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Paul Atreides, former theatre critic and columnist with the Las Vegas Review-Journal, now writes for EatMoreArtVegas.com, has contributed to Desert Companion, an NPR/PBS publication, and Southern Writers Magazine.

His fiction spans genre; short stories and essays have appeared in anthologies such as Patchwork Path, Writer's Bloc, Vegas Strong a Charity Anthology, and The Grief Dialogues. Three novels in his "World of Deadheads" series of paranormal humor have been published earning Reader's Choice 5-Star reviews and Book of the Week. While each book may stand alone, the overarching subplot is about domestic violence.

His plays Phallusies and Fusion have been produced around the country.

He served as Coordinator for the Las Vegas Writers Conference, and Publicity/Marketing chair and, most recently, President of Henderson Writers Group. He also served on the Board of the UNLV College of Fine Arts.

​​

––––––––

[image: ]


RED

They cut me down in the prime of life. Slashed at me with their steel blades as if I were nothing more than useless fodder. I had so much more to offer the world around me, so many more years left to give..

I remember a time when everyone looked up to me. I stood tall. Broad. Strong. Even as a youngster, the peoples of the region stared up at me in awe, their mouths agape.

The mightiest of my kind, the strongest gales of wind caused me to bend only the tiniest bit; no more than shivers. Sounds howled through my narrow places, yet I never cowered, or took cover.

I drew my strength from my mother. She fed me with the pureness of love and watched me as I continued to grow. I put down roots and soaked up all she had to offer, and I returned to her what I could from the beds of loam at my feet. I know she mourned my loss, as mothers mourn the loss of all children taken before their time.

My view stretched for miles and miles. Yet, the relatively small part of the world I lived in held so many wonders. The animals that flocked to my home in the northwest territories of the land were constant companions. What fun to watch them scamper around in search of food and enjoyment, to rejoice with them in a life of unencumbered freedom, while they chased each other, and tenderly cared for their young.

And birds. Oh, the birds! So many different kinds it would take a hundred of my lifetimes to know them all. I delighted in watching the males in their bright plumage, dancing and strutting to impress their more muted lady friends. What a joy to witness such pride in the nudging of chicks from the nest, urging them to take wing. They soared above my head in endless varied performances of stunning magnitude as they floated on the currents of salt-tinged breezes rolling in from the vast ocean.

At night, when the winds quieted and the birds and animals slept peacefully in the safety of their nests and dens, I heard the tiny insects skittering through underbrush. The industriousness of their solemn, busy lives never ceased to amaze me. Large or small, nothing stood in their way. Up and over and under anything and everything-even my big, bulky frame, which sometimes tickled, sometimes itched.

Clouds gathered, dark and beautiful, in pursuit of their own shadows made from moonlight. And how I lifted myself up to the rain.. I reveled in the falling moisture, awash in the freshness it created. It cleansed the atmosphere-cleansed me to my very soul. The sounds of the drops, even the fury of side-driven slates of them, soothed me, comforted me, and fed me. The small rivulets on the ground made me dig in my toes and follow them down, down to the underground streams of the earth that merge and grow while rushing ever faster to the sea.

All that and more filled my days and nights. My only nightmare, my singular terror: Swords of searing, orange heat and scarlet cinders which billowed in curtains of thick ebony drowning me in soot so thick to choke off the air.

But a different horror found me. I should have paid heed when my winged friends took flight in frightened squawks of warning, squirrels jumped from my limbs to disappear into the forest, and the animals at my feet ran.

On a beautiful windswept day, with my arms open wide reaching out to the thinnest clouds of an otherwise clear sky, my face turned toward the sun, they came for me. My innocence of these new creatures led to my downfall. A gentle hand touched me, emanating a pride that gave me joy. There were moments of laughter I mistook for wonder and delight before something hacked into my flesh. Blades of sharp teeth ripped into me. I struggled to maintain my ground, my rightful place, but they pulled at my limbs, slicing them. My life's blood ran to soak the earth beneath my feet. My silent screams went unheard, my death witnessed only by the faraway cries of fear from those who had lived in my shadows.

It was Men who cut me into pieces, stripped me of my beautiful dark, rich, red raiment; men who scattered my pieces far and wide. Some they coated in bright colors that, at times, remind me of my feathered friends; others they dunked into chemicals that burned, burned as the raging fires I so feared. To what end?
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BIOGRAPHY

Keech Ballard delivered newspapers as a boy, and has worked as an engineering aide in the oldest oil field in Southern California, a roustabout on the first offshore oil well drilled in the Santa Barbara Channel after the 1969 spill, a library assistant in a library reference library, a truck loader in a large commercial warehousing operation, a check processor in a large bank, a fabricator for a large aircraft manufacturer, a bartender at an exclusive repertory theater, a substitute school teacher, a private tutor, and a sometime college professor. Keech taught American English as a second language in Germany, and conducted original research and performed literature searches for left wing liberals and right wing reactionaries at a prominent American university. 

He has conducted public opinion polls and market research surveys on an odd confabulation of topics, from Proposition 13 to grand pianos and forthcoming films. Keech has performed as an actor in a variety of roles, including the Boy in The Boy Who Went to Heaven, the Grinch in How the Grinch Stole Christmas, Captain Hook in Peter Pan, the Jury Foreman in Trial by Jury, George in Passion, Poison, and Petrifaction, and Samuel in The Pirates of Penzance. Keech has been writing fiction and poetry off and on for the last 40 years. He is the published author of numerous refereed journal articles, research reports, books and book chapters under a different name. A Woman Apart is the first story of his to be published.
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A WOMAN APART

A woman walks into a bar, sits down, adjusts her little black dress, and orders a mistletoe margarita.

A man at the end of the bar raises his neat tumbler, filled to the brim with translucent single malt, confesses that he spent much of his youth in Japanese internment camps, and runs through a list of recent troop movements in various parts of the adjacent territories.

"Boring," the woman says.

A man in the middle of the bar raises a glass of beer, darker than amber in aspect, confesses that he spent much of his youth in the Hamptons, and asks if she needs help getting across the border, any border.

"Not right now," the woman says.

Everyone in the bar stands up, turns to the woman, and bows together as one, way down low to the waist. They raise their heads an instant later, somewhat bewildered, and look around for the Dalai Lama, who is however nowhere to be seen. Everyone resumes their places and conversations, slightly humbled by the experience.

"Completely unnecessary," the woman says.

A man standing at the other end of the bar scowls at no one in particular, and announces to the room at large that they should tie her up, take her out into the desert, chop her still living body up into very small pieces, and bury them as far apart from each other as possible, just like Charlotte.

"It's been tried before," the woman says.

The woman swivels her hips, and slides off the stool. She looks in the mirror behind the bar, seeing that her lipstick is still perfect. She reaches for a cigarette, snaps her purse shut, and adjusts a few loose strands of imaginary hair with her fingertips. She smiles brightly and her eyes glow red, just for one moment, before returning to their natural state. She looks the man standing at the end of the bar up and down two or three times, as if inspecting a side of beef for subtle flaws.

"You'll do," she says to the man. "Come along, honey, before I change my mind."

The man's nose twitches, but otherwise he doesn't move a muscle.

"Now, soldier," the woman says. "Hop to it."

The man walks slowly toward the exit, moving sinuously, as if in a dream. The woman follows him out the door, tapping the cigarette against her wrist to the rhythm of the beat pouring from the jukebox in the corner, which suddenly starts up for no reason at all.

"I wonder what that was all about," the bartender mutters under his breath, as he continues to wipe the glass gripped tightly in a large meaty fist, which shines like the clearest of all lead crystals, even though it's not.

"Only the shadow knows for sure," the woman says as she fumbles for her car keys, which are buried somewhere near the bottom of her purse.



​​

––––––––

[image: ]


BIOGRAPHY

Since 1972, Ned Barnett has been an innovator in the realms of public relations, marketing, advertising and the use of market research studies to create favorable press coverage for clients. Within that overall scope of service and experience, Barnett has focused on writing and communications in meeting his clients' needs. Along the way, he has written more than 550 published articles and 25 published non- fiction books and maybe 1,000 blogs, most of them - except blogs and articles written for clients - focused on the innovative uses of PR, marketing or advertising. Books include the seminal Hospital Marketing: Step-by-Step, which was bought by one-third of all American hospitals during the mid-1980s, and State of the Art in Hospital Advertising. In the 70s and 80s, Barnett was in demand as a speaker at healthcare marketing and PR events. He was voted top speaker at the American Hospital Association's 1981 annual convention, and three years later, he became the first person to earn Fellowship status in hospital PR and marketing from the AHA.
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SANTA CLAUS VS. THE Second Amendment

Every damn time I think 'bout feedin' my young'uns, ol' Tony Joe's song rattles round my skull.

I'm gonna tell y'all a story so's you'll understand what I'm talkin' about .

An' like that song, we did alright. Partly 'cause a' two things Pop taught me t'believe in: Santa Claus an' the Second Amendment. Santa represents God's bounty. T'other represents our God-given right to defend to (somebody else's) death our right t'keep whatever the hell we got. But Pop never said what's what if'n them two come inta conflict. Unfortunately - Pop doin' 7-to-10 at Raiford for defendin' his own Second Amendment rights inside a liquor store - Pop weren't 'round last Christmas.

I had a crappy deer season - last summer's draught parched them tender-green shoots deer love - a lousy duck season, too. Can't even say nothin' good 'bout thinnin' the local gator herd, neither. What's certain, I got two chest freezers out back, neither one of 'em holdin' much'a anythin'. Sure, I pot-shoot the 'ccasional possum, but Mabel-Mae's one-critter-to-a-pot stew is mighty thin eatin.' How we'd eat this winter, 'specially without no venison, that's a mystery. Mabel-Mae even "suggested" I find me a job at Walmart, but what-in-hell does that cow know 'bout providin' for family, anyway?

Almost worse, Mabel-Mae said it'd be a freakin' Christmas miracle if we had 'nough to feed seven kids - each of 'em could eat the belly out of a possum at one sittin.'
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