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Introduction 

 

The story played out in these pages is a work of fiction. Nonetheless, 
it has been inspired by real people and unexpected experiences I had 

as a young single man living in Kashmir, India. My work in tourism 
there paved the way for me to engage the culture, live with a gentle 

and caring Muslim family, as well as co-found a poetry club amongst 
University of Kashmir students.  

I’m compelled to point out that writing this story was a way 
for me to make sense of my own journey. At the time I was young in 

my own faith and greatly surprised by the various nuances of faith 
expressions within Islam, as well as the nearness of the three 

Abrahamic traditions. In Kashmir, both the supernatural and 

religiosity were inescapable. I was taught how to eat and sit like the 
prophet Muhammad, for example.  

I feel obligated to note that the story’s accuracies come only 
from my own time living there several years ago. Noon Chai Escape is 

highly finite in it’s representation of Kashmir. It represents a 
creatively indulged fiction version of my non-fiction time there—and 

no, there were no kidnappings; but, yes, I have spent time with ex-
freedom fighters. So enjoy the story for what it is, and nothing more. I 

encourage all my readers to visit Kashmir as a tourist, stay in a lovely 
Houseboat, and take a small trek in the magnificent Himalaya.  

Lastly, I want to give a heartfelt special thanks to all the 
Kashmiri people who became my friends—and family—and taught 

me how to slow down, laugh at life, and how to sit on a kitchen floor 
for hours, chatting, free of technology and to-do lists. I thank them 

for the opportunity to create a work of fiction about Kashmir, their 
home.  
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001 

 
The auto-rickshaw fare was being split between Grant and a 

Muslim man riding next to him who smelled like wet wool, 

shaving cream, and oily hair. They were uncomfortably 

crammed on the narrow bench-seat. Grant had no idea that in 

less than ten minutes he’d blackout and awake in a place void 

of all freedom. 

 “Rooksa,” Grant said. “I need to get out here.”  

The Kashmiri taxi driver studied the wet road, 

determined to dodge oncoming potholes. A cigarette dangling 

from his lips bobbed as the auto-rickshaw vibrated in every 

direction. Rides into town had become routine for the young 

American. 

 “Rooksa! Stop here!” Grant’s voice was direct and 

unwavering.  

The driver ignored him. Instead, he adjusted his prayer 

cap and wiped the back of his unshaven neck, moist from road-

mist flying in at both open sides of the three-wheeled vehicle.    
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Grant stole eye contact with the driver through the 

jittery rearview mirror. The driver slid out of view. The man 

next to him held his gaze forward, expressionless. Grant 

couldn’t help but notice a dime-sized mole on his cheekbone 

and speculate the effects such a facial burden might have on 

someone.  

“Hey,” said Grant, leaning toward the man, “can you 

tell the driver to stop here?” He pointed downward to signify 

here. “Maybe the driver doesn’t understand my Kashmiri, but 

can you? We’ve already passed Dal Gate Bazaar.”  

He glared his swollen eyes at Grant for a moment and 

turned away, all the while keeping a stubborn grip on the metal 

bar spanning the back of the driver’s front seat.  

“You don’t understand me, do you?” said Grant in the 

local language.  

No response. 

“No English either?” He slumped back into the bony 

seat. “Perfect.” 

 Grant was at a loss and running out of patience. He let 

his mind wander as a defense against the rising agitation. 

Squinting in thought and massaging his beard, he speculated if 

he’d become too wrapped up in adapting to the religious ways 

of Kashmiri culture, or if he’d forgotten his original reason for 

being there—for leaving the dream called America. Morning 
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swelled and intensified in color as it panned across the dark 

domes of his round eyes, filling them with contemplative 

catchlight.  

 The vehicle hit a violent bump in the road and 

interrupted his thoughts. 

 “Rooksa! Rooksa!” said Grant, slapping his hand on the 

back of the driver’s seat several times. “Come on, man. Stop 

already. What’s your deal?”   

A full breath and a snappy prayer, that’s what he did in 

these trivial, and apparently impossible situations. God, what’s 

going on? Help me.  

To his right was a bar—no door, no way out. To his 

left sat the ill-faced man looking as if he’d cry or rage, or both. 

Grant intrusively reached his left arm in front of the other 

passenger and grabbed the flimsy swing-arm door. He smiled 

politely and nodded at the rushing road. The man looked at 

him with morose satisfaction. Situations similar to this 

routinely occurred, due to miscommunication. His experience 

with Kashmiris was usually warm, generous, and playful. 

Apparently, not today.  

This is more than the usual miscommunication.  

The man squeezed Grant’s outstretched arm in front of 

him and yanked it off the swing-arm door. His eyes flickered 
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with dark-hearted malevolence. Grant put both hands in his 

lap, sat upright, and waited for adrenaline to pass his veins.   

Could it finally be happening? He’d been warned by so 

many not to come to the disputed Kashmir, India—that it was 

hopeless and dangerous. The past two years had had their 

share of cultural frustrations, occasional animosity expressed 

for America and the West, but nothing too serious. His host 

Kashmiri family and the young guys in the neighborhood had 

all become loyal friends.  

Living near a tiny market above a rice field, sharing 

evening laughs over noon chai, and meandering peacefully 

through neighborhoods and mosques in the afternoon had all 

become normal life for him. Of course, the ominous shadow of 

Violence hid behind all this, revealing its crooked face in 

newspaper headlines: 25 DEAD FROM BOMB BLAST, or 

vocalizing its presence in the popping of midnight gunfire 

between Indian military and insurgency militants on the other 

end of Dal Lake. But after getting over the initial fears of 

entering Kashmir, Grant gained the expectation that the 

shadow of Violence would remain a shadow.   

By now they’d driven well past the ramshackle of Dal 

Gate Bazaar and were approaching the bullet-hole-speckled 

Clock Tower on the edge of Pruin Shah’har, the Old City. All 

sense of security left Grant, cutting a gap in his gut. This 

location was home to a more conservative population infested 
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with young militant radicals who lashed out against anyone in 

opposition to their rigid form of Islamic ideals. A highly visible 

Indian military presence reduced violent outbreaks instigated 

by these so-called Kashmiri freedom fighters. But at times it 

just wasn’t enough. Most Kashmiris desired a simple life. They 

were exasperated by the freedom fighters whose cause had long 

since been obscured.  

I’m in a rickshaw with fanatics. Grant swallowed a lump. I 

guess I knew this day might come. Lord, I trust you to get me out of this. 

Why did this prayer not feel sufficient, he wondered. 

Looking at the one armored van positioned in the 

center of pedestrian-crowded traffic, Grant began flagging for 

help. His hand was nothing more than a blur amid the chaotic 

whirlpool of bargain shoppers and vehicles.  

 A 9mm jammed into Grant’s ribs.  

He pulled his hand slowly back into the rickshaw.  

“I guess we’re not stopping.” Lord… don’t leave me now.  

The mole-faced Muslim stared through Grant with 

bulbous white eyes like a mindless mongrel dog eyeing a 

chicken corpse at the trash heap near Grant’s home. Today, 

Violence wanted Grant’s blood as ink for another page in the 

painful story it had been authoring since India’s independence 

in 1949. One more victim. One more number to go down in 

the books. 
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 Grant fixated on the gun. He imagined the curry-

stained finger of the gunman slowly moving until the hammer 

sprung loose; how that would spark an explosion within the 

brass shell inside the barrel; how that would blast a bullet of 

copper-plated iron through his easily torn flesh; how the deep, 

hot sting of the bullet would zip through him on one side and 

tear out the other, leaving his insides to slush and pump and 

squirt aimlessly until unconscious. What would his family say, 

or think. He even fretted over the unjust label that would 

continue to stick to Kashmiri Muslims as easily given to 

terrorism or harboring terrorist-like sentiments. He wanted 

nothing more than to disprove that. It was easy to do, but now 

this.  

 Grant’s ribs winced at the steady aggression of hard 

metal against them. 

Who will I fear except the Lord? Grant remembered the 

words of David when King Saul hunted him in the wilderness. 

Of course David feared as Grant feared, yet a steady, calming 

peace sedated Grant’s fight-or-flight instinct, much the way he 

imagined David being calmed by the presence of God in his 

hideout cave when authoring the Psalms.  

 The two men stared each other down. With 

unwavering determination, neither blinked, not even with the 

bumps in the road nor the heightening pitch of the strained 

rickshaw engine.  
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Like a spark-spattering comet blazing the Phoenix city 

grid, Simon Lockette raced home in his sticker-smothered pick-

up truck en route to meet his friend, Drew Kasper, for a night 

of video games and beer drinking. The plan was to party until 

about 2A.M., then pack for India, overdose on Red Bull energy 

drinks, and be at Sky Harbor Airport by 5A.M.—two hours 

early.  

Blaring Indie rock music overpowered the loud drone 

of highway noise and the screeching caused by a dragging 

exhaust mount. Curative screaming vocals, pulsing four-count 

drums, and energized guitars injected the air. Simon had just 

downloaded the new Plaster Cake album and was giving it a test 

run to see if it qualified as good driving music. It passed.  

He was on his way home from Burrito Bomba located 

on the opposite end of Arizona’s skillet-hot suburban-sprawl. 

Lights smeared in passing. Bridges advanced overhead. The 

faded silver hood of his truck swallowed lane reflectors. Simon 

let his broad hand fly in the wind outside the window—up and 

down—contemplating one thing.  

His starved hunger for life-purpose resembled a caged 

tiger resisting the urge to give up and accept a life that owned 

him more than he owned it. He wouldn’t give in; he would 
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pace back and forth, until liberated. He had been in the cage of 

a meaningless life for so long he wouldn’t even know what to 

hunt if released. Nevertheless, his instinct told him: hunt for it—

whatever it is. Until that day of true liberation, it was necessary 

for Simon to conceal his condition, never allowing it to affect 

the cool, confident demeanor that attracted his abundance of 

friends.  

Simon glanced at the rear-view mirror, switched lanes 

without signaling, and wiped a stray cluster of dark hair from 

his forehead. Hot air invaded the truck cabin as vexation 

invaded his mind. He constantly leaned forward, plucking free 

the sweaty t-shirt stuck to his back.  

Paralyzed by the fear of living in vain like the rest of the 

world, he had become static and stagnant. He gripped the 

vinyl wrapped steering wheel, pursed his lips in disgust at the 

thought, and held course through a broad, sweeping turn. 

At the core, life didn’t offer Simon a blueprint of facts 

for him to build anything meaningful. The ambitions of most 

people were mindless adoptions of the norm and were often 

accidentally acquired over time. His father, Charles Lockette, 

successfully lived for the purpose of wealth and power, one of 

many purposes Simon rejected. For Simon’s sixteenth birthday 

Charles bought him a new Ford Mustang. In protest, Simon 

rode his bike to school. He despised spoiled kids and refused to 

be one himself. Dad also fully supported the War in Iraq. This 
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disgusted Simon, and ignited his flame against the ruling rich 

elite—the House of Saud and Bush family alike. And Obama’s 

just a puppet to Wall Street. His softer-side came from his 

mother, who—before she died—lived for Charles and the 

Church, never receiving much in return from either. In a 

sense, Simon’s softer-side passed when his mother passed.  

Lost in thought and unable to read the speedometer, he 

exceeded 85mph. The dashboard lights went out a month ago. 

Icy-blue street lamps strobed his pale, cheeky face. He tapped 

one hand on the steering wheel in time with a drumbeat.  

Bam! He loved that part. Yeah, this is totally worthy driving 

music.  

What agitated Simon, too, was his older brother Grant, 

especially because he grew up admiring him. Grant claimed to 

have a purpose from the invisible God: to live as Jesus’ conduit 

for peace in places of conflict. It had led him to war-torn 

Kashmir, India. The whole concept sounded cliché to Simon, 

culturally imposing, and unnecessarily dangerous.          

Downright stupid. 

All the purposes Simon observed others living for 

appeared frivolous and misguided, yet he desperately desired a 

purpose of his own. A lot of his friends were now longing for 

marriage as a way to fill their void, to make life meaningful. 

But he knew better than to go that route.  
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He exited the highway. 

Upon passing a Target store, Simon got a sudden urge. 

An idea followed. He braked enough to turn in.  

Parking the truck near the store, he plotted the whole 

scheme in an instant. He rubbed sweat from his hands onto his 

black jeans and moved the truck farther away, behind Circle 

K. The plan was set. A little excitement might numb his 

unsettled bickering over an aimless life. He had to do it. 

Just for kicks. Gotta stay sharp too.  

Simon flung open the squeaky door, cracked his 

knuckles, and got out. 

 

 A struggling truck engine pulsed and groaned. Men’s 

voices mumbled indiscernibly in the background like a faded 

memory. Grant’s head smacked against something hard. The 

force reminded him of his first schoolyard fight in the 7th grade. 

Charles, his father, shoved him hard against their huge 

stainless steel refrigerator that night and warned his boy to 

control his temper.  

Grant bounced up again.  

Tired and disoriented he opened his eyes to a clouded 

sky. Slender poplar trees passed on either side, waving their 
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tiny coin-shaped leaves. He was in the back of a truck climbing 

uphill. All he could remember was the anticipation of pain 

upon seeing a river rock gripped in the hand of an ugly 

rickshaw driver rushing toward his bare face. Then, he 

remembered the gun and the eyes of hate eager to jump out of 

the mole-faced man’s skull to eat him alive.  

 Aware of his danger, Grant sat up and spoke to God. 

His hands were bound in front. The bed of the truck popped 

up, Grant’s body stiffened and twisted midair. Landing on his 

elbows, he let out a gasp. He noticed the coppery flavor of 

blood in his mouth. The truck jerked forward. Grant slid and 

braced himself with his rope-tied feet against the tailgate. 

 He licked the corners of his lips; the blood from his 

forehead had streamed down and crusted around his mouth. 

Obviously, he’d been driven on these back roads for some 

time. He also realized that a rope fastened to the side of the 

truck bed was connected to him as a noose around his neck. So 

much for jumping out.  

 Gaining composure, he relaxed his muscles, moved his 

concentration away from the throbbing wound on his 

forehead, and honed into the conversation alive in the truck 

cabin.  

 “The last time a shipment of this proportion came was 

in 1999,” said the driver. 
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 “Yes, but even with that amount of weaponry, India 

was victorious,” said the round man in the middle with a 

hoarse voice.  

 “India. Victorious? That is an overstatement, Ajaz. 

We’re still here,” said Imran, the skinnier one. 

 “Yes, we are still here.” The driver turned toward his 

comrades, restraining a smile. “And we’re not leaving. 

Kashmir is our country.” Searching his thoughts, his excitement 

grew. “Imagine pounding every Indian armored vehicle with 

guided missiles.” 

 “I imagine it every morning,” said Imran, lost in the 

passing scenery. “With one button we’ll tear apart a hundred 

occupying Hindu snakes—all those who bow to the phallic 

image of Shiva Linga.” 

 “And they’ll all be standing around waiting for one of 

us to pop up, but we won’t be there,” said Yusef with flint-

hearted delight, gripping the steering wheel with white 

knuckles. “They’ll be gone before their next cup of chai. A 

foolish military. Fools. All of them.” 

 “So, you think this is actually going to work, Yusef?” 

 “Of course it is, Ajaz,” he said, hardening his gaze at 

the dirt road ahead of him. “Of course it will work… as long as 

we leverage the infidel.”  
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 Yusef turned to look at Imran again. Imran beamed 

with confidence.  

 Grant noticed the heinous mole mounted on the 

driver’s left cheek. He recognized the driver as the gunman 

from the rickshaw. He was the obvious leader of the trio. Who 

were these guys? Grant squeezed his hand into a growling fist, 

and released it.  

 A fresh mountain scent swirled about the bed of the 

truck. Grant closed his eyes, not wanting to draw attention to 

his alert state. Fine rain fell from the flat grey sky. His hipbone 

wouldn’t get comfortable and the moisturized air was chilling. 

What did he have to do with three militants and a weapons 

shipment? Why him? Why not steal one of those hippy Israeli 

tourists floating around town in search of heroin and opium? 

Obviously, they were the true unbelievers. Grant, as a follower 

of an Islamic prophet, Messiah Jesus, had always been 

accepted as a cousin to Muslims. He had even spoken with 

fundamentalists before about this, and was able to experience a 

peaceful conversation. Something more was at stake than their 

hate for his culture or faith. Haji Haviz—Grant’s Kashmiri 

landlord and pseudo-father—used to always tell Grant: “If 

something isn’t going right, then Pakistan has something to do 

with it—they’re destructive and ignorant.”  

 Racist, but perhaps there is some connection here. 
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Nothing measured up in his rationalizing. For all he 

knew the American CIA had something to do with it. At least 

that’s what Simon would tell him if he were there.  

 The truck ground to a stop. 
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002 

 
Simon’s heart pounded with nervous anxiety. His cheeky face 

glossed over with sweat. Glowing iridescent lights inside Target 

grew more ominous with each step. His chestnut hair lay damp 

on his forehead. He constantly wiped it back.  

He went to the back right corner of the store. After 

pretending to honestly browse the electronics department for 

about two minutes, he finally held the object of desire in view: 

the Immortal Warriors video game. He swiftly pulled the anime-

decorated game from the rack, and shoved it down the front of 

his pants. The top corners poked through his army-green, 

vintage t-shirt.  

Determined for him and Kasper to have a new game to 

play that night, he proceeded, as calmly as a stiff and paranoid 

twenty-one year old thief-in-the-act could. Looking over his 

shoulder, he glanced at an employee in a red vest folding some 

towels. Unfortunately, he caught her attention with his good 

looks. She smiled. Up ahead, another worker pushed a cart 

straight toward him. The wobbly wheels rattled. Simon’s jittery 
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heart connected itself to the vibrations of the noise. He hurried 

past the messy racks of children’s clothes. The exit was near. 

He picked up pace. Wait. There’s too many employees posted 

at the front entrance, Simon thought to himself, jabbing another 

glance over his right shoulder. He turned toward the garden 

department. 

The night sky presented itself beyond an isle of vines, 

two cash registers, and an open gate. Simon had one thing 

ringing in his mind: Alarm? The night clerk was busy tending 

flowers. No security guards were in sight. He felt confident he 

had successfully dodged the surveillance cameras earlier. His 

chest pounded three times for every quick step he made. Then 

it happened. 

He made it out. No alarm, right on!  

Spurred on by victory and spacious nighttime air, he 

forced himself not to walk too fast. Kasper I’m gonna tear you up 

with Master Sin-gee tonight. As the adrenaline subsided, Simon 

imagined the fighter Sin-gee’s spin kick and how he would beat 

any Immortal Warrior character Kasper might choose when they 

met later that night. He bobbed his head in time with a Plaster 

Cake song jamming in his mental-radio. It helped him keep his 

cool. This was just the kind of rush he needed on a night like 

this. 

Now all he had to do was get across the starlit parking 

lot to his truck. He cracked his knuckles and proceeded. 
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Simon might have been a novice at this, but he was no 

fool. He was clever, and knew how to devise a solid plan. 

Because Security could have chased or followed him, he left his 

licensed vehicle out of the picture. Target might have had 

cameras in the parking lot. They could have caught him on 

tape in the store, then snapped a photo of his license plate 

outside, and presented the evidence to local cops. Simon did 

his best to eliminate unseen risks—during this incident, as well 

as with other details of his life. He considered himself a 

“calculated risk-taker.” 

Turning the corner of the stucco finished Circle K, he 

found his Toyota pick-up right where he had left it. It fired up 

quickly. He was ready to go, but couldn’t resist pulling out the 

uncomfortable video game from behind his belt. It was 

difficult. Simon wore tight indie-rocker type jeans. “Nice. This 

game is gonna rock,” He whispered as he gazed over the 

colorful cover graphics. Grant would be so disappointed in me right 

now… 

 Whatever.  

Grinding the stick shift into reverse, Simon released the 

clutch and gave a little more gas than was necessary. The tires 

gave a hushed squeal, but only because the gas station had 

such slick concrete. 
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 His captors surrounded him. 

 “What do you want from me,” said Grant, as he sat up 

in the back of the truck.  

 “Shut up,” said Yusef, vigilantly scrutinizing each 

vanishing end of the road. 

 Ajaz, with his long wiry beard, stood proud behind the 

tailgate. He unlatched it and lowered it with one arm. The 

thing squeaked, and as it opened Grant saw an AK-47 securely 

hung by a leather strap resting on the man’s round belly.  

 Imran peeled off his thin cotton prayer-cap, wiped his 

bald head, and lifted his lanky body into the bed of the truck. 

Pulling up the front flap of his kameez shirt he reached in his 

pants and pulled out a rubber-handled knife. Grant considered 

delivering an all out boot to the skinny man’s crotch. 

Considered, but nothing more. Grant froze as the knife moved 

toward his neck.  

 Imran cut the rope that noosed Grant.  

 “Run, and my fat friend over there will spray your legs 

with bullets.” 

 Ajaz eyed Grant like a starved prisoner of war eyeing a 

plate of rice and beans. His stubby fingers clenched the gun 

handle.  

Imran wedged the six-inch blade between Grant’s 

chaffed wrists and the yellow twine that bound him.  
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“Get out,” said Imran. 

Free from all bindings, Grant rose to his feet. Fatigued 

from the ride and still dizzy from the head wound, he slowly 

moved to jump down from the back of the truck. Behind him, 

Imran lifted one leg chest high and kicked him in the back. 

Grant flew. His back arched with the blow, spun half around in 

the air, and landed in a muddy puddle. Bits of mud lodged into 

the buttons on his blue collared shirt. The right half of him was 

now stained with dark dirt. 

He jumped up and peered downward into the bulbous 

eyes of Yusef: was there any life in there, and if so, what kind of 

life? He wanted to claw the man’s jaw, rip it out, and beat him 

over the head with it. The challenging words of Christ entered 

his mind: You have heard it said an eye for an eye. But I say love your 

enemies. How many Christians aspired to be Christlike, and how 

many times had he believed himself to have gained distance on 

that ascent. Now, look at him: faced with a real enemy, craving 

retaliation—heart pumping, fist pounding, rib-breaking 

retaliation.  

God help me. I wanna crush this guy. His bitter heart 

wrestled with his conscience in a battle for control.   

His arms were yanked back and bound again, but this 

time with duct tape. He felt the warm, chubby belly of Ajaz 

behind him. Yusef approached him nonchalantly. Then, 

exploding from his slumber, he slapped Grant’s face.  
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“You will do as your told, infidel. Obedience is the key 

to living now. Understand.” 

Grant nodded once, even if he didn’t believe the man.  

“Good,” he said, while picking at a tiny scab on his 

freshly shaven face. 

Yusef turned to Ajaz with an outstretched arm. Ajaz 

pulled a shredded cloth from the pocket of his baggy shalwar 

pants, grinning. Grant hated how the man stood there 

pridefully combing his beard with those stupid chubby fingers.  

Grant took one last look at his surroundings, hoping to 

remember something important for an escape. No prominent 

landmarks were in sight. Mist-shrouded greenery surrounded 

him: slender poplar trees, pillar-like chinar trees, shrubbery, 

and foot-tall blades of grass. Springtime in the Himalayan 

valley brought plant life into bloom and moss covered every 

stone, log, and boulder. “Kashmir chu khoobsurat,” Grant used 

to say. Kashmir is beautiful. Well, not today. Not anymore. 

Yusef cinched the blindfold tight. The knot tugged and 

caught a batch of Grant’s hair into its lace. 

The three men led Grant up and down several hills, 

and across a tract of rice fields. He stumbled along, jamming 

his big toe once. The militants poked fun at his helplessness, 

calling him “half a man.” Two hours of tiresome walking, then 

noise. It grew louder. Children’s voices. A busy intersection, a 
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park, or a bazaar? Either way it was all too distant to offer any 

hope.  

Eventually, he was led into a building. He could smell 

curry and heard the faint howl of gas-stove tops. He heard the 

jostling of keys. The floors were slick. 

Cement or marble? Dusty… 

A doorknob turned and rattled. A heavy door swung 

open and made a thud. 

Thrust forward into nothingness, he feared his face 

would smash against some unseen object. But he held his 

ground and balanced himself soon enough.  

Yusef lifted the blindfold. His thick purple lips stretched 

wide into a flat grin. What sick ideas did he have for him? 

The walls of the room were glossed over with thick 

turquoise paint, typical Kashmiri style, but were also hideously 

stained at the seams with black, brown, and putrid yellow 

mildew and mineral build up. It looked to him as if water had 

been leaking through the ceiling for over twenty years. The 

bed used to be white, but was now soiled dark grey in the 

middle, graduating to light beige on the edges.  

“See you later, infidel.” 

The door slammed. One lock, two, three, and 

something else made a noise, too. Bars covered one window. 

Behind them were boards blocking all entry of light, except for 
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one small ray—one glimpse of hope. Hardly. A single light 

bulb dangled overhead with a cotton pull string knotted at the 

tip. It too was stained with dirt and grime. A blue bucket sat 

alone in the corner. The place smelled like an incontinent man 

who hadn’t showered in weeks. Grant struggled to keep the 

contents of his breakfast down. With nothing else to do, he sat 

on the bed, hesitating to let his bound hands touch it.  

“Mr. Lockette we have your son,” said a voice outside 

the door.  

Grant rose from the bed halfway—anxious to hear 

what must have been a phone call to his father—but fell 

deliriously to the mucky cement floor. Exhausted beyond 

anything he had felt before, he drew in all his energy, craned 

his head, pressed his bearded cheek against the cold metal 

framing of the bed and bit the corner of a dirty pillow. Pulling 

it down, he finally rested his head on it. The urge to sleep 

tackled him into a blissful surrender. Every bit of air left his 

lungs, and soon he was dreaming about a New York Strip steak 

cooked medium rare and smothered with caramelized onions.   

 

 The sound of clicking buttons, guttural fight noises, and 

video game music filled Kasper’s poster-covered bedroom. 

Beneath the red glow of a hanging paper light, Kasper and 
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Simon sunk deep into a brown leather couch that had seen 

better days. The original soft leather had turned into a sickly 

resemblance of flaky, dry skin, but was comfortable 

nonetheless.   

 The young men’s glowing faces changed colors with the 

TV screen as they scrolled through the various options for 

another level to compete in. 

 “Simon, the other day you were saying something 

about how you hated the phrase ‘all men are created equal’.” 

“Yeah, and?” 

Kasper continued, “And I was thinking about it 

yesterday, trying to figure out what you meant, exactly.” 

 “Dude, you think way too much.” 

“Nah, seriously, bro.” 

“Nothing could be farther from the truth,” Simon said, 

jabbing his foot into the ground as if moving his leg would 

cause his character’s kick moves to hit harder in the game. 

“First of all, it was created by slave-owning white men and 

preached as truth,” he said, mockingly waving his finger. “And 

half of them were racists at heart anyways.” 

 “Yeah, that sucks. But I think it’s still a good truth, 

regardless,” commented Kasper in a voice as timid as the 

dimly lit surroundings of his bedroom. 

 “Truth, what’s that?” snapped Simon. 
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 “Good point, Seeee-mone. I couldn’t tell, ya’,” Kasper 

said, attempting to lighten the conversation. 

 Simon continued his tirade. “Some people are born 

blind, handicapped, or just less intelligent than others—”  

“—Like you,” jabbed Kasper playfully. 

“Shut up—people are not born equal. Not to mention 

that the phrase blatantly excludes women from its moralizing 

blabber.” 

Kasper’s silence appeared as consent to all that Simon 

had said. He set his controller down with the frustration of 

another Immortal Warriors defeat. Simon simply had more 

natural skill for spatial cognition and coordination, which was 

why he consistently triumphed over Kasper. 

 Peeling themselves from the couch, they wandered 

down a dark hallway toward the bright kitchen and continued 

to talk. 

 Kasper’s own silence disturbed him, so he spoke up, 

“You got a point. But still, I sense something sacred with that 

phrase and wouldn’t be so fast to smash it if I were you, bro.” 

He was never this straight forward with anyone, only Simon. 

 “Ah, you and your ‘sacred this’ and ‘sacred that’ stuff.” 

 “Okay, you’re right, Simon, it’s all a big conspiracy,” 

Kasper said sarcastically. 

 “Shut up, dude.” 
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 “Admit it. You’re just mad at God, not the phrase. 

That’s where people got it from in the first place, religion,” 

Kasper finally said what was really on his mind. His heart 

pulsed. “God made people unequal, then? You’re mad about 

that?” 

 Simon stopped in the middle of the hallway. With tense 

lips, he responded in a slightly offended tone, “Mad? How can 

I be mad at some invisible freak that doesn’t exist?” He 

continued his walk. 

 “You tell me, Simon… you look pissed.”  

Simon shot Kasper a serious look out of the corner of 

his eyes. His hair dangled in front. He said nothing. The 

seconds fell like slow dripping honey. “Haaaaaaaaaah! You 

thought I was really pissed,” he said jokingly with a menacing 

grin and a friendly shove at Kasper, easily pushing his fragile 

physique against the hallway wall. 

“Yeah, I was about to grab you a box of tissues, so you 

could wipe your salty, boo-hoo tears,” said Kasper with an 

ineffective shove in return. 

 They both chuckled a bit.  

Kasper wedged his draping curly hair behind his ears, 

as he always did, and grabbed an ale beer out from the fridge. 

He popped the top, handed it to Simon, and pulled another 
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out for himself. When the fridge shut, all that could be heard 

was the clanging of bottles. 

 “So, you’re defending God these days,” said Simon. 

 “No, man—not defending, just not offending. 

Something or someone’s gotta be out there. If God didn’t 

create the universe, who did?” 

 “Whatever, bro. That’s circular logic. And don’t you go 

gettin’ religious on me, too!” 

 “Pchsh. No worries there, man—never. Not me. 

Religion is mental suicide and—” 

 “—Yeah it is.” 

 “You know me better than that,” said Kasper. “I’m a 

free bird. Lynard-style.” 

 “Good.” Simon half-smiled and took a swig off his beer. 

“You got your plane tickets and stuff?” 

 “Yeah, I just need to shove a few more things into my 

bag.” 

 “I got my gear together. I’m just gonna need like six 

Red Bull’s after these beers. This is gonna be some trip. I 

haven’t seen my brother in two years.” 

 Kasper leaned back on the kitchen counter piled high 

with crusty dishes. The stink of garlic breadsticks oozed from 
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the trashcan. Combined with the dishes, it created a scent akin 

to dead pigeons in the alley.  

 Suddenly, a new demeanor overtook Simon. Like an 

invisible hand clasped his face and smeared it downward. He 

set his beer down. “Bro, I’ve had some crap on my mind 

lately.” 

“Like what?” 

“I don’t know. Let’s take a walk?” 

The phone rang.  

Simon nodded in approval of Kasper answering. 

“Hello… uh, yeah. Here he is.” 

“It’s your Dad,” he whispered, while handing the 

phone to Simon. 

“Dad?” 
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003 

 
Grant’s brown eyes blinked open. The cell was pitch black. 

Thirsty for light, his pupils dilated; they absorbed only 

darkness. He scratched away the crust glued to his eyelid and 

wiped his beard. There was no way to know what time of day 

it was, except that the landscape of shrilling cricket-noise 

suggested evening was near—or it could have been the middle 

of the night, too.  

Something wasn’t right. 

In the corner, a figure stood frozen. What the..? He 

blinked. It was blacker than the blackness. It flickered, began to 

rise, and then dashed to the other side of the room. Grant’s 

spine tingled. His neck stiffened. His blood ran cold. He ran his 

trembling fingers through his greasy, bed-head hair. The figure 

disappeared… continued… 
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