Desert Rose


At first, the weather seemed cold and bleak, such as a December evening commonly presented.  Thin skeletal trees bent their branches to the slightest whim of the wind as it blew in from the north, a whistling sound touched the silence.  Any fragile crisp leaves that were left on the ends of twigs were severed and fluttered away as the air gusted.  Snow blanketed the grounds all around, fresh from the afternoon fall, not yet stained or blackened with the choking exhaust and grime of motor vehicles passing through.  The city road was not yet plowed since few cars drove by.  But the road that ran through to Benning Manor was clean and snow-free, all the way from the edge of the intersection, through the gates, and to every road in the manor grounds.  To one it may have looked like no precipitation had even fallen on the land, as if clouds had avoided that particular spot on the Earth, as if they didn't want to risk offending it.


The manor itself was built on a hill overlooking the rest of Bennington, Virginia.  Built in 1840 by a railroad baron who apparently thought of himself as more of a king judging by his choice of lavish lifestyle.  Through the generations the house had eventually fallen into the hands of one Alexander Crookston, the great great great grandnephew of the original tenant and last surviving member of the Benning clan.  Likely he was to be the absolute last for he had no heir and had approached the age when Death would come to call.  His willowy old body now lay on his satin bed, covered by a sheet as thin as paper, long napped grey hair rained down from the back of his scalp like egg noodles.


Beside him was Garth Palmer, Benning's attorney-at-law, with his hands clasped in front of him and a smart business suit on.  He and his firm were largely responsible for the prosperity of the remaining Benning enterprises, mostly through under-the-table means and methods.  It was Palmer who had called the six who now stood in a semi-circle around him and his client.  

Mark Lawrence, Alexander's chief accountant, who was the keeper and manager of the entire Benning fortune, had been the first to arrive.  Next to him stood Terrence Bogard, a wealthy business owner who Benning had borrowed quite a bit of money from and intended to get it back by hook or by crook.  Then Minnie Flynn, a blond southern belle with a lengthy heritage, who claimed she was the rightful heir to Benning's fortune.  Paige, her daughter who despised her mother's greed and wanted to see the fortune used for good purposes, accompanied her.  Then Ingrid, a frizzy haired and unconventional psychic who claimed spirits called her to the Benning Manor from the 'Other world'.  

The only one there who didn't have some sort of personal interest in Crookston's fortune was Trevor Kimball, chief detective at the Bennington Police Department.  He was ordered here to make sure this entire trial was straightened out to ensure the stability of the town.  Trevor had no desire to save Crookston's fortune or the town's reputation.  In fact, he would sooner see the manor burn down than have a new megalomaniac take over the city.


For that was the reason all of them had been called here tonight.  Crookston had been diagnosed with cancer some time ago and knew he had not long to live.  Palmer had encouraged Crookston to make out a will to bequeath his fortune, lest it trickle down into the cracks of "undeserving hands".  But Crookston's eccentricity now had higher priority than thought and reason since his old age.  And he had the final say in who would receive the bulk of the wealth.  If he had no heir, then the closest available facsimile would have to do.  Through Palmer's agency and much research, these people were sought out and brought here, some against their better wishes, some for their better wishes.  Now all that was left was for Crookston to make his decision.


Propped by a pillow, the decrepit millionaire smacked his dry lips, his empty gums clearly showing in his wrinkled mouth.  Dentures were out of the question for a man of his stature.  His wild darting eyes scanned his audience.  His mouth curled as if to say something then thought better of it.  He turned to Palmer and whispered something to him.


Hold it, the boom was in the shot.


What?


Sorry about that.


Can we do it again?


What th'?


Hey, what's going on?  What the hell is this?


Let's take it from 'propped by a pillow'.


Hey!  Hey!  You can't do that! You can't interrupt me!  Oh god, I've still got 400 more pages to write and now it's all ruined.  It's ruined.  You can't just interrupt me in the middle of a narrative.


Who are you?


I'm the author.


The author?  Oh goddammit.


Why the hell is he here?


I'm writing this thing!  I have to be here!  I created you!


Well, I don't remember seeing you before.  


Who are you?


The director.


Director?  Novels don't have directors!  They don't even have boom-mikes for that matter.


Look, you're just hampering the process up more.  We can just continue from the top and-


No, we can't do that.  Not anymore.  Look at this page.  There's all your dialogue in it.  We can't use it anymore.

Look, why don't we just continue from where we were and we can fix it all in post-op.

We don't have a post-op.  We don't even have you.  There's just a computer in front of me.  I'm writing what you're saying right now.


Oh really?  Then do you know what I'm gonna say next?


Well… no, not exactly.


See, there you go.


Well, I know what you're going to say next now.


Oh yeah, what's that?


'Oh yeah, what's that'.


Oh, very impressive, Mr. Author.


And while we're on the subject, what's all this 'by hook or by crook' nonsense?


What?  Who is this now?


Can't you tell?


No, I can't see you.  I have to use my imagination.


Well, that's not very productive, is it?  This is Terrence Bogard and I don't like the concept of getting my money back 'by hook or by crook'.  No one's used that phrase for fifty years.  What, do you want to portray me as a crotchety old fool stuck in the 20's?


Well, I thought it would add to mood. And the novel is set in the 20's-


Yeah, being a crotchety old fool is Crookston's job.


Screw you, Bogard.  You're not getting my money now.


He's not supposed to get the money.  You die before you can sign your will away.


What?  Well, then what the hell am I doing here then?  

Well, you're not supposed to know that until the end.  That's the purpose of this-

I'm missing Dawson's Creek!


Dawson's Creek?  There's no Dawson's Creek in the 1920's!  

Hey, and while we're at it, what's the deal with my hair raining down like 'egg noodles'?  That's the stupidest metaphor I've ever heard.  

Yeah, I'll agree with that.

Yeah, that is stupid.


Well, it does look like egg noodles.


But that's rotten.  Can't you say it was 'long flowing strands' or something?

What are you, a hippie?

Oh, that did it, sonny jim.  I'm getting out of the bed now.  I'm gonna give you a taste of my cane.

Sit back down!  You're supposed to be bedridden!  You're all completely ruining this story.  This was supposed to be a novel of mystery and intrigue.  This was supposed to get me off of eating canned soup and frozen waffles.  And now look at it, it's completely trashed.  Look, why am I arguing with the characters in my story?  I'm the author here.  You all do what I want.

Hey, I'm union.  I don't need to do a damn thing.  I get paid either way.

Detective Kimball suddenly rose up into the air, as if lifted by an invisible hand.  By some strange force he was hurled out the glass window.  Razor shards flew everywhere.  The people in the room turned reflexively turned away to avoid getting cut.  He screamed as he fell six stories down to the ground and landed with a sickening thud on the cobblestone garden walkway.  The attendants ran to the window to see the fallen body.

Oh, good job, author-boy, you just killed our protagonist.

What?  How did you know that?  

Oh my god, they killed Kimball!  You bastards!

Heh, heh.  Good one, Flynn.

Bloody hell, he is dead.

When did you get an English accent?

Look, I'm not going to be sticking around if you just fling us out the window whenever you feel like it.

What?  Hey, you can't leave.


Watch me.


Yeah, me too.


What?  Hey, no, come back here.  You can't- hey.


…


The room was quiet now.  The bedroom of the manor would likely never see another soul lay in its satin sheets.  With the Benning treasure sealed forever away in the lock-box, no one would ever be able to lay claim to it now.  Crookston may not have been able to take it with him, but he made sure that no one else could either.  Some years down the road the government would eventually repossess the estate when the bills could no longer be paid.  It would be turned into an historical site for sticky-fingered children to run their hands along the tapestry walls and senior citizen couples traveling across the state in R.V.'s to snap photos at and be told the legacy of the Benning heritage.  If only Lawrence had stayed long enough to leave his key entrusted to someone else.  If only Detective Kimball had figured out that Paige was really Garth Palmer and Minnie Flynn's love-child and that Terrence Bogard had…


Ah, screw this.

The End

