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Chapter 1 Murder
In the half-light of dusk, I painted a doorway between a cartoon kitchen and a charcoal 
backstreet. A child paused in the doorway. His face was innocence. I couldn’t get his eyes 
right.

Frustrated, I cleaned my brush and picked up the curling iron. Had to go out though I 
would rather stay here. I didn’t need to feel scrutinized, didn’t need to explain why I 
hadn’t stepped out with my friends for two years. I switched on the radio to clear my 
brain.

“Local activist, Jack Thomas, climbed the sixty four-story Midfield Bank Tower,” said 
the DJ.

I dropped the curling iron, searing my thigh, and switched on the TV. There stood Jack, 
my ex of two years, wearing a CHOOSE CASH tee with sandy-blond attitude.

“We thought he was taking photos of the architecture,” said a witness, “but he went 
around the back and—”

Security footage showed Jack strapping suction cups to his hands and feet. On cell phone 
video, he climbed like a spider up the phallic glass tower while Channel 2 interviewed 
witnesses.

A man in an Astros cap said, “When he reached the observation deck, a helicopter rushed 
in. We thought it was security.”

“BANG,” yelled the first witness. “We thought they shot him.”

But the climber wasn’t shot, darn it. The helicopter launched a lopsided bundle toward 
the building. Jack secured it to the handrail with heavy-duty carabiners. The shape slowly 
inflated.

“It’s an ear!” a little Hispanic boy shouted.

Jack had disappeared around the building. A cutaway later he emerged on the other side, 
inflating a second ear. This one had an earring. Then Jack Thomas unfurled a huge banner 
with words forming two eyes, a nose and an open mouth. It said,
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All 

THE

B E T T E R

TO HEAR

YOU

A three-story long tongue added, 

Tell

the President
to investigate Midfield 

and P R O S E C U T E 

the thieving scoundrels 

(202) 456-1414. 

Life is Art,
Jack

“The phone number is to the White House switchboard,” said the anchor. “In a faxed 
statement, the climber claims that the President hasn’t heard the victims of Midfield’s 
allegedly-shady foreclosure policies. Midfield Bank has declined comment.”

I swore in words I won’t repeat and called my best friend, Marvin.

“Why did Jack have to come back today? I knew this would happen someday, but—”

“It’s a great stunt,” said Marv. “Jack always had style.”

“I think I should stay in tonight.”

“You promised! No excuses,” he said. “Besides, you’re the one who left. What do you 
care?” He knew I cared.

I said, “I hope they arrest him.”
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“Adele, you know that’ll never happen. Besides, if you really wanna see Jack, just stay 
there. He should arrive any minute— with flowers.”

I hung up on Marvin. Goddamn Jack. I soothed my burn with aloe, threw on clothes, and 
left for my first night out since the breakup.

As dusk faded to twilight, Kipling Street looked deserted. Forties bungalows and once-
proud Queen Annes told of families who didn’t live here anymore. There had been three 
beatings and two rapes this week in the neighborhood—nothing new, nobody caught. It 
was a four-block walk to Marvin’s shop. I clomped my heels hard on the side-
walk—heard a growl and froze.

Who left a dog loose? Massive beast.

I looked for the owner and spotted a U-Haul in the driveway next door. That house had 
been vacant since I moved here, but not today. On the wraparound porch, a man lounged 
feet-up on the double swing. I wanted to yell at him, but there was an off chance that he 
didn’t deserve it.

“Stay,” he said. The dog lay flat.

The man stood up, like he expected something. Was I supposed to thank him? I kept 
walking.

In shadow, my new neighbor seemed to have dark hollows for eyes. Like black holes they 
sucked in every detail of my body. I swerved to cross the street and took the next three 
blocks double-speed.

The mixed aromas of baklava, beer and engine oil urged me toward the scene I had 
avoided for two years. Stray notes from half a dozen sound checks collided with the 
clanking of bar glass placed into racks by size. The twilight had turned to darkness as I 
rounded the corner to Friday night on the Westheimer Curve.

Flashing neon from restaurants and bars filled in for the mostly-broken street lamps. Tat-
too parlors and pawnshops crowded the spaces between them. An acoustic thud from the 
Tower Theater was followed by, “What are you doing? That’s a three-thousand dollar 
piece of equipment.” At the next door a waiter was saying, “She kept talking ’bout her 
boyfriend, but ...”

Early partiers, unpolished performers, bartenders and busboys ambled to their places. 
Bold side-looks to my chest told me that nothing had changed. I was still classified by 
these men as one thing—no two—my double Ds.
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“Why don’t you stick it in a carnita?” I told one ogler.

He ignored me, but as I neared the Fete & Fetish, I picked up a wink from the elfish, red-
haired manager ousting a neo-Nazi skinhead.

“Get the fuck out of my store!” Marvin squeezed the thug’s earring. “You think you can 
come down here and steal from me?” Marvin’s neck turned burgundy-red as he tossed the 
thief out by the ear. “And don’t come back. I won’t bother with the cops.”

The skinhead skulked off. “You’ll get what’s coming, Ginger!”

Marvin pulled me inside and slammed the barred-glass door. “I never thought you’d 
show,” he said. “Thanks, it means a lot that you’d break from social isolation—”

“Don’t start. Did everything go okay at the closing?”

He didn’t answer. I wondered what went wrong this time. Marvin reached under the dis-
play counter, chock-full of dildos, flavored creams, party balloons and bongs.

“You look fresh,” he said, then his eyes darted down to my chest. “Except what’s the use 
of having ’em if you’re always hiding ’em?”

“I don’t wanna look like a whore.”

“Yeah, well it doesn’t help to lose weight if you still wear your fat clothes.” He wrapped 
a chain belt around my waist. “And your hair looks like you’ve been running through 
Hades.”

“Marvin, if you don’t tell me what happened at the closing, I’m gonna punch you.”

“Here’s the deed,” he laughed.

I smothered him with hugs. “Congratulations, Mr. Business Owner! I knew you would 
work it out.”

“I never could have done it without you, your math, and your brown-eyed persistence. 
Tonight’s my treat. After dinner, I’m taking you to the Ballroom.”

A tall punk in a moto leather jacket entered the store.
“Looks like success.” He gave Marvin a dap.
Marvin looked from him to me. “Addie this is Greg Fowler,

front man for the Fury. Greg, this is Adele Proust, groundbreaking artist, my best friend, 
and off-limits.” He thwacked a leather shoulder.
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Greg ignored him. With wavy jet hair thoroughly messed, he half-smiled and still man-
aged a tortured look.

“I saw your canvas at the Glick,” he said. “Radical play on perspective.”

“Thanks.” I shook his hand. “We’ve met before.”

“Didn’t think you’d remember.”Greg had once come to my rescue in a nightmare situa-
tion. Icouldn’t possibly forget. He changed the subject.

“Marvin, did you know there are three skinheads outside waiting for you?”

“I thought that kid would bring friends,” said Marv. “It’s no problem.”

As Greg leaned on the counter, a thick metal chain flashed through his shredded tee. The 
effect was stellar.

“We’re playing the Ballroom tonight. Can I put you two on the guest list?”

“Sure, we’re meeting Char there anyway,” said Marv.

“I’ll comp her too. We’re debuting a new lead guitar and I’m counting on y’all for honest 
reviews.”

“Is it anyone we know?” asked Marvin.

“I doubt it. Pierce is from the Woodlands.”

My stomach did a failed back flip. “Pierce Drummond?” 

“You know him?” Greg asked.

“We went to the same school,” I said, careful not to endorse or indict Pierce.

“He’s great on guitar but I’m not sure he fits with the rest of us.” Greg opened the door to 
go. “It’s awesome to see you, Adele.”

“Same here.”

“You look lethal,” said Marvin as the door closed. “Who’s Pierce?”

“A bully who used to destroy me with fat jokes. His father’s a minister.”

“Reverend Fred Drummond from Channel 39?”
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“That’s the one. Pierce would crack your skull in the name of Jesus.”

While Marvin locked the store, I saw the crowd had taken form. Fraternity rats mixed 
with skate-punks, artists laughed with stockbrokers, while organically-clad crunchies 
sized up street waifs looking for a thrill. The neo-Nazis weren’t in sight, but four lanes of 
teenagers were “cruising Montrose” like molasses in both directions.

When we crossed between vehicles, my neighbor from the wraparound porch crossed 
next to me. Most people have a presence to them, like a distinctive sound or feeling—he 
had neither. Wearing a gray shirt, he blended with the pavement. Our eyes met, his the 
blackest I’ve ever seen. I turned away feeling caught.

“Did you see that man in the gray shirt?” I whispered.

Marvin didn’t hear me. He was weaving our way through a mass of “Hi Marvs,” “Con-
gratulations,” and searching strangers. When two drag queens blocked the sidewalk, we 
detoured into the gutter where—

Whoosh! A buff skater in nothing but cutoffs and a du-rag whizzed within an inch of 
Marvin, nearly mowing him down. The skater screeched to a dead stop as he and his 
perfectly-perched denim spun ‘round to see who they almost hit.

Marvin threw him a kiss. “Run me down anytime, babe.”

The skater flashed a celluloid smile, “Sorry,” and rolled on with a ripple of six-pack.

“He’s not your type,” I teased. “He’s mine!”

“With those moves, he’s a goddamn slut, Adele. What, are you horny, too all of a sud-
den?”

“Maybe.”
“You’re wantin’ a new boyfriend before you see Jack.” Marvin knew me so well.
The line to the Ballroom Club snaked around the corner.

Thanks to Greg, two security guards waved us straight inside.

We were picked up at the door by a four-four funky drumbeat and carried to the dance 
floor on a sliding guitar groove. A searing lead riff sliced through the scene with Pierce 
Drummond’s name all over it. At the first slow song, Marvin bought two Shiners at the 
bar.

“Here’s to huge profits for the Fete & Fetish.” I raised my glass.
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“And here’s to forgetting the past,” said Marvin. He slammed down his beer in a long 
gulp—I followed.

“Just tonight,” he said, “let’s leave Jack behind.”

“Jack who?”

Marvin rolled his eyes and took me back to the dance floor.

A fine hunk in Viking gear shouted “Valkyries! Mount me,”and cracked his velvet whip. 
Emaciated girls danced around him, their eyes unfocused. I was certain they were stoned 
out of their minds. Three years ago, one of them might have been Char. The way she had 
pulled herself out of addiction amazed me.

When Char joined us, she glanced at those girls with pity— no, disdain.

“Adele, I need to tell you something,” she hesitated.

Char had cropped, platinum hair, a scar down her left cheek, and a walk that screamed, 
fuck off. It wasn’t like her to hesitate.

“Jack Thomas is in town.”

“Who? Any other news?”

Char grinned. “Oh finally! Let me buy you a beer.”

At that moment, Greg led a toast from the stage, “In honor of Marvin Welsh, his work for 
the community, and his acquisition of everyone’s favorite store, the Fete & Fetish.”

I asked, “So is Greg seeing anyone?”

“Adele, don’t fool with Greg,” said Marvin.

“He’s a fricking man-whore, “ said Char. “Watch out for his simple words. They’ll get 
you ev’ry time.”

What Marvin and Char hadn’t considered is just how long it had been since ... well, I 
wanted to say that I’d met Greg before. I wanted to say that I liked what I’d seen. At this 
point in my life, maybe one day would suit me. When the band stepped offstage, I went 
to the bar.

“Addie,” called T-Paul, the inherently sleepy, dreadlocked drummer. He was a great 
friend of Jack’s. “I never see you anymore. What’re you up to?”
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“Just work and painting.”

I stopped to glare at a stocky Mohawk who was sizing me up with a lewd gesture.

“I hear you know Pierce?” Paul motioned to the orange ‘hawk.

In school Pierce had looked like Anderson Cooper. Now he wore wrinkled plaid with 
drainpipes and chains.

“Pierce?” I said, “I didn’t recognize you.”

“Adele, what the fuck? You’re hot.” He gawked in shock and I knew what he was think-
ing, but at least he couldn’t humiliate me with a fat girl joke.

“So when did you move to the Montrose?” I said.

Pierce ignored my words and stared at my chest. “What do you work out or something?”

His taunting had driven me to the gym and his leering was an insult to my newly found 
confidence. I opened my mouth to tell him exactly what he could do with his “some-
thing” when Greg stepped between us.

“Well, what did you think?” he asked.

“Awesome. You were riveting,” I said, “and the band sounds tight for a new line-
up—well, except on ‘Monday Blue.’”

Pierce shouted, “Damn, we were hoping nobody noticed.”

Greg said, “I like you Adele. Straight on true, even when it hurts. Pierce hasn’t ever 
played that song. We sort of sprang it on him, and you’re right—it didn’t mesh.”

Between his lithe moves and tortured readiness, Greg Fowler personified the word “dan-
gerous.” I wondered how his face could carry so many scars yet somehow be refined by 
them, like marble.

“It turned out alright under the circumstances,” said Pierce. “We rocked on ‘Open Up.’”

While Pierce reviewed every song, Greg stood very close to me. We never touched, but 
the space between us ... sizzled.

“Great turnout,” said Toby, the pudgy, fake-tanned bar owner. “The Woodlands crowd 
gets you a bonus.”
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He handed Greg an envelope, then shook Pierce’s hand. Pierce glanced at the hand and 
pocketed a joint and some pills.

I felt compressed by the swarm of people around the Fury. When I slipped behind a post, 
Greg followed me and, between almost-constant accolades, he tried to ask about my next 
exhibit. A blonde jumped up and kissed him while we talked.

“Sorry ’bout that, “he said. “Why don’t we get away from this crowd?”

I didn’t need Char’s warning to know where this was headed. “Sure.”
Then we wound through the maze of not-so-innocents to the

freezing cold kitchen where Toby now wielded a chainsaw in front of his guests.

“What does it take to get some quiet around here?” Greg teased.

“Just your right arm.” Toby raised the saw.

The room broke out laughing, both at the moment and his ice carving of Jason from Fri-
day the Thirteenth. Greg bought a couple of Long Island teas and we slipped out to the 
back porch.

He said, “I never thought I’d see you again. Marvin told me you hate this scene.”

“I wanted to stand by him tonight, in case the sale fell through.”

“Marvin’s good people.”

He was telling me how they first met when Toby came outside.

“Fowler, we need to set your next show date. Excuse us, Adele.”

“I’ll be right back,” said Greg, leaving his untouched tea with me.

The smooth grind of skateboards in the alley caught my attention. A crowd had gathered 
to watch the Concrete Animals skate club crank out kick flips and air walks, the one in 
cutoffs and a du-rag out-skated all of them. Someone propped up a board and he started 
flipping off the porch. He skated near me twice.

“Is that extra tea for me?” he asked.

“No, but ...”

He stopped with a power slide.
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“Um, I’m a painter and,” I felt stupid now because everyone was watching, “I’d like to 
paint you in motion.”

“Cool,” he said. “Call me at Rudyard’s. Ask for Ron.” He zoomed out of sight.
Listening to squeals between rumbles of the power saw, I wondered if Greg had been dis-
tracted by some Viking vixen. I might wait for him all-night—alone on a cold porch.

Pierce was in the garden, smoking. He spotted me and took a step in my direction, but 
then Greg came and put his jacket around my shoulders

Only a few shreds of his former shirt covered his rock-hard chest. He didn’t touch me, 
but we were so close that I could feel his adrenaline pulsing.

“Adele, I’ll never forget that night. What tore me up was driving away, knowing Jack’s 
temper.”

“He didn’t hurt me.”
I wished he hadn’t brought it up. With Jack in the ER after fighting, Greg had left his own 
party to take me home—but that was not what I wanted to talk about. I was a little bit 
drunk and tired of feeling lonely.

“I thought about you that night,” I said. “I wished he was you.”

Greg stroked the air next to my chin and gazed shyly (or was it slyly) into my face. “I’ve 
thought about you a lot since then.”

His lips had just touched mine when screams of “FIRE!” slashed through the moment. 
Everyone ran, stumbling, shouting out of the club. I held tight to Greg’s right hand that 
felt welded to mine. We were ahead of the crowd and almost to the gate when we were 
halted mid step by a silent scene surrounded by the screams of those who hadn’t yet been 
muted.

A man lay dead on the pavement. Even through mayhem, I recognized the cutoffs and du-
rag of the skater named Ron. A life—one person, plus all of the moments he had ever 
shared with anyone, his dreams, his perfect smile, his own personal piece of eterni-
ty—that life had been taken.

With his nose and left cheekbone crushed, a flood of deep cadmium red stood in for his 
face. An ornate crucifix lay behind him, its thick chain coated with blood and chunks of 
flesh. Huge bleeding slash marks formed “PIG” across his chest and he clutched a white 
paper money strap in one up-stretched hand.

Someone stepped in front of me and exclaimed, “Oh my God!”
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“Fuck! Did anyone see what happened?”

Then pandemonium crashed over the scene. Sets of feet trampled the up-stretched arm.

Someone shouted, “Get away from the building.”

As Greg yanked me away, I saw a flash of black eyes, same ones I had seen on the wrap-
around porch.

The treetops above us flamed.

-------------------------

"Just when you think you know what's about to happen - you don't. Filled with 
twists and surprises and fresh ideas. Addie Proust is a unique character and a 

welcome addition to the fictional landscape." 

- bestselling author William Bernhardt

To continue reading Distortion, purchase it at the following retailers:

Amazon (trade paperback or ebook) 

Barnes & Noble (trade paperback or ebook)

For more on the book, the author and extras, go to 
http://www.buzzbooksusa.com/books/distortion.
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