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Paul Quentin Eames

Gregory Griffon was a car salesman. He was also an angel. A slim, dark-haired man in his mid-thirties, he radiated kindness and trustfulness. This might explain why he was the showroom’s most successful salesperson. During much of the day, he wandered around the room, engaging in small talk with customers, who believed his interest in them to be genuine, even though he was wearing a badge and was therefore paid to make people buy cars. Maybe they trusted him because of his name, which sounded harmless, almost comical. Or maybe they believed him to be different from other salesmen because he did not dress like them. His clothes were stylish but never too formal. People liked him and wanted to know him better so that they could invite him home, to parties. Have you met my friend Gregory Griffon? It was wishful thinking as he was not much of a party person and preferred small gatherings to large, crowded celebrations. Gregory lived alone since his divorce and met new partners, every now and then, through an app. These relationships never lasted longer than a month, which suited him. He was not ready to commit, not after his ex-wife brutally ended their marriage and moved to French Polynesia with their nine-year-old daughter. The girl had sent him only three text messages and one postcard in over a year. 

During coffee breaks, Gregory liked to hang around with his colleague and friend James Jackman, a plump and affable person who had recently turned fifty. James was the only employee who always wore a tie, a relic from the past that reassured older customers. He was single too, since the day he murdered his wife, Eloise. The incident took place six years prior, two years before James started working as a car salesman. He used to be a sales representative for a cat food brand. Personally, and professionally, James had moved on with his life. He occasionally thought about his past, and the woman he had killed. This usually happened when he drank too much. He sometimes cried, as if a part of him had never digested the atrocity of his acts. He got away with his crime by putting the blame on a burglar. James and Eloise had returned from an evening out and noticed that their front door was open. They entered, turned on the light, and came face to face with a man who grabbed Eloise and placed a knife on her throat.

‘I’ll kill her!’ he shouted.

James pulled the knife out of the man’s hand, slit Eloise’s throat, and handed back the weapon. ‘You just did,’ he said. The incident took place in winter. James was wearing gloves and therefore left no fingerprints on the knife. During the trial, no one believed the burglar’s version of the story because it was, well, unbelievable. It didn’t make sense. The burglar went mad and hung himself, less than a month after being jailed. His friends and family had abandoned him. It was a heavy price to pay for stealing a couple of trinkets. Though he had been labeled a monster by the media, the boy was only nineteen years old and did not have the psychological maturity to live through the experience of having a woman die in his arms and being covered in her blood. Little red drops fell on the parquet from his black sweatshirt and his freshly shampooed hair. The burglar was too shocked to move or run away while James called the police. He kept staring at Eloise’s dead body, which had slid to the floor.

James would have had no trouble deescalating the situation, had he tried to talk to the burglar, but that was not what he wanted. He had been considering killing his wife for a long time and this break-in was a golden opportunity, fallen out of the sky. Eloise had, over the years, become an angry person, probably because her life had not turned out to be what she had wanted it to be. She was mad at everyone, and everything, including household objects. Out of rage, she smashed a vase and an ashtray on the same day, neither of which were responsible for her miseries. James pointed that out, which only made her angrier. Living with Eloise had become impossible. In front of everyone else, she had kept her familiar smiling face, that sweet charm she used to have when they had met. Much of her bitterness had crystallized around her contempt for a husband who made a living from selling cat food. Her jokes had turned into cruelty and the toxicity of it all had deteriorated their relationship beyond repair. 

In their friends’ eyes, James and Eloise were the perfect couple. They got along well with their neighbors, who took great care of James in the months after he killed his wife. At least once a week, he was invited to one of their homes, for dinner. He always returned the invitation. Whenever he received guests, James prepared a grand meal, picked the perfect matching wines and they all had a wonderful time. In many ways, James was a good man.

Gregory used to be an industrial designer, a job he never enjoyed. He was better at selling projects to his clients than coming up with innovative ideas and decided to refocus his career by becoming a fulltime salesman. James used to be the showroom’s most successful salesperson before Gregory arrived and stole his crown. Being second best did not bother James, even though he loved to boast about his performance when he sold more cars than Gregory, which did not happen often. The two men worked perfectly as a team, each catering to their own clientele. One of the things James liked most about Gregory was his candor. He was sure that his friend would never lie to anyone, which, in his opinion, was truly remarkable for a man who sold cars. And James would never forget their first interaction. He was sitting by himself in the company’s coffee area when Gregory joined him.

‘Are you an angel?’ he asked. 

James laughed, taken aback by such a strange question. ‘Of course, I am.’

‘I thought so. I’m an angel too.’

Gregory had spoken without a hint of irony. James was amused, but also touched that someone could see his beautiful inside, the one at his very core, untarnished by his misfortunes and the ugly things he had been obliged to do. 

‘I’ve never told anyone,’ Gregory said.

The two men had been friends ever since.

***
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Gregory and James were about to go on a cruise, as part of a reward program for the company’s best staff members, who were the ones who sold the highest number of cars. According to their schedule, the boat would take them to four islands in the Mediterranean Ocean. The cruise was supposed to last six days. All ninety-two cabins had balconies and private bathrooms. Their vessel being relatively small, it would be allowed to dock in small ports that were not accessible to the usual, massive cruise ships. A large majority of the rewarded employees were salespeople. As he boarded the ship, James was dismayed to find out that a few staff members from the marketing team had also been invited. Like most of his direct colleagues, he had a low opinion of these men and women, who were perceived as snobbish because they never mixed with the company’s salespeople, to ask their opinion, or learn from their interactions with customers. 

‘Riffraff, the lot of them, if you ask me,’ James said. ‘Those overpaid marketing people spend most of their time boring everyone with their tedious presentations full of slides copied from other tedious presentations.’

As he unpacked his suitcase, Gregory learned that a series of presentations would be given on the ship, by the marketing team, hence their presence aboard. The cruise getaway was looking less and less like a true holiday. Someone knocked on his door.

‘What are you doing, cooped up in your cabin?’ James asked. ‘Come, let’s have a beer and a swim in the pool.’

‘There’s something I need to tell you,’ Gregory said.

‘What?’ James asked.

‘You probably haven’t checked your emails. Your beloved marketing colleagues will be giving presentations, starting today, with Luciana. Yes, we’re on the list of attendees, and no, these presentations are not optional.’ Gregory looked at his watch. ‘It begins in seven minutes.’

James stared at him.

‘Please don’t shout,’ Gregory went on. ‘I’m not the one who made this decision.’

To his surprise, James laughed. ‘You have a terrible sense of humor.’

‘I’m not joking. I’m sorry,’ Gregory said. ‘The first presentation will be given to a handpicked group of eight salespeople. Our absence would not go unnoticed and, knowing Luciana, it would definitely be reported.’

‘We’ll skip it,’ James said. ‘Should anyone ask questions, we’ll explain that, amid the tumult and the joy of boarding our ship, neither of us had paid attention to our emails. We will ask Luciana to kindly forward us her presentation. Greg, we’re among the top twenty salesmen in the whole country. There’s no way our management will hold a grudge against us for missing two hours of useless crap.’

At that moment, Luciana’s presentation was announced through the boat’s loudspeakers, along with the names of all eight salespeople who were expected to attend. James clenched his teeth and slapped a little pink lamp to the floor.

‘To hell with that and to hell with Luciana!’ James shouted. ‘It’s the middle of the afternoon and the sun is shining. I’m not going to that presentation. And neither are you. Come now, I demand that you follow me.’

Gregory sighed. ‘All right, let me put on a pair of swim shorts.’

The two men arrived at the pool, which was larger than they had expected. It featured an island with a bar. Customers could order drinks without getting out of the water. A barman was wiping glasses while a tall person stood in front of a display of desserts, a few meters from the pool. 

‘It’s Rick,’ Gregory whispered. ‘He’s from our marketing team.’

‘What is he doing?’ James asked.

‘He’s tasting all the cakes, with his bare hands,’ Gregory said. ‘How disgusting!’

‘We need to have a word with him.’

‘Excuse me,’ Gregory called out. ‘Could you please use a plate?’

Rick turned around and, his face half-covered in whipped cream and chocolate, spoke four words. ‘Go and get stuffed.’

James walked up to him. ‘Do as my friend said, before I drown you in that swimming pool.’

Rick mumbled something, reached for a plate, and dropped the slice of Black Forest cake he was holding. He walked away, while licking his fingers.

‘What a horrible man,’ Gregory said. ‘I could never work in marketing.’

‘Scum, the lot of them, if you ask me,’ James replied.

***
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Dinner was served at eight and was followed by drinks at the bar, not the one on the island but the one indoors, which was in a corner of an old-fashioned salon with plush red velvet furniture. The same barman was serving drinks. He had swapped his pineapple-printed shirt for a more elegant outfit. As always, the marketing team did not blend with their other colleagues. They stood a few meters away from the salespeople. Luciana left her gang and headed to the bar. On her way, she came across Gregory and James.

‘You and you,’ she said, pointing at their chests. ‘May I ask why you skipped my presentation?’

‘We assumed it would be boring,’ James boldly replied.

Luciana frowned at him. ‘Is it true that your wife was murdered by a burglar?’

‘You can’t ask questions like that,’ Gregory said. ‘It’s rude.’

‘That’s all right,’ James said. ‘I have no problem talking about it.’

‘The nerve of that man!’ Luciana went on. ‘He accused you of pulling a knife out of his hands and killing your own wife. How farfetched is that? I heard he hung himself, but you must still hate him so much.’

‘I could have gone down that path, yes, but I chose to forgive him.’

‘That’s impressive,’ Luciana said. ‘I doubt I would have had your strength if a burglar, or anyone, had done that to someone I love. How very noble of you.’

‘James is an angel,’ Gregory said. 

‘Luciana, what are you doing?’ someone shouted from the marketing pack. ‘Leave those people alone and come back to us.’

‘Have a lovely evening, both of you,’ Luciana said. ‘I will not report you for missing my presentation. You’re right, it was a boring heap of bullshit.’ She winked and left.

‘Oh, Greg,’ James whispered.

‘You are an angel,’ Gregory replied. ‘It’s true.’

‘I did kill my wife, you know?’

Gregory laughed. ‘The things you say when you’re drunk! Come, let’s have one more. Maybe you’ll admit to being a mass murderer.’

James did not move.

‘Is something wrong?’ Gregory asked.

‘I get sad when I think of that day, the screaming, the blood all over the parquet that we had picked together. Eloise said it was too expensive, but I told her it was not a problem, that we would work something out. Our futures looked so bright. And I think of that man who died all alone in his prison cell. He was so young.’

Gregory sighed. ‘I get sad very often, when I read the news and come across all those terrible stories. I take them personally, as if it were my duty to fix everyone’s problems, as if all human beings were connected, and I needed to alleviate other people’s pain to feel better myself. We’re angels, James. It’s normal to be sad, in this harsh and broken world.’ He reached out and patted James on the shoulder. ‘Enough of all that. The barman is waiting for us.’

James managed a smile. ‘Yeah.’

***
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The ship reached its first port of call in the early morning. Gregory looked forward to exploring an unknown place and went knocking on his friend’s door.

‘Are you insane?’ James asked. ‘It’s six thirty.’ He grudgingly got dressed and followed Gregory to the breakfast area, which was empty, and onto a tender boat that took them ashore. All stores were closed. The streets were empty.

‘I can’t believe you dragged me out of bed to visit a ghost town. We could have slept longer and seen this place when it’s alive,’ James said. ‘Where are we, anyway?’

‘Welcome to Calvi,’ Gregory said. ‘I’ve done some research and found a few places of interest. I suggest we begin with the citadel.’

They walked up a cobbled street without meeting anyone. Gregory kept stopping to take pictures of the sea, a small church, a strange vacant room, and a dead bird.

‘You can best feel the vibe of a place when it’s empty,’ Gregory said. ‘One can almost hear the ghosts whisper, as if they wondered who we are. It’s extraordinary. In a couple of hours, the crowds will arrive, and this place will turn into nothing more than another pretty seaside town.’

‘That would have been good enough for me.’

Gregory and James explored all the alleyways until they reached a large, rectangular terrace with a spectacular view of the sea and the town. A man was sitting on a wall, taking selfies. He was leaning back, dangerously close to the edge, to get the perfect shot.

‘It’s Rick,’ James said. ‘What is he doing here?’

‘I suppose he came on an earlier tender boat,’ Gregory replied.

‘No, that’s impossible. Men like Rick drink until they can hardly walk, they scream obscenities in the corridors until everyone is awake, they throw up all night and ruin everything, thus making sure that their cabin will need to be entirely refurbished before someone else can stay in it, and they get up at two in the afternoon,’ James said. ‘They don’t get up early, explore places and expose themselves to foreign cultures.’

‘You wouldn’t be here, at this early hour, if I hadn’t come to fetch you,’ Gregory said.

‘That’s because I’m not a morning person.’

Gregory smiled. ‘Maybe he did party all night, until daylight. He realized there was no point going to bed and therefore came here, on the first boat.’

‘Why is he alone and not with his marketing colleagues? They do everything as a pack, like wolves. This is highly fishy,’ James said. ‘I think he’s stalking us.’

‘What would he do that for?’

‘What do I know?’ James asked. ‘Maybe he’s trying to catch us missing another one of those inane presentations, so that he can report us.’

‘I think you’re being paranoid.’

Gregory and James walked up to Rick, who was too absorbed by his selfies to notice them. As they reached him, James shoved him hard on the chest, causing him to yelp and flap his arms, to regain his balance. White as a sheet, he slid off the wall and landed in front of James, their faces a few centimeters apart.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ Rick shouted.

‘We’re sorry,’ Gregory said. ‘James meant you no harm. He wanted to say hi and did so a little too forcefully.’

‘He’s insane!’ Rick shouted. ‘Yesterday, he threatened to drown me in a pool, and now he tries to push me off a wall.’

‘The pool episode was an empty threat,’ Gregory explained. ‘We were upset by your manners. What happened now is nothing but a terrible misunderstanding.’

‘That’s rubbish and you know it,’ Rick said. ‘I’m sorry, but I’ll have to inform the authorities.’ He looked around, hoping perhaps to find a policeman who had witnessed the incident, but there was no one in sight.

‘Please think it over,’ Gregory replied. ‘Wait until tomorrow morning. We need to all calm down. With a cool head, you may do whatever you think is best.’

Rick glared at him but did not reply.

‘Come,’ Gregory said, pulling James’ arm.

They walked down the cobbled path, toward the port.

‘What got into you?’ Gregory asked. 

James was furious. ‘That man is evil. I wish he had fallen. And please stop acting like a doormat in front of those marketing people.’

‘Imagine the consequences,’ Gregory said. ‘That man would have never survived such a high fall. Besides, he has a family. I saw the kid pictures.’

‘What nonsense!’ James replied. ‘That guy works in marketing. Everything he says or does is a lie. Keep that in mind, will you? That monster put those kid pictures on his desk so that people who come to see him believe he’s a normal human being, capable of caring about someone else. Am I the only one who can see things as they truly are? Those pictures are decoys. They are very likely stock images.’

Gregory looked astonished. ‘Oh, you think so?’

‘I’m absolutely certain,’ James replied. ‘There’s no way Rick has biological kids. What kind of sick woman would want to reproduce with that oaf?’

‘I never thought about that.’

‘You’re a good person, Greg, but you’re so naïve,’ James said. ‘I sometimes wonder how you managed to survive for such a long time in this complex world.’

‘That’s a horrible thing to say,’ Gregory replied. ‘I don’t push people off walls but that doesn’t make me a weakling.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘That’s none of your business,’ Gregory replied.

‘Greg, please, come back.’

‘Leave me alone.’

‘Griffon!’ James shouted. Gregory stopped.

‘I didn’t mean what I said. I guess I’m worried for you because you trust ill-intentioned people. I’m sorry for what happened up there, at the citadel. I was angry and could not control myself, which is kind of a weakness.’ 

‘I’m worried for you too,’ Gregory replied. ‘Rick will talk to the police, and you will end up in jail. I don’t want that to happen.’

‘You suggested that he waits until tomorrow and I believe he will follow your advice,’ James said. ‘A lot of things can happen in the meanwhile.’

***
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A little after eight, Gregory and James went to the boat’s dining room. They were checking their menus when the pack of marketing people walked in. Rick did not look in their direction.

‘Do you think he has made up his mind about you?’ Gregory asked. 

‘Maybe,’ James replied.

‘Go talk to him, once we’ve finished our dinner.’

‘That was my plan,’ James said. ‘Trust me, by tomorrow morning, we will no longer need to worry about Rick.’

‘I have a feeling that this story will end well,’ Gregory replied.

‘I’m sure you’re right. Oh, before I forget. After we returned from Calvi, I spent some time on the Internet and came across a news article that made me think of you.’

‘Really? What was it about?’

‘There has been an earthquake on an island, in Thailand,’ James said. ‘Maybe you’ve heard about it?’

‘I don’t follow the news while I’m on vacation, even if this isn’t really one. I hope it did not cause too many deaths.’

‘Only two bodies have been found, but it could have been much worse,’ James said. ‘The earthquake hit at around three in the afternoon, when most people were out of their homes. The victims are two young British tourists on a honeymoon trip. They were staying in a small guest house. This island is off the beaten track and therefore does not get many foreign visitors. It has no large hotels.’

‘Imagine if that earthquake had struck Phuket,’ Gregory said.

‘There would have been many more casualties, for sure,’ James replied. ‘Anyway, the couple’s bodies were found beneath a pile of rubble. Both were naked, in their bed. It is believed that the couple was having sex.’

‘They were doing it in the middle of the afternoon?’ Gregory asked.

‘Why not? Maybe they visited a temple, went to the market and returned to their guest house.’ James replied. ‘According to the article, the newlyweds had arrived a few days earlier and were supposed to travel to other parts of Thailand.’

‘How tragic,’ Gregory said.

‘Yes, quite unfortunate.’

‘Which part of that gruesome story made you think of me?’ Gregory asked.

‘These two young people were having sex when they died, which means that they drifted from a state of intense physical pleasure to a world of heavenly bliss. What a smooth transition into paradise. They might not have realized something had changed. I thought this story would appeal to an angel.’

‘Was the man inside the woman when they found the corpses?’ Gregory asked.

‘I don’t know,’ James said. ‘The article didn’t go into that level of detail.’

Gregory shifted in his chair. ‘Assuming that the man was on top, it is very likely that the ceiling fell on him first and broke his neck. For a few seconds, the man’s body would have blocked the ceiling’s fall, keeping the woman alive, before the entire house collapsed on them both. During that brief instant, it is possible that the man’s body went on with its in-and-out movements and the woman did not realize she was having sex with a dead man.’

‘That sounds highly improbable,’ James replied.

‘But it is possible, isn’t it?’

‘All right,’ James conceded. ‘In some exceptional cases, when our bodies are overexcited, as these two were, I guess it can happen.’

Gregory stood up.

‘Where are you going?’ James asked.

‘I need to jerk off.’

‘What, now?’ James asked. ‘Your food will get cold.’

Gregory ran out of the room. James sighed and tucked into his beans. He finished his meal and discreetly watched his marketing colleagues. They were done eating. Occasionally, someone from their table went to get a drink at the bar. It was now Rick’s turn. James walked up to him.

‘Hey, how are you doing?’ he asked.

‘Fuck off,’ Rick replied.

James sighed. ‘I’m doing great too, thank you.’

‘Where’s that goddamn barman?’ Rick asked.

‘Let me help,’ James replied. He walked around the counter, to face Rick. ‘What can I get you?’

‘A whiskey.’

James poured him a very large glass.

‘Wow, that’s a hell of a serving,’ Rick said.

‘You deserve it, after what happened today,’ James replied. ‘How did you like Calvi?’

‘It was pretty,’ Rick said. ‘I would have enjoyed it more if I had been with my family and if no one had tried to push me off a wall.’

‘Are you referring to that same family you have pictures of on your desk?’

‘How many do you think I have?’ Rick asked.

‘About the wall episode, I was wondering if you had a chance to think about our discussion this morning,’ James said.

‘You want to know if I intend to report you?’

‘Well, yes,’ James replied.

‘I most surely do,’ Rick said. ‘Your friend asked that I think about it, which was fair enough, but I have not changed my mind. You’re a hazard, not only to me, but also to our colleagues, and anyone else you might encounter.’

‘Oh,’ James said.

‘You might as well enjoy one last drink with your friend Gregory. Tomorrow morning, I will report you. On second thought, I might do it tonight.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’ James asked. ‘Why not report me behind my back?’

‘That’s what I was planning to do, until you showed up,’ Rick said. ‘As I saw you standing in front of me, pouring me a whiskey, pretending to be nice, I asked myself a question. Would this guy be dumb enough to attempt an escape? Would he try to swim ashore, in the middle of the night, and be caught by the French police, with a net, like a fat and ugly fish?’

‘Let me repeat what Gregory has already told you,’ James said. ‘I was trying to be nice. I came to high-five you and hit your chest instead. It was a mistake. Come on, let’s put all this behind us and have a drink at the swimming pool bar.’

‘It’s closed,’ Rick said.

‘Let’s go for a swim.’

Rick gulped down his whiskey and slammed his glass on the counter. ‘Don’t you ever come close to me again.’ He stood up and stumbled past his colleagues.

‘I’m going for a swim,’ he said.

‘Is that reasonable?’ Luciana asked. ‘You look very drunk.’

Rick walked out of the room, toward the pool area. 

Pretending to head to the bathroom, James left the dining room and went to the pool area, through a different exit. Rick was in the water, with his clothes on. He seemed to have trouble breathing. James walked up to the pool’s edge.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked.

‘I’m not feeling well,’ Rick said. ‘Can you help me out?’

‘Of course.’

James rolled up his sleeves, held out his hand and laughed. ‘I was kidding,’ he said and pushed the man’s head underwater, for a few minutes, until the bubbles stopped popping at the surface. 

‘May you see the Light,’ James whispered. He stood up and watched Rick’s body float in the swimming pool. It was a beautiful and calming sight. He returned to the dining room and sat at his table. Gregory had not yet returned from the bathroom and the waiter had not cleared their plates. He ate a piece of carrot that had turned stone cold. His marketing colleagues were laughing loudly about something someone had said. He wished the cruise would go on, as planned, but he knew that it was impossible. Someone was dead and it was only a matter of time before the body was found, a few minutes perhaps. He decided to make the most of these last peaceful moments, the end of his holiday. Soon, all hell would break loose. Gregory returned to the dining room.

‘Did you enjoy yourself?’ James asked.

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

Gregory resumed eating his cold food, as if nothing had happened. He looked up. ‘Rick is gone.’

‘I believe he went for a swim,’ James said.

‘Did you get a chance to speak with him?’

‘As a matter of fact, I did,’ James replied. ‘He went to get a drink at the bar, and I joined him. He’s a nice guy. I told him I was sorry about what had happened at the citadel, and he said it was all forgotten.’

‘I’m happy to hear that,’ Gregory said.

‘The barman was not around so I took his place,’ James said. ‘Rick ordered a whiskey and I obliged. It was fun.’

‘I wish I had been there.’

‘We talked about spending time together, at our next port of call,’ James said. ‘I hope you don’t mind if he joins us.’

‘Of course not,’ Gregory replied. 

‘I promise I will not complain if you wake me up at six thirty in the morning. I look forward to discovering new places. Maybe we could have an ice cream.’

‘Did Rick enjoy Calvi?’ Gregory asked.

‘I believe he did,’ James replied. ‘Though I guess he would have enjoyed it more had he been with his family.’

‘He doesn’t have one,’ Gregory replied. ‘Those kid pictures are stock images.’

‘Ah, yes, that’s right.’

***
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Gregory and James sat at the bar. They were having fun with a couple of colleagues, who had joined them. James was in the middle of telling a story when someone screamed. No one paid attention, but he knew that it was the sound of their lovely evening coming to an end. A woman came running through the door that led to the pool area. Her face was contorted with despair. Couldn’t you have waited until I finished my story? James wondered. Or until we had one last drink? You could have waited until the end of the week, but that might have been too much to ask. The woman spoke to her colleagues, who rushed outside.

‘What’s going on?’ Gregory asked. 

Everyone in the room headed to the pool area, except James, who decided to finish his glass before joining the others.

There was a lot of screaming. 

‘Rick is dead,’ Gregory told him.

‘Oh, really?’

James watched his colleagues as they hugged each other. Luciana was sobbing. ‘I told him to not go swimming. Why didn’t I insist? This is all my fault.’

The local police and a doctor showed up. Rick was officially pronounced dead. A couple of hours later, most people had returned to their rooms. Only Gregory and James remained at the bar. Even the barman had disappeared.

‘I guess you haven’t checked your emails,’ Gregory said.

‘No, but I’m guessing we’ve received information following Rick’s death.’

‘Yes, this holiday will come to an end tomorrow morning. We’re going home.’

James smirked.

‘What’s funny?’ Gregory asked.

‘I was thinking about our showroom and that new car they brought in last week,’ James replied. ‘You must have noticed it. I love that shade of green, but people who decide to buy it always pick another color. Why is that?’

‘Maybe they’re afraid green will stand out too much,’ Gregory said.

‘People usually go for black, or that color we call Stellar Mist, which is nothing but a fancy name for a dull shade of gray,’ James replied. Memories of his dead wife came rushing back. She would have gone for green, or at least she would have when she was still a happy person. He pictured her dead body. ‘That poor green car sits there, all day, waiting for customers, but nobody wants to buy it.’ He started to cry.

Gregory patted him on the shoulder.

‘To hell with boring people,’ James said. 

‘My poor angel,’ Gregory whispered. ‘You’ve been through a lot.’

James nodded. ‘Get me another drink, will you?’
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​A Deliverance
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Prudence Deluxe Johnson

Suddenly, Jerome found himself in the pilot’s seat of his tiny airplane. He kept his eyes closed. There was no need to open them because he knew where he was. The engine noise and the gentle breeze on his face were all too familiar. ‘Damn it,’ he muttered. He slammed his head several times against the side window, until it hurt, and his pilot’s cap fell on his knees. He threw it on the floor and stomped on it. How he hated that cap. He despised all his clothes, from his freshly ironed white shirt to his spotless dress shoes and his silly, thin belt. ‘Damn it!’ he shouted. Jerome glanced outside. As always, the sky was a perfect blue and the ocean below a beautiful turquoise. The windows at the back of the plane were open, letting in a warm wind that played with a bunch of papers attached to a clipboard, which sat on the co-pilot’s seat. Jerome knew that, in about twenty minutes, his plane would fall into the ocean and that he would drown because he’d had that same dream countless times, since he was a teenager. There was no use trying to salvage the aircraft because nothing had ever worked. Jerome used to believe that he had to find a solution, solve a puzzle, or discover a secret code hidden somewhere, perhaps in the lining of his stupid cap, or one of the plane’s numerous compartments, so that he could save himself and the dreams would come to an end. He had long since given up. And the papers were always blank. What was their meaning? 
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