.  Chloroform?  I don‟t know, think of something.” 

 Jared pulled the keys out of his pocket and examined them.  The keys were all labeled 

and the address was written on a tag.  He had never driven a boat before, but he didn‟t feel like 

learning now. 

 “I gotta be honest with you, Ellie, this all sounds pretty fucking stupid.  I‟m almost 

positive that this will end up with me in jail.  Tell you what, why don‟t you just go ahead and do 

it by yourself?” 

 He thrust the keys back towards Ellie, but she wouldn‟t take them. 

 “Because you have a lot more to gain from doing it than I do.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 Ellie placed her hands on her hips.  It was a mocking gesture that accused Jared of 

already knowing exactly what she meant.  This was a frightening side of Ellie that he could not 

have imagined existing. 
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 “Did you know that there‟s an auction coming up next month?  A few of Paul‟s paintings 

are going to be placed up for bid.” 

 “Is that so?  Probably some anonymous seller, I bet.” 

 “You‟re the seller, Jared.  Stop acting like a moron.  I saw the paintings at your 

apartment.  At the time, though, I hadn‟t realized exactly how much money they were actually 

worth.” 

 Jared shrank back slightly.  He hated that she knew all of his secrets and he knew almost 

none of hers.  Perhaps he wasn‟t as good of a liar as he thought he was. 

 “Okay, fine.  What about the auction?” 

 “If people find out that Paul‟s death was a complete fake, your asking price will sound 

retarded.  But if you do this, Paul disappears and the prices stay high.  All I want is a quarter of 

your profits.  That way, we can keep this whole thing a secret and you‟ll still stand to make an 

abundant amount of money.” 

 “Oh, so that‟s what this is all about.  Not helping out a suffering friend, just helping out 

your finances?” 

 “It‟s a little bit of both.” 

 Jared let out a hearty, fake laugh.  He scratched his head as he tried to regain his 

composure. 

 “You know, you really had Paul fooled.  You‟re quite the actress.” 

 “Please, Jared, don‟t pretend like you‟re better than me.  Just think about it, you know it‟s 

your best option.” 

 Ellie walked off while Jared struggled with his bags.  He was very much against the plan.  

He didn‟t like the idea of committing murder and he most certainly didn‟t like the idea of 
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entering into a partnership with a heartless bitch like Ellie.  However, he did realize that there 

was one thing that she was definitely right about.  He was not better than her and in many 

aspects, they were the same person.  They were both inept when it came to human compassion.  

They were both greedy and undeserving of the things that they had been blessed with.  On the 

whole, they were both awful people.  But Ellie had a far superior ability to control and utilize her 

wickedness.  When she did something despicable, it was always sure to result in a quantifiable 

gain.  For that, he envied her. 

 Jared gingerly transferred the bags onto one arm as he fumbled with the lock at his 

apartment door.  He was furious that Ellie introduced herself into the equation, but couldn‟t bring 

himself to be furious at Paul.  Paul was in love with her, or at least he thought he was.  Maybe he 

didn‟t know her terrible side or maybe he just refused to acknowledge it, but he didn‟t know how 

to be without her.  He had developed a crippling dependency for which there was no 

rehabilitation.  Jared felt foolish for not seeing it coming.  If only he had been smart enough to 

add, “Especially not Ellie,” before leaving that morning. 

 Jared examined his options regarding the best way to reprimand Paul, but arrived at the 

decision not to say anything.  He would walk inside and greet him cheerfully.  He would unpack 

his precious art supplies and set up a little space in the corner of the living room for him to work 

in.  He would ask how his day was and see if he wanted to order a pizza for dinner.  But all the 

while, Jared would be giving him a piercing stare.  A constantly thin-eyed, unamused look that 

went through the genial façade and said, “You know I know what you did.”  The tension would 

burn like acid and eventually, he would confess with tears in his eyes.  This was the harshest 

punishment that Jared could feasibly administer upon him, aside from killing him, of course, 

which was still sort of on the table. 
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 He walked into his apartment and set the bags down by the door.  Paul immediately 

rushed to him like an anxious puppy whose master had finally returned.  Jared could tell he was 

livid for having been left alone for so long, but a little bit thrilled that he was finally back. 

 “Where have you been?” 

 “Yeah, sorry.  I stopped to have a drink, ran into some people I know.” 

“Jared, why didn‟t you tell me?” 

Jared was unnerved by Paul‟s tone.  He wasn‟t referring to where Jared had been, that 

was for certain, but Jared couldn‟t figure out which veiled piece of information he was referring 

to.  There was a feeling in his voice that he was disappointed and betrayed.  It was the tone that 

Jared was supposed to use once Paul admitted to calling Ellie. 

 “Tell you what?” 

 “That I am famous worldwide.  The biggest name in contemporary canvas art.  A figure 

of great historical significance.” 

 The self-satisfied smile on Paul‟s face told Jared that he wasn‟t all that upset at him.  It 

didn‟t really matter that he was kept in the dark, he was now too busy admiring what was hidden.  

But for Jared, this represented the crumbling of yet another pillar in the foundation of his master 

plan. 

 “Oh, that.  I thought that I mentioned it at some point.” 

 “I got on the computer thinking there wouldn‟t be anything major about me, but oh my 

God.  Articles about me, photos of my art, videos of people saying how great I am.  Do you 

know they sell t-shirts with my face for $19.95 plus shipping and handling?  I‟m bigger than 

sliced bread.” 

 “I wouldn‟t go that far.  You haven‟t changed the way we make sandwiches yet.” 
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 “Come on, man.  You knew this whole time and it didn‟t, at some point, occur to you that 

you should let me know?” 

 “I guess I was waiting for the right moment.  I didn‟t know how to break that kind of 

news.” 

 “Are you kidding?  You could have done it any number of ways.  I mean, this is amazing.  

Do you realize how much exposure I‟ve gained?  I‟m respected internationally.  People who 

know nothing about painting know who I am now.  I‟m a bona fide celebrity.  This is more than I 

could have ever hoped for.” 

 Jared could tell that Paul had already let his imagination run wild.  He assumed that in his 

mind, Paul was already at his welcome back party at some club in Hollywood. 

 “Listen, I know what you‟re thinking, but I‟m telling you, we can‟t go public just yet.  

There‟s a lot invested in the idea that you‟re dead and I think we have to handle this whole thing 

with care.” 

 “No way.  Don‟t get me wrong, I‟m grateful for your help, but I owe it to all my fans to 

let them know I‟m alive as soon as possible.  I‟m just not sure how I‟m going to do it just yet.  I 

mean, I could just start visiting my friends and family and let them spread the news.  Or I could 

go to one of the news networks and hold a press conference or something.  Maybe I should just 

start showing up to places around town, wait for people to recognize me, and act like nothing 

happened.  They‟d be so thrilled.  That would be pretty cool, right?” 

 Jared found himself nauseated by Paul‟s skewed self perception.  Was he actually naïve 

enough to think that his case was one of formerly unappreciated genius?  Could he not see that 

the only thing that validated his life‟s work was the outstanding circumstance of his supposed 

death?  Did he not realize his fame was due solely to something he didn‟t really do?  He was an 
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egotistical moron who made it to top of the world by luck and still had the audacity to want to be 

taken higher.  He was like a winner of a pie eating contest believing he was a true athlete.  It 

pained Jared to see him so pathetic, knowing full well that Paul was setting himself up for an 

embarrassment.   

 “That wouldn‟t be cool at all.  Honestly, Paul, you do realize what‟s going on here, right?  

With your sudden rise in popularity?” 

 “Yes, Jared.  People have finally recognized my artistic talent.  It took something pretty 

shocking to make them take notice, but my work is finally getting the praise that it deserves.  Just 

imagine how happy people will be to find out that there favorite artist isn‟t dead.  Wouldn‟t they 

love to know more about me and the things that were going through my head at the time?  Think 

of the joy they will feel knowing that they still have more of my art to look forward to seeing in 

the future.” 

In a state of overwhelming disgust, Jared made his decision.  He didn‟t need any more 

time to think about it, he was going to kill Paul.  Not just for the money, but also to reconcile the 

admirable and dignified Paul of myth with the one standing before him. 

 “Okay, Paul, you‟re right.  We should go ahead and let everyone know you‟re back.  Just 

do me a favor and let it wait until tomorrow, okay?” 

 “Fine.  I‟m telling you, this is going to be huge for us.  My whole life is going to change 

and you‟re coming along for the ride.  By the way, are those my supplies?” 

 Jared followed Paul‟s eyes to the cluster of bags by the door.  Before he could answer, 

Paul walked over and started to rummage through them. 

 “Yeah, that‟s everything you wanted.” 
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 “Great.  I have to get back to painting immediately.  There are going to be a ton of offers 

to host my next exhibit.  This will be the beginning of a new period in my artistic progression 

and I need to hone a particular look to define it.  Paul Blanks‟ Resurrection Period.  Hey, where 

are those paintings I gave you?  I thought I told you to hang them up.” 

 Jared‟s was disoriented for a moment.  There were too many thoughts running through 

his head for him to find the right lie.  He stared off into space as if he had really forgotten where 

the paintings were. 

“I did hang them up.  But the thing is, every time I looked at them, they made me think 

about you and I couldn‟t help getting emotional.  I had to take them down and put them in 

storage so that I could get through the days.” 

Jared was pleased to see that Paul bought his story.  He could tell a difference in the way 

Paul looked at him, as if a new side of Jared had just been discovered.  Paul nodded in respect for 

Jared‟s admission. 

 “Oh, wow, I‟m sorry, man.  You should put them back up though, I think people would 

like to see them.” 

 “Yeah, maybe.” 

 Paul began the process of turning the corner of Jared‟s living room into a painting studio.  

He laid down a drop cloth, placed a chair on top of it, and built a wall around himself with all of 

his supplies.  He looked like a soldier in a fox hole, using his brush to fight some great war 

taking place in his mind.  Jared looked at him quizzically as he laid the first strokes onto the 

canvas.  He was curious as to how much painting Paul planned to do here in his living room.  He 

wondered if he should let him finish a painting or two before going through with the plan to end 

his life.  He was interested to see if the experience had brought him some artistic growth.  Maybe 
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he had been struck with a divine inspiration that would put his art in league with history‟s 

greatest.  Maybe he wasn‟t better off dead. 

 Jared carefully observed Paul‟s movements until finally, the lines on the canvas started to 

take shape.  He felt let down when he recognized the familiar form.  Paul was still painting 

portraits of Ellie. 

 “You didn‟t make any calls when I was gone, did you Paul?” 

 Jared watched Paul closely as he kept his attention on the canvas.  He could tell he was 

avoiding eye contact. 

 “No.” 

 “You sure?” 

 “Pretty sure.” 

 Jared glared at Paul, who remained hidden behind his canvas.  After a few seconds, Jared 

knew he wasn‟t going to draw a confession out of him.  He pulled out the boat keys from his 

pocket and jingled them in his hand.  He went into his room with a malicious resentment for his 

houseguest. 

 “Keep up the good work.” 

 Jared locked the door to his room and took a look through his collection of prescription 

drugs.  He took an inventory of each bottle of pills, looking to create a recipe capable of 

knocking out a thin, wiry artist several times over.  He proceeded to grind a mix of barbiturates, 

codeine, Ambien, and Xanax into a potent handful of dust.  Jared only needed the powder to 

keep Paul unconscious for a few hours, but if the mixture proved to be too strong and killed him, 

that would work just as well.  He had crossed the line mentally.  Murder wasn‟t an 
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unconscionable act, it was a way to set someone free.  It was a way for him to make money and 

therefore, a way of survival.  He didn‟t feel sorry for someone whose time had run out. 

 Later that night, Jared emerged from his room with the powder clenched tightly in his 

right fist.  Paul had worked on his painting through the evening and it still hadn‟t taken the shape 

of a masterpiece.  Jared watched Paul closely, making sure that his eyes stayed focused on the 

ill-lit canvas and not on him.  He pulled out two mismatched mugs from a kitchen cabinet and set 

them down by the sink.  He peered over his shoulder at Paul.  For a second, he could have sworn 

that Paul was staring past his canvas directly at him.  He felt like his every move being captured 

by knowing eyes that saw into the evil bubbling up in his soul.  Ultimately, though, he convinced 

himself that he was imagining it all.  He turned his back to Paul, dropped the powder into the 

black mug on his right, and washed the excess dust off his hands in the sink.  Then, he brought 

out a silver kettle from a bottom cabinet, filled it with water, and put it on the hot stove.  He 

opened up an old box of tea that had been in his pantry for years and set it on the counter. 

 “Hey, Paul, I‟m making some chamomile.  You should have some.  It will help you sleep 

well tonight and leave you rested for the busy day ahead of us.” 

 Jared cringed upon hearing the sound of his own suggestion.  Now that the plan was 

underway, he was too nervous to just act normal.  He felt like he was auditioning to be the 

official chamomile spokesperson and doing badly. 

 “Okay, sure.” 

 With that, Paul decided it was time to stop painting and call it a day.  He sealed all the 

paint and took his brushes over to the sink to wash them off.  Jared grabbed his mugs defensively 

and held them next to his body away from Paul‟s line of sight.  Once Paul finished with his 

brushes and returned to his corner, Jared quickly poured the tea into the two mugs.  He watched 
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as the powder swirled in the hot liquid, curling around in thin lines before dissolving completely 

into the darkness of the mug.  Undoubtedly, it would affect the taste, but Jared was hopeful that 

it wouldn‟t affect it too much.  He handed the mug off to Paul, who had tidied up his work area 

and was now sitting on the couch. 

 “Here you go.” 

 “Thanks.” 

 Jared gulped his tea down in a display of long, satisfied sips that seemed to be putting the 

essence of his being at ease.  He paid close attention to his movements, trying to drink heartily 

while still keeping his eyes on Paul.  He could tell he was being suspicious, so he turned away as 

Paul took his fist sip.  Paul frowned at his cup before taking a second, more tentative sip. 

 “I gotta be honest, Jared, this doesn‟t taste good at all.” 

 Jared took a large swig of his tea.  He followed it with a lingering sound of satisfaction, 

as if it stood as direct proof against his claim. 

 “You‟re not much of a tea drinker, are you?” 

 “Not really.  I drink it every once in a while, though.  You want the rest of mine?” 

 “No, come on, it‟s supposed to taste that way.  If you don‟t like it, just drink it fast.” 

 Paul scoffed at Jared calling his tastes into question.  Still, for some reason, he took his 

advice and downed the rest of his tea in one quick swallow.  Jared was relieved to see him finish.  

As soon as Paul put the mug down, he coughed for a quick session. 

 “That‟s absolutely awful.” 

 “You don‟t have to be rude.” 

 Jared took Paul‟s mug away and went to wash them in the sink.  He took his time rinsing 

them out and subtly observed Paul as the effects of his tea began to kick in.  Paul started to yawn 
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every few minutes.  He curled up on the couch and struggled to hold his neck up straight.  He 

mumbled to himself, occasionally bursting out in short giggles.  Jared continued to wait by the 

sink, knowing that he would soon pass out. 

 “Hey, Jared.” 

 Paul had sat up on the couch to get his attention.  Jared decided to return to the area so 

that Paul could go back to lying down comfortably. 

 “Yeah.  What‟s up?” 

 “You know what I found out today?” 

 “What?” 

 Paul‟s speech had become agonizingly slow and he was struggling to string together his 

sentences. 

 “On the computer, there‟s all this stuff about me, right?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “And there‟s like, memorial for Paul, and exhibit for Paul, and concert for Paul.” 

 “Uh-huh.” 

 “They‟re these sort of huge, awesome events.” 

 “Okay.” 

 At this point, Paul was speaking with his eyes closed.  Jared figured that just not 

answering him might be enough to put him to sleep, but he humored him in tiresome 

conversation. 

 “You know who was in charge putting together like, every single one of those things?” 

 “Who?” 

 “Audrey.  Audrey, man.  Isn‟t that something?  Where‟d she get the time and stuff?” 
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 “Yeah, that pear shaped little girl was certainly dedicated.” 

 Paul exploded into an uncontrollable fit of laughter.  He rolled around on the couch and 

struggled to draw in enough air to speak. 

 “Don‟t say that.  That‟s mean, Jared.  You‟re mean.” 

 Paul recovered from what he believed was a moment of absolute hilarity, but had run out 

of things to say.  Jared watched as he fell asleep and moved into a state of deep, almost comatose 

stillness.  He got up and nudged Paul to see if he could be easily roused, but it went unnoticed.  

Satisfied, he patted him on the head, in a way reassuring him that this would all be over soon. 

* 

There is no right way to carry an unconscious man out to a car in the dwindling, sketchy 

hours of the night.  Jared‟s apartment building had echoing hallways, self-locking doors, and 

three stair sets that would prove to be serious obstacles for someone carrying a man over his 

shoulders.  He made several solo runs back and forth between his apartment and his car in order 

to scope out the course.  He loaded the car with anything that could feasibly perform the function 

of rope: old extension cords, an unused Ethernet cable.  It felt just as frustrating as setting up a 

fax machine. Then, he threw in a half roll of duct tape and a pair of yellow board shorts from 

Paul‟s backpack that seemed appropriate for the potentially rigorous demands of drowning.  

Each trip, he made an effort to look less suspicious. 

Once Jared had prepared himself, he dragged Paul off the couch and sat him up on the 

wall outside his front door.  Paul‟s head drooped forward, dead to the world.  Jared locked the 

door and got ready to move out, extremely nervous about being seen.  Even though it was past 

midnight and pitch black, there would still be some people out on the streets walking home.  He 

knew that if someone spotted him and started asking questions, he would be facing a hefty 
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amount of trouble.  But in Los Angeles, weird shit came along the path all the time.  Most people 

would naturally assume that Paul had passed out from alcohol and Jared was giving him a ride 

home.   

Still, Jared was reluctant to rely solely on the disinterest of strangers.  To further support 

the drunken friend charade, Jared brought out a permanent marker and decided to draw a few 

penises on Paul‟s face.  He started at the forehead, carefully searching for the best place to make 

the first mark.  Then, with a few swift motions, he produced a perfect upward leaning penis that 

spanned the length of Paul‟s eyebrows. At first, as he glanced down at his work he felt ashamed.  

What kind of person could send his fellow man to the grave with a face vandalized by crude 

depictions of genitals?  There was simply no dignity in that.  But then, as Jared continued to 

draw and Paul‟s skin color began to fade under a penis collage of all different sizes, shapes, and 

orientations, he recognized that he was indeed creating art.  He considered it a masterpiece under 

the circumstances, certainly better than anything Paul had ever painted.  But he knew he had to 

hurry and there was no time to admire the unique personality in every penis. 

Jared slung Paul‟s arm over his collar bone and crouched down underneath him.  With a 

heave of his legs, he draped Paul around his back and set off in a brisk walk towards his car.  He 

breathed heavily as he darted through every obstacle, determined to make it to his car in one 

shot.  The streets were empty as he raced down the final stretch toward the car.  For a moment, 

Jared actually felt heroic.  He imagined that he was bravely rescuing his dear friend from a 

warzone or a fire. The car was a safe haven that would deliver them both from the confusion and 

chaos of the world behind.  Jared placed Paul down on the sidewalk and unlocked the passenger 

door.  He cradled him and rolled him into the seat before clicking in his seatbelt and pulling it 
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tight.  He shut the door on him, surveyed the area for witnesses, then hopped into the driver‟s 

seat and took off. 

Jared made a quick stop at a vacant lot a block away from his apartment.  At some point, 

a barber shop had stood there, but now there were only a few crumbled red bricks scattered 

around to show that it had existed.  It was one of the neighborhood‟s most notable eyesores and a 

good place to find a couple of cinder blocks.  He parked the car and went searching under the 

streetlights.  One block he found sitting out in the open.  The second block he had to shake out 

from under the dirt.  He brought them back to the car and found Paul slumped forward with his 

face on the dashboard.  He started up the car and made a quick acceleration to make him sit up 

straight again. 

Driving down the freeway towards Marina del Rey, Jared sat silently with the radio off, 

listening to the hum of the engine and the rhythm of Paul‟s slow deep breaths.  He focused on 

enjoying the motion and the progression towards an end.  He realized that there was a sort of 

heroism to Paul‟s original plan that he had not noticed before.  A wonder and mysticism to the 

final journey.  It was beautifully simplistic to just head west.  Keep heading west until the Earth 

ended, then head west some more.  Finally, the great purge and then life would resume with only 

one of them coming back. 

Jared followed the directions to find an isolated marina with only a handful of boats 

bobbing in the water.  If there were any guards assigned to watch over the place, they had 

definitely skipped out on their duties.  Jared was relieved to be able to hunt down the boat at his 

own leisurely pace.  After a few minutes, he found the vessel that matched the number on the 

keychain Ellie had given him.  It was a smaller-sized yacht, but it still looked classy, with an 

exterior finish of rich-guy white that shined and reflected off dark ripples of the nighttime water.  
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It had a long front end and Jared knew it had the potential to go fast.  He got inside, looked at the 

controls, and was confident that he could figure it out. 

Jared carried Paul out of the car, threw him onto the front of the yacht, and went to work 

preparing him.  He yanked off Paul‟s shoes, socks, and jeans and replaced them with the yellow 

board shorts.  He looped cords and cables through the cinder blocks in awkward ways and tied 

Paul‟s hands and feet together.  Last, he duct taped his mouth shut, just in case they got within 

shouting distance of another ship.  With Paul lying in a bound fetal position, Jared untied the 

boat from the dock and pushed off.  He started the engine in the cabin, eased the throttle forward, 

and was off towards the black horizon of the night sea. 

Extremely unsure of his navigation skills, Jared pointed the yacht due west and did 

everything in his power not to deviate from the line.  He wanted to go far.  He was only going to 

stop for one of two things: if the sun began to rise, or if Paul woke up.  Until then, he was going 

to enjoy the sea breeze and continue tearing across the waves as if China was just ahead. 

As the shoreline disappeared and Jared found himself in open water, he couldn‟t help but 

wonder whether or not he was going to get away with it.  He knew that he had set Paul up in a 

situation that was somewhat improbable.  It was true that Paul could have paddled his surfboard 

with cords, cables, and cinder block resting on top of it, waiting for exhaustion to kick in the 

moment before tying himself up and letting go, but probably not.  Still, it didn‟t really matter to 

Jared.  They weren‟t going to find his body at the bottom of the ocean.  If by some chance they 

did find it, the body would likely be too badly decomposed to provide any significant 

information.  And if by some unfathomable chance that it did provide significant information and 

Jared was implicated as having a part in the death, then he would just get out of the country with 

his newly acquired wealth.  It had all been settled in his mind.  He had no sympathy for Paul.  He 
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wouldn‟t be swayed by his cries and his pleas.  There would be no talking at all, just a solid push 

into the water.  This was going to work. 

Jared kept his eyes on the water as it rushed past.  He kept trying to convince himself that 

he could see animals on the surface of the dark water.  He thought he saw dolphins keeping pace 

alongside and whales off in the distance lazily breaching.  But then, his attention was drawn to 

the instrument panel in front of the steering wheel.  It was something he knew that he should 

taken notice of long before.  There was a small red light on and, to Jared‟s horror, it sat directly 

underneath the fuel gauge.  The boat would soon be running out of gas.  Jared‟s mind went into a 

panic, struggling to find the correct reaction.  He thought back to the more carefree moments of 

the boat ride and tried to figure out how long the light had been on.  He couldn‟t get a precise 

timeframe, but he knew the light had been on for a while.  Maybe even a long while. 

“Shit!” 

Without slowing down, Jared turned the yacht around and began heading east.  He urged 

the boat onward, hoping it would defy logic and miraculously make it back to the marina.  He 

knew it wouldn‟t.  He felt an awful tension in his body.  The unbearable, anxious sensation 

people feel while awaiting the deafening blare of a fire drill.  He knew he was screwed and soon 

to be stranded in the middle of the ocean.  What was supposed to be an inconspicuous task was 

about to turn into a drawn-out incident.  The Coast Guard would have to get involved and ask 

questions for which Jared had no good answers.  Trouble was now unavoidable for him, but for 

the moment, the boat was still running and he hopelessly pushed towards the shore like a figure 

skater finishing the routine after a fall. 

After ten minutes, the engine started to sputter and the yacht fell victim to the inevitable.  

The engine cut out after drawing in the last bit of gasoline and the boat slowed down to a crawl. 
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This was the end of the expedition.  They were still nowhere within sight of the shore.  Jared 

exited the cabin and approached the railing at the front of the yacht.  He stared at the horizon, 

feeling a strange shiver in the lapping emptiness of the ocean.  He struggled to find answers to 

the grand questions that were currently going through his head.  How could he have been so 

stupid?   How could his plan have unraveled so easily? Of all the times to overlook such a 

minute detail, why did it have to be now?  He cursed himself and his amazing ability to 

constantly disappoint.   He wished that he had never tried to sell the paintings. He wanted to tie 

himself to the boat and sink it, but he couldn‟t figure out a practical way to do it.   

As Jared sulked, he could hear Paul wake up and begin to turn and thrash on the deck like 

a caught marlin.  Jared looked back in agony, exhausted by the thought of explaining his actions 

and their current predicament.  He couldn‟t kill him now, not without getting caught.  He 

pondered whether or not he could play it all off as a prank, but realized it was clearly beyond his 

skill level. 

“Fuck it.” 

Beaten, Jared knelt beside Paul and ripped the tape off his mouth in a swift jerk, taking 

away clumps of hair form his thick beard.  Paul breathed heavily and looked up at him with wide 

eyes.  He was still reeling from the drugs, but his eyes indicated that he was sobering up with the 

realization that he was in a strange and possibly perilous situation. 

“What the hell is going on, Jared?” 

“We‟re on a boat, Paul.  Listen, can I just begin by saying that I‟m truly, truly sorry?”  

“Why am I tied up?” 

“This whole thing just got way out of hand.  It wasn‟t even my idea, really.  I don‟t know 

shit about boats.  I‟m kind of just a patsy.” 
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“A patsy?  For who?  What the fuck are you talking about?” 

Paul sat up and looked at Jared like a beggar.  He was terrified and confused.  Jared 

decided that he was going to be straight with him.  Everything was coming apart anyway. 

“If I untie you, will you promise not to hit me?” 

“Yes, whatever.” 

Jared came closer, not quite convinced by Paul‟s promise.  He decided to start with 

Paul‟s feet just in case. 

“Ellie‟s responsible for this whole thing.  She thought that even though you didn‟t 

commit suicide, deep down, you still wanted to be dead.  So she set this whole thing up so that I 

would kill you and you would be at peace.  I mean, she didn‟t brainwash me, but she was 

extremely encouraging.” 

“You‟re lying.  Ellie wouldn‟t do that to me.” 

“I swear, I „m not lying.  You two weren‟t going to get back together, she was just 

humoring you. She always has been.  She made that very clear yesterday, as well as the night we 

had sex.” 

“You had sex with her?  With Ellie?” 

Jared searched for the right words to follow his confession.  He had forgotten that his 

sexual encounter fell into the category of things that could never be told. 

“Perhaps I‟ve said too much.  I didn‟t mean for you to find out this way. but I‟m not 

making it up.  On a side note, why the fuck did you have to call her?  I told you specifically not 

to make any calls.” 

Paul completely ignored Jared‟s lashing out.  It was obvious that this was about Jared‟s 

mistakes, not his. 
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“I don‟t believe this.  Why would either of you want to kill me?” 

“Because we‟re terrible, greedy people.  Those paintings you gave me before you left, 

they‟re not in storage.  They‟re about to be sold at an auction.” 

“You‟re selling the paintings?  I thought you liked them.” 

Jared groaned.  He felt like he was breaking Paul‟s heart. 

“I don‟t know, they‟re okay.  They were going to sell for a ridiculous amount of money, 

though.  My parents cut me off a while ago and it looked like I had found a chance to get rich.  

But now, once everybody knows you didn‟t kill yourself, the paintings aren‟t going to sell for 

shit.” 

“So what if I didn‟t kill myself?  That doesn‟t change the quality of the paintings.  

They‟ll still be worth a fortune.” 

Jared wiped his face with his palm.  He let out a frustrated chuckle. 

“No they won‟t, Paul.  You‟re so caught up in your own hype that you‟ve forgotten that 

there is a reason why your paintings weren‟t popular a few weeks ago.  You aren‟t that great of 

an artist.  Seriously, and I don‟t mean to be rude, but some of your paintings are fucking stupid, 

plain and simple.  The only reason people care about you now is because of your glorious death, 

and once that goes away, it all goes away.  Except now, everyone will think of you as a big 

fucking joke.” 

The extension cord around Paul‟s feet finally came loose and Paul stood up.  He circled 

the deck of the yacht, seeing for himself that there was nothing but water in all directions. 

“You don‟t know that for certain.” 

“I‟m fairly sure.” 

Paul scowled at Jared, looking as if he were tempted to break his no hitting promise. 
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“So this was all about money?  You were going to murder me to get rich? 

“Look, you told me that you still wished you were dead.  I thought I was doing you a 

favor.” 

“Bullshit.  You were doing yourself a favor.” 

Jared approached Paul once again and finished untying his wrists.  He flinched backward, 

fearing that he was about to be attacked.  Paul stayed where he was, folded his arms behind his 

back, and waited for Jared to speak. 

“Like I said, I‟m sorry.  But you have no idea how lucky you are.  What happened to you, 

the amount of praise and love people gave you, that doesn‟t happen.  Not when someone is still 

alive.  And you got to see all of it.  You got to experience something that people only dream 

about.  Do you think anything like that is going to happen when I die?  Do you think anyone is 

even gonna be sad?  No.  I‟m completely insignificant because I never had a calling.  They 

should bury me with a headstone that reads „It‟s about fucking time.‟  And I guess I was being 

insane, but killing you seemed like the only way my life was going to get any better.” 

Jared watched Paul as he looked away from him and out at the water.  He was hoping that 

Paul would maybe feel sorry for him.  That was unlikely, considering it was growing harder and 

harder for Jared to feel sorry for himself. 

“So why didn‟t you go through with it?” 

“I came to my senses.” 

“Really?” 

The two locked eyes and Jared remembered that he was supposed to be honest. 
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“No, I ran out of gas.  I forgot to check it when I left the marina and it ran out before I 

could go back and fill up.  We‟re basically fucked.  But, I don‟t know if I was actually going to 

do it, though.” 

“You are such a piece of shit.” 

“I know.” 

Jared saw no point arguing anymore as they swayed to the gentle rocking of the sea.  He 

had just called himself a piece of shit shortly after he first discovered the red light on the 

instrument panel and had done so before on many occasions.  But this went beyond simple 

mistakes.  There was something seriously wrong with him.  Some force that forbade him from 

exhibiting any of the traits possessed by good, admirable humans.  His was a failed personality.  

A catastrophe of a man.  He went back into the cabin to sit in the captain‟s chair.  Paul followed 

shortly after, looking eager to find a way off of the boat and away from Jared. 

“Well, let‟s get on the radio.  Call in an emergency.” 

Jared glanced at the radio equipment sitting in front of him.  He was fairly certain that 

neither of them knew how to use it. 

“We can‟t do that.  I don‟t think I have permission to be on this boat.  I‟ll get arrested.” 

“I don‟t care, radio for help.” 

“Please, Paul.  Let‟s just wait for the sun to come up. We can try to flag someone down 

and see if they‟ll tow us back in.  Help me out.” 

Paul turned away from Jared, unwilling to look him in the eye. 

“Fuck that, I don‟t owe you anything.  Is there anything in the storage bins?  Like paddles 

or anything?” 

“There are no storage bins.” 
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“I mean under the seats.” 

Though Jared had already mentioned that he was a boating amateur, he was fairly 

embarrassed to not know that things could be stowed away underneath seat cushions.  He 

watched curiously as Paul left the cabin, popped off the seat cover of the right bench, and went 

searching into the hole underneath.  He dug out some rope and electric cables, then lit up as he 

discovered something underneath.  He looked towards Jared as he used both hands to pull out a 

five-gallon gas canister.  Paul didn‟t even look happy about his discovery, just amazed by Jared‟s 

lack of resourcefulness.  Jared stood up slowly in disbelief.  He was partly relieved, knowing that 

they could maybe make it back to the marina, and partly upset that he was too dumb to search for 

gas before confessing everything.  He walked out on the deck, confirming that the full, red tank 

was real.  Paul popped off the seat cover on the opposite side to find a second canister.   

“No fucking way.  Isn‟t that dangerous?  With the sun?” 

“Is the plan to kill me back on?” 

Jared had trouble looking at Paul, who was shooting a piercing glare towards him.  They 

both knew the score.  If Jared wasn‟t embarrassed before, he was now mortified by his own 

idiocy.  He just wanted the incident to be over with.  He wanted Paul to stop looking at him like 

he was brain dead.   

“Not unless you‟re willing to tie yourself up again.” 

“Is that enough to get us back?” 

“I don‟t know, maybe.” 

“Fill it up and let‟s go.” 

With that, it was decided that it was Jared‟s responsibility to do all the work while Paul 

sat in the cabin, looking angry.  Jared found the gas cap along the side of the boat, opened it up, 
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and leaned across the side to pour in the fuel.  He was extra careful not to spill any into the 

ocean, not for environmental reasons, just because he wouldn‟t be able to stand another 

embarrassment.  He emptied the two canisters into the tank, then returned to the cabin to see if it 

would start.  He pressed the start button, but the engine wouldn‟t turn over.  Paul peered over, 

concerned, but Jared refused to look at him.  He kept pressing the button until, to his relief, the 

engine finally started.  Not wanting to waste any gas idling, he immediately engaged the throttle 

and pointed the boat east. 

Jared and Paul looked straight ahead the entire ride back as the sun came up in front of 

them and revealed the shore within sight.  The fuel gauge hovered slightly above empty, but it 

looked like they were going to make it.  Paul found his clothing and put it on without 

acknowledging Jared.  Neither one wanted to say anything, Jared out of fear of a tongue lashing 

and Paul just out of disdain for his companion.  Eventually, though, after staring blankly at the 

corners of their vessel, Paul decided to break the silence. 

“How did you get me out here?” 

“I drugged your chamomile.  You were right, it‟s not supposed to taste that bad.” 

Paul nodded to himself.  Jared could tell he was trying hard not to rip him apart. 

“Whose boat is this?” 

“Some guy Ellie knows.  I‟m telling you, she set up this whole plan.  She‟s a despicable 

bitch, Paul, and you shouldn‟t waste your time thinking about her. She‟s not even close to being 

worth it.” 

“I can‟t believe she had sex with you.” 

“Yeah, me neither.  It was a little weird.” 
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Paul hung his head in a display of dejected sorrow.  Jared wasn‟t insulted by the 

comment.  He knew it was probably difficult when loved ones turn out to be enemies. 

Jared took that as his cue to shut up.  He slowed up as he spotted the marina and drifted 

in, unsure of how to stop a boat.  He alternated putting the boat in reverse then forward until he 

was finally going slow enough to grab onto the dock.  Paul hopped out as soon as the boat was 

stopped.  He began walking towards the street, leaving Jared alone to tie up the boat. 

“Paul, wait.  We have things to talk about.” 

Jared started off trying to mimic the sleek knots used on the other ships in the marina, 

then decided to do sloppy ones so he could catch up with Paul.  He threw the cinder blocks into 

the water and gathered up his cords and cables.  Jared jogged to Paul, who clearly heard his 

efforts, but made no attempt to look back. 

“Paul, let me give you a ride.  We‟re out in Marina del Rey.” 

“I‟m calling a cab.  You‟re paying for it.” 

Jared pulled his wallet out from his pocket and searched inside.  Fortunately, he still had 

some roulette money left.  He handed Paul one hundred dollars, a gesture that he considered to 

be pretty generous.  Paul grabbed it without looking and continued to walk. 

“Listen, I know I made a huge mistake, but can we still be friends?” 

Paul stopped and looked back briefly.  His face, still covered in elaborate penis drawings, 

was stoic and unsympathetic. 

“Probably not.” 

Jared watched him walk down the road, assuming that Paul wanted to get as far away as 

possible.  As he moved further into the distance, it began to set in for Jared that he had lost one 

of his only friends and, as much as he pretended it didn‟t matter to him, it did.  He probably 
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wasn‟t going to see him again.  There was no apology that could quite make up for trying to kill 

a man.  Still, it dawned on Jared that he was ultimately glad that he didn‟t kill him.  He didn‟t 

have the right to, no matter how many people would be better off. 

Jared headed over to the parking lot and got into his car. He headed back home in a daze, 

with nothing on his mind but how much he hated himself.  After the drive, he walked into his 

apartment and went straight to his bed.  He buried his head deep into a pillow, wondering if he 

was going to jail for all of this. 

* 

Three weeks passed and Jared knew that his attempted murder would go unpunished.   

For a while, though, he was tense about it.  He believed that between Paul and Ellie, one of them 

would eventually tell about the plot and he saw no reason for anyone to show him any mercy.  

He considered fleeing to Mexico and staying in the same motel that Paul had hunkered down in.   

He could wait until the entire thing blew over, or perhaps make his own final journey out to the 

middle of the ocean.  In the end, though, he decided to stay put and accept whatever punishment 

he had coming his way.   

But when Paul decided to go public, he made no mention of the incident.  In fact, he 

stopped acknowledging the existence of both Jared and Ellie altogether.  A massive press 

conference was held for Paul to officially break the news.  He prepared a speech and Audrey 

stood next to him at the podium. 

He did lengthy interviews with a number of reporters, describing the details of his 

ordeal.  When asked how he got out of Mexico, he said that an anonymous acquaintance got him 

over the border.  Jared was happy to finally be anonymous.  But the reporters grilled Paul, 

wanting to know why he let the world think he was dead for as long as he did.  He became a hot 
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topic for discussion and the recipient of mostly negative attention.  Many believed that the entire 

thing had been a planned hoax to advance his career.  They wanted him to pay for the time spent 

searching for nothing out in the Pacific Ocean.  He was called a phony, a jerk, and a bad 

example.  He was skewered in talks show monologues and late night comedy sketches.  Critics 

couldn‟t wait to go back to hating his art.  He suffered harsh criticism and was encouraged to 

stop painting due to the controversy surrounding him.  The few friends that stood up for him did 

so very quietly.  Kids stopped wearing his t-shirts. 

 Eventually, Jared received a call from Charles Ellsworth informing him that the company 

was no longer interested in auctioning off his paintings.  Though the demand had certainly gone 

down for Paul‟s work, the paintings were removed from auction mainly because Mr. Ellsworth 

did not want to have anything else to do with Jared.  He suspected foul play as soon as the news 

came out that Paul was still alive.  He was more than happy to sacrifice potential earnings in 

order to wash his hands of the man.  Jared was forced to go back to Ellsworth Auctions to get his 

refund check and remove his paintings from the premise.  As he carried his paintings out of the 

building, Jared was fairly certain that the whole staff was mocking him. 

Jared was forced to come to grips with the fact that there was no easy way for him to get 

money.  He got a haircut and started looking for work.  He realized that being unemployed put 

him at a disadvantage, but he interviewed for several positions and carefully monitored job 

listings.  He was just starting to pick up on some promising leads. 

And so Jared parked in front of his apartment building with his backseat filled with 

Paul‟s artwork.  He unloaded the seven paintings onto the sidewalk and just left them there.  He 

imagined someone walking by might decide to pick them up.  Or better yet, they would rot away 
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in the sun until someone threw them in the trash.  He was done with art.  It had caused him 

nothing but trouble and woe and he saw even less beauty in the practice than he had before. 

He could make out a large square that blocked the front of his door.  When he got closer 

he could see it was a canvas wrapped up in butcher paper. 

“God damn it.” 

 This is a message from Paul Blanks to Jared Collins.  I 

want to let you know that I am finally beginning to forgive you for 

what you did.  Not for the penises you drew on my face, that was 

unforgivable.  It took weeks before the ink fully came off.  But I 

understand why you might have thought ending my life was a good 

idea.  I’ve experienced that same desperation that you must have 

felt that night.  I know what it’s like to be so hopeless that you’re 

willing to forsake all notions of decency and morality just to make 

the pain go away. 

 In case you haven’t been keeping up with my situation, 

you’ll be happy to know that you were right about my place in the 

world of art.  They took back my little piece of immortality the 

second they found out I wasn’t dead.  But despite all the negative 

things said about me, I don’t believe that I will go down as a 

complete joke.  There are still some people out there who have 

connected with my story and my art.  I’m still receiving letters of 

support from across the country and I believe that I am less 
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misunderstood now than before.  Still, I am taking a break from 

painting for a while. 

 I’m now living with Audrey in her apartment and the two of 

us are very much in love.  In fact, that’s where I took the cab right 

after the incident on the boat.  The whole experience made me 

realize how rare it is to find someone who truly adores you and 

will stick by you no matter what.  That’s not something you avoid 

just because of a small, petty things.  You probably think I’m 

exaggerating when I say that I’m in love with her, but I can 

honestly say that I don’t think I’ve ever been happier.  The 

morning that I reappeared in her life, I could tell that it was an 

absolutely perfect moment for her.  I feel like she deserves my love 

more than anyone else. 

 And so, despite the fact that you tried to sell the last batch 

of paintings I gifted to you, I decided I would gift you one more.  

This one was painted just for you.  I want you to know that I don’t 

hate you for what you tried to do and I want to encourage you not 

to give up on life.  I’m not going to tell you that good things will 

definitely happen or everything will definitely work out, because I 

don’t really know.  Sometimes life really sucks and there’s not 

much you can do about it.  But if you can start thinking positive 

about the world you live in and the people around you, you might 

be able to get through. 
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 I don’t know, though, do whatever you think is best. 

 Paul Blanks 

 Thanks for reading. 

Jared put the note in his pocket, unlocked the door, and threw the painting down on the 

couch.  As sick as he was of paintings, he knew that this was a step towards making amends. 

He tore off the butcher paper to reveal a close up view of a section of a roulette wheel.  

The ball landed on what should have been the green zero, but instead of a zero, there was a 

portrait view of a man‟s face.  Jared knew it was his own, positioned with a tilted chin and sad 

eyes.  It was simple and direct.  Jared was glad that Paul didn‟t spend much time on it. 

But like all paintings, Jared knew that there was a meaning behind it and he took his time to 

think about what it could be.  He was green—the color of envy and greed—that part wasn‟t too 

difficult to figure out.  He was zero—nothing, absence, worthlessness—harsh, but not far from 

the truth.  He was a long shot.  He was neither black nor red, neither odd nor even, not even a 

number, really.  His main purpose for existing on the board was to fuck things up for the players 

and give the house an advantage.  He made a lot of people miserable, but at least he was unique.  

And every once in a while, if someone took a chance on him, it could result in a large payoff. 

All in all, though, it was still kind of dumb. 


