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Smoke Screen – Honorable Mention 

Tick Tick Tick 

        The clock on the man’s wrist was a constant reminder of the time passing. Ten minutes I 

had been sitting, and he had yet to address my reason for being here. He sat across from me, low 

in his chair, legs crossed and head tilted. In one hand he held his cigarette, glowing dimly at the 

tip. In the other, he was lazily nursing a snifter of brandy. The remains of the amber liquid were 

pooled at the bottom. Between us was a wide mahogany table carrying a lone Parker 51 pen. 

Tick Tick 

          He cleared his throat. I looked through the noxious haze of smoke at my caller. He was 

eyeing me with an unreadable expression. At a later date, I would understand it to be a look of 

contempt. Clearing his throat a second time, he leaned forward and folded his hands. His voice 

was far less gravelly than his habit had me presume. “Would you like a cigarette?” I said I 

wouldn't, but thank you. Setting his brandy on the table,  he stubbed his cigarette in the ashtray. 

“Do you know why you're here, friend?” I didn't, and I told him so. He smiled at me as if to say, 

“come on now.”  

Tick tick 

I didn't know what he was getting at. My life was fairly predictable. I was perfectly 

content with the familiar, never one to stir the pot. At this point he lit another cigarette, but he 

never pulled it to his mouth. Instead, he left the ashes to grow on the tip, clinging to the butt. His 



other hand began to absentmindedly twirl the pen. “James,” he said, “I am afraid lying to me will 

do us no good.” 

He was wrong that day. Neither a lie nor the truth would have helped me. Not when the 

mind I was trying to convince made its decision before I walked through the door. “Please 

James, tell me why you killed them?” 

I froze. Them. The implication that I would kill not one, but multiple people threw me. 

Who was he talking about? I mentally ran through a list of the people in my life. It was a short 

list. I had never married, I had no children.  I told him as much. There must be a mistake. He 

clucked his tongue impatiently. “I do not have time for childishness.” he warned, “tell me the 

truth.” I stared down at the fine suit I wore. Paired with my favorite watch, it was the finest 

money could buy.  

His patience was wearing thin. He began to ask more and more questions. He asked me 

where I worked and what I did for leisure. Did I have any friends? Why hadn't I married? Did I 

have a mistress? On and on he went with character questions. He never once asked me details 

about the crimes I had supposedly committed. Eventually, the questions ceased. His exhaustion 

evident in the lines of his face. He set down the pen; the nib was pointed towards me. 

Tick tick. I couldn't get over the cold look he was giving me. His eyes bore into mine with 

a myriad of emotions pooling behind them. There was a familiar quality to them, as if he too 

knew the illusion we had created would burst. The ashes grew longer. “One final question,” he 

exhaled heavily, “look around you, was it all worth it?” 

Was it worth it? My eyes moved around the room. I saw the expensive art lining the 

walls. A bar cart with intricate decanters housing the finest spirits. I thought about the scapegoat 



I had chosen, currently rotting away for my actions. I turned back to the dressing table.  Eyeing 

my reflection with the same cold eyes, I downed the last of my brandy. The ashes fell. 

“I believe it was.” 


