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Part 1 

 

A hypnotic chorus churned as waves toppled over waves under a still horizon where a 

distant lighthouse blinked every seven seconds. Her middle finger tapped against the 

armrest with every flash of the beacon, rattling a wedding ring around her atrophied 

finger. After more than an hour of tapping, a collection of bloody fingerprints had 

formed. She sat facing the sea in a royal blue Adirondack chair on a deck surrounded 

by swaying beachgrass, staring straight down a sandy path between two rows of salt-

rotted posts with nautical ropes sagging from one to the next. The rushing ocean hid 
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behind sea spray across the wide beach. Her stale white shoulder length hair flapped in 

the constant breeze under an overcast sky that accentuated thin lines under her 

exhausted eyes.  

          A bell chimed from inside the house. She stopped tapping her finger and wiped 

her palm across the deep red fingerprints, smearing them against the royal blue 

armrest, then sucked her bloody fingertip as she walked through the house towards the 

front door. She sucked the metallic blood through her teeth and could taste a slight hint 

of copper as she gripped the brass doorknob. Closing her eyes and drawing a deep 

breath, she opened the door and smiled. 

 A woman with immediate black hair stood there cocked to one hip. 

          “Hello, Janet,” she said. She was dressed fifteen years younger and hid her true 

age under black cat-eye sunglasses. Short curls cut across the corner tips of the 

frames. A black sleeveless shirt hung from a pointed brazier like curtains under a white 

satin neckerchief. Red Capri pants were a distraction meant to allure older men away 

from any hints of age in her face. In her right hand, a martini glass performed a miracle 

of physics. In her left hand a light cloth was wrapped around a baguette which smelled 

like warm brown butter. She was a cheap American version of a Saint-Tropez dream girl 

whose husband had been kicked out for no longer adequately funding her empty art 

gallery showings. Now too old for marriage and too young for toys, she clutched the 

baguette like it was a Fendi handbag full of jewels. 

          “Susan,” said Janet, “Please come in.” 

          “My martini needs a friend,” replied Susan, “and I brought you some bread. A 

baguette.” 



Grey / The Bag / 3 

          They turned to the wet bar. Susan took off her sunglasses and scanned the 

marble-mirrored backsplash for signs of wrinkles. Janet twisted the cap off of a gin 

bottle and poured it into a chrome shaker after clinking ice into it. She shook the shaker 

bottle in a special rhythm as similar as she could remember her husband did, then 

poured her loneliness into the inverted glass cones. 

          “Cheers.” 

          They tapped their glasses and Susan slipped off her shoes to feel the cool 

Spanish tile floor. 

          “What have you been up to lately, Susan?” 

          “Oh, just the usual, reading Vogue and General Semantics books, going to 

parties, trying to find time to paint. I’ve been seeing a not-so-handsome but successful 

auto dealer from Wilmington. He’s as dumb as stale bread, but very generous and kind. 

Originally from Atlantic City. And get this, he actually thinks Indians built the Cape 

Lookout Lighthouse. Dumb as hell, but successful. Has a second house on Ocracoke. 

It’s just a cottage, but it’s nice.” 

          “You are an excellent painter, Susan.” 

          “You and Frank were some of the few people who actually bought my paintings,” 

Susan replied as she browsed her paintings on the walls of the beach cottage. 

“Everybody loves them,” she continued, “but nobody wants them.” 

“I love them,” Janet responded. 

“What have you been doing here all cooped up?” 

          “Nothing. Just here.” 
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They moved through the open French doors to the back deck where the breeze 

had now slowed. They watched the sea horizon as if waiting for Captains to return. 

          “Staying cooped up in this house all alone is not healthy, Janet.” 

          “I know. I’m just not ready.” 

          “After everything that happened, with Frank, it may be time to move ahead. 

Maybe find someone new.” 

          “You mean dating?” 

          “Yes, my dear Janet, dating. It is long overdue for you.” 

          “Susan, I appreciate it, but I’m an old bag in my fifties, and a crazy old recluse on 

top of that. There is no man out there who would have any need of me.” 

          “Not true, darling. Look, I am your neighbor, but also your friend. I wouldn’t steer 

you wrong. I happen to know a man who would be a perfect match for you.” 

          “Then why don’t you date him?” 

          “Oh, no, he is a wonderful man, but he is a bit too eccentric for me. Plus, he’s 

bald. I don’t date bald men. But he’s perfect for you.” 

          Janet allowed a smile to form. 

          “Too eccentric for you? All right, I’m listening.” 

          “There is one… um… minor issue.” 

          “What issue?” 

          “Well, you see, his name is also Frank.” 

          “Oh. That would be a bit strange. I don’t know how well having the same name as 

my missing husband would work.” 
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          “But he is nothing like Frank, your Frank, at all. He’s tall like Frank was. Same 

eyes. Same walk. Just different.” 

          “Frank and I had our differences, but it worked when he wasn’t drinking.” 

          “And when was he not drinking? This Frank doesn’t drink at all.” 

          “He would get drunk and say that he wished he were an old hermit somewhere. 

That used to break my heart, but I loved him. I love him. Still. It has been almost two 

years,” Janet pondered out loud, scanning the gray horizon, “and I can remember the 

last time I saw him, heading out the front door in his ugly old hat and that nice leather 

bag I got him for his birthday. It had a little brass plaque with his name on it.” 

          “Now you are the hermit, Janet, cooped up in here for far too long. Eventually he 

will fade, and when he does, you will need a new life and a new love to fall into. You 

can’t just sit here waiting for him to wash up on shore someday.” 

          Janet began tapping her finger against the deck rail. Her teeth clenched beneath 

eyes that were round and dilated, circled by darkened wrinkles. 

          “You think I should meet this man?” 

          “Absolutely! But for God’s sake, Janet, try to act normal. Don’t scare him off the 

way you scared off that beautiful handyman last summer. Nobody wants a crazy lady, 

and I know you aren’t crazy. You’ve just had a rough couple of years.” 

          “I just… I just don’t want to go anywhere. I’m not ready to go anywhere. See if he 

will come over on Sunday afternoon for sandwiches here.” 

          “I will set it up, darling.” 

Susan poured the remaining half of her martini down her throat and spun down 

the sandy path to the beach. 
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          “Ciao, Janet!” she said, waving her arms overhead before disappearing down the 

beach. 

          Janet sat in her deck chair and tried not to tremble as panic pumped through her. 

Susan had been too self-occupied to notice the blood. She poured a splash of martini 

on the smeared bloody fingerprints on the rail and armrest and brushed a piece of 

baguette across it to clean the blood away, then threw the blood-soaked piece of 

baguette to seagulls that hopped into the air and screamed, all three fought for the 

bloody piece before perching into the breeze again. 

She leaned her head back and closed her eyes and slipped into the wind. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Part 2 

 

Rain rattled against the cottage roof and trickled in lines down the glass of the windows.  

A red plastic bucket near the corner tapped like a clock with a drip from the ceiling. 

Janet cut sandwiches into quarters and arranged them on a plate around a small bowl 

of olives, then polished two martini glasses with a dry rag. She pressed her thumb into 

the damp Band-Aid on her middle finger and removed the bandage, then pressed her 

finger in the rag to dry. She held her middle finger into the light to study it. It had a mild 
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sting and was red with infection from being wet for too long. She wandered the room 

searching for any dried bloody fingerprints she may have missed. Finding some near 

the wet bar, she rubbed at the spot furiously with a damp corner of the rag. 

The door chimed. 

“Just a minute,” she said, then dashed to the bathroom for a fresh Band-Aid. 

When she opened the front door, a tall man with a hat smiled and ducked inside. 

“Lovely rain,” he said. His voice was deep, deeper than Frank’s was. “You must 

be Janet,” he continued. 

“Yes. Please take off your coat and hat.”      

 He removed his hat, revealing a bald dome head. His glass-blue eyes pulled 

from left to right across the room from beneath a handsome protruding brow. 

“My name is…” 

“Yes. Yes. I know.” 

  “Right. I almost forgot. No introduction necessary. You already know my name.” 

“All too well, I’m afraid. I said it fifty times a day for nearly thirty years. Do you 

mind if I don’t say it now?” 

“I don’t mind at all.” 

His sturdy legs moved within in gray slacks deeper into the house, 

Shakespearean, as if entering a stage, but in an odd cadence. 

She noticed a bag in his hand that startled her. It was familiar: dark brown with 

straps. She leaned back into a table and felt the cool marble top. Her padded middle 

finger began tapping on it. 

“Your bag.” Her chin quivered as she tried not to tremble. 
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“My bag?” 

“Where did you get that bag?” 

“I’ve had it some time now. It was a birthday gift.” 

“It says FRANK on the brass plaque.” 

“Yes. That’s my name. It was a gift. I thought we weren’t going to say that name 

out loud.” 

“But that’s impossible. It is the exact same bag I bought for… Frank, for his 

birthday a few years ago. Same bag. Same brass plaque. Same name.” 

“Just a coincidence,” he said as he examined the bag with a bemused grin, “An 

old friend from college got it for me. Perhaps it is a popular bag, although I’ve never 

seen another one.” 

He eyed the quartered sandwiches on the kitchen island counter. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were making the sandwiches. Susan told me to 

bring sandwiches, but I picked up some ribs at The Lighthouse Deli yesterday. I was 

hoping the rain would let up enough to grill them, but since it didn’t, we can enjoy your 

sandwiches. I can give these to Old Johnny on my way home later. Somebody bought 

him a nice trailer, so I guess he isn’t a hermit anymore.” 

“Of course. Please sit and make yourself comfortable.” 

She placed the plate of sandwiches on the table between them.  

They sat in wicker chairs facing each other. He studied the artwork in the room. 

Each painting had a nautical theme, but with unusual bright colors. 

“Susan’s art?” 

“Yes. She is a lovely painter. Fra… I mean, my husband… enjoyed her artwork.” 
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“That’s how I met her,” he said, “at a gallery showing.” 

“Yes. Me too,” she replied. 

She tried to ignore the urge to tap her finger. It twitched. The moment became 

awkward. She could tell he was trying to be polite and not look at her finger. 

“I had intended for us to sit outside on the deck,” she added, “but soggy 

sandwiches wouldn’t be a good first impression.” 

“At least I wouldn’t get my hair wet.” He rubbed his head and smirked. It shined in 

the overhead fan light. 

She hesitated to smile. 

“So, Susan tells me you are in the theater.” 

His diction became clearer and his voice projected to each corner of the room. 

“Yes. Friday and Saturday nights. During the week I teach English to private students. 

I’m currently doing an O’Neill play at the Colonial Theatre.” 

“You know Old Johnny? The hermit?” 

“Not very well, but he is an interesting character. As an actor, I like characters. I 

take him food weekly, when I remember to. I haven’t seen him this week though. I don’t 

get out this way often.” 

“I’ve never met him in person, but I know of him. The church arranged for him to 

come fix the leak in my roof, but he has been missing for days.” 

“Missing?” 

“Yes. I asked the mailman to check in on him. He said he hasn’t been home.” 

“That’s strange. Where would a hermit have to go?” 

“Maybe home,” she said, after thinking of the answer. 
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“Maybe.” 

“May I ask you a forward question?” 

“Yes.” 

“What do you have in that bag?” 

“I told you. Ribs, from The Lighthouse Deli.” 

“Then why are you guarding it like a Rottweiler? 

“Okay. I confess. I have the souls of playwrights past in it.” 

“No. Really.” 

“All right then, it is nothing more than bones and blood and organs. Just a bag full 

of bones and blood and organs, just like us.” 

“For an actor you aren’t a very good liar.” 

“Should I be?” 

“Yes, I suppose. Acting is the art of lying, isn’t it?” 

“On the contrary, acting is about seeking the truth.” 

“The truth? Yet you aren’t being truthful about what you have in the bag.” 

“The truth. Acting is the exploration of the truth. In real life, in daily life, we wear 

masks. We pretend when we are at work, or in line at the bank. We pretend when we 

are in public. We are pretending right now. Actors want to remove that skin to reveal the 

bones and blood and organs of the truth.” 

“Do you think we are more than just bags of blood and sinew?” She glanced 

again at the bag. 

“Yes, but we are also more,” he explained. 

“You are a peculiar man.” 



Grey / The Bag / 11 

“It would be rather odd if I had a bag full of bones and blood and organs, wouldn’t 

it? A man just carrying around a bag of horrid contents, but that is what we all do every 

day, we carry around such a bag. You, me, everyone. We are that bag, but I fear that 

the contents of our minds are even more repulsive at times.” 

“This must be some sort of philosophical acting mind exercise. Am I right?” 

“The metaphor is there, but so is the bag.” He smiled and patted his long hand on 

the bag. 

The dripping into the bucket increased. Her padded finger tapped against the 

armrest in synch with the dripping water. Each time she saw his eyes look to the 

armrest she stopped, then resumed tapping as he glanced up at artwork on the wall. 

Her eyes moved like a pendulum from his face to the bag on the floor and back again. 

“Is that my husband’s bag?” 

“No.” 

Her tapping increased as the rain poured harder against the roof. Blood seeped 

through the Band-Aid. 

“Did you kill Old Johnny? Is he in the bag? Did you murder my husband too?” 

“No. God no.” 

His brows curved and he tried to read her expression. 

“Are you here to murder me?” 

“Janet, I’m afraid my philosophical metaphors have bothered you. Do you want to 

see what’s in the bag?” 

“Yes,” she replied before thinking, then, “No. No, I don’t.” 

“Are you sure?” 
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She hung her head into her embarrassed palms. Upon raising her head, a mark 

of blood remained on her forehead where her finger was pressed. 

“I’m sure. How silly of me. I apologize. I’ve been through a lot, and with Old 

Jonny missing, and that… damn water tapping into the bucket non-stop all season, and 

all this talk of blood and bones, I think I let my imagination run wild. I am sorry.” 

“It’s all right, Janet.” 

“I’m so embarrassed. You must think I’m some kind of weird old kook.” 

“Oh, no. I run in theater circles. I know people much weirder than you, and with 

wilder imaginations.” 

“Thank you for being so kind. How are the sandwiches? 

“Wonderful, and the olives are the best I’ve ever tasted.” 

“Thank you, Frank. You are a patient man. Again, I’m sorry.” 

After he stuffed the last quarter of the sandwich in his mouth, she took his plate, 

filled it with more olives, and returned it to the table. 

“May I please use your restroom?” 

“Yes. It is the first door on the left in the hall.” 

 

 

Part 3 

 

He took an unusually long time in the bathroom. The raindrops wasted minutes into the 

bucket. She turned her head several times towards the hallway, deliberately ignoring 

the bag as it called to her. Her arms and legs tingled. With each breath, she reminded 
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herself not to look. She lunged towards the bag and knelt, as if called to worship. She 

ran her sore middle finger across the cold brass plaque, closing her eyes and feeling 

the letters FRANK engraved into it, then turned once again to look at the hallway. He 

will return and see me, she thought, then she slinked back to her chair and began 

tapping blood onto the armrest. 

          A few minutes later he had still not emerged. Sweat formed under her eyes. The 

bag watched her fidget and turn her head repeatedly. They were the only two objects in 

the room: the bag, and her, surrounded by a blurred wall of indistinct colors. She could 

ignore the bag no longer and leapt at it, ripping it open. As quick as she lunged for the 

bag she fell back onto the floor, with the image of bones and skin and blood and bile 

burned deep into her eyes. She tried to scream, but only a hush of air came from her 

mouth, bypassing her vocal cords. 

          The sound of the toilet flushing struck an electric shock through her nerves. As 

the bathroom door opened, she scuttled to the kitchen and snatched a knife from the 

counter and stood in a ready stance behind the kitchen island. The man loomed in the 

shadow of the hallway entrance and looked at the knife in her hand and then at the 

open bag and then to the terror in her eyes. 

          “I see you looked in the bag,” he said, “Curiosity got you. I was waiting to hear a 

scream.” 

          “Just stay where you are,” she ordered as she walked sideways towards the 

telephone. 

          “What is the problem, Janet?” 
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          She picked up the phone and without looking felt with her trembling middle finger 

for the zero on the rotary dial. Blood trickled across the drab green shell. 

          “Hello, Operator, get me the police.” 

          “The police?” he cried, “Is someone hurt?” 

          Blood dripped from her hand on the tile floors and into thatch rugs. 

          “Just stay right there!” 

“You’ve cut yourself,” he said. 

“Hello, Police. Please send someone immediately to 1412 Sand Palm Road. 

There’s been a murder.” 

“A murder? Who has been murdered?” He stepped from the hallway and she 

pointed the blade firmly in his direction. 

“Go into the hallway and lay face down on the floor until the police arrive,” she 

instructed. 

“All right. All right,” he responded, as he crept back into the hallway, “just be 

careful with that knife.” 

He sat up into a cross-legged position. She stood by the door with crazed wide-

eyes and the knife pointing at him like a pistol. They froze like mannequins on display in 

some tragic scene. The rain settled. The drips into the bucket slowed. 

 

 

Part 4 
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Blood dripped from her hand along the blade of the knife. A pool seeped in the mat 

beneath her feet. 

 “Janet, this is not what it seems. I’m sorry I spooked you.” 

 “I know what I saw.” 

 “But it’s just… “ 

 The front door rattled. BANG. BANG. BANG. 

 “This is the police!” 

 Janet dropped the knife and struggled to open the doorknob as it was slippery 

with blood. The door opened and the police officer stepped in. 

 “Are you okay, ma’am? You are bleeding. An ambulance is on the way.” 

 She looked down at blood oozing from a gash on her wrist. 

 “Officer,” she said, panting, pointing into the hallway, “That man murdered 

someone.” 

 The officer looked into the empty hallway.  

 “There was a man here. His name is… Well, there is his bag there. I looked 

inside it and found remains of a murder.” 

 The officer moved towards the bag and pulled a long silver flashlight from his belt 

and shined it inside.  

 “Ma’am, is this some kind of joke?” 

 He pulled a half-wrapped large pair of pork ribs from the bag, enough to feed a 

family and a pet.  

 She froze. All of her energy soaked into a single thought: Where had the man 

gone? 
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 “But… The bag was full of blood and bones. I saw it. It was horrific. Bones. 

Blood. Organs. Teeth even.” 

 “Well, ma’am, I can’t just arrest someone for carrying around a bag of bloody 

bones, especially from a deli butcher shop. That’s all it is. Nothing more.” 

 “Isn’t that all we are,” she insisted, “bags of blood and bones that we carry 

around? Just horrible bags of bones and blood and…” 

 “That is true, ma’am, we are indeed that, but being an intact human isn’t a crime 

either. Did you cut your arm? Go into hysterics, maybe?” 

 “I swear, I…” 

 “Ma’am…” 

 “Well, maybe. I’m just so confused. There was a man.” 

 “What man?” 

 “A man.” 

 “It’s ok, ma’am. Do you know where you are? Do you know your name? Your 

age?” 

 “Yes. This is my house. I’m… um… fifty-six. Fifty-seven. Janet. Janet is my 

name, Janet Runberg. My husband is Frank…” 

“Frank Runberg,” the officer said, “We have a missing person alert out for him.” 

“Well, he’s been missing for some time,” she added. 

“Five days. Frank Runberg, also known as Old Johnny, last seen five days ago.” 

He looked down at the bloody knife and the blood scattered around the floor. 

“Old Johnny? But…” 

Her finger twitched and tapped at nothing. 
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“Mrs. Runberg, I’d like to take a look around.” 

“Yes, of course. There was a man.” 

“I understand.” 

“You don’t believe me.” 

“I’m trying to, ma’am.” 

He walked down the hallway with his hand on his holstered revolver, peaking into 

the bathroom and the guest room, then returned and walked carefully around the blood 

on the living room floor past the red bucket and towards the main bedroom. 

Janet watched the officer peek through the bedroom door before he stepped 

inside. A moment later the officer emerged and stood in the doorway with his feet and 

hips square. She saw the bald head of the strange man on the bedroom floor. 

“Janet Runberg, you are under arrest for the murder of your husband, Frank 

Runberg, also known as Old Johnny.” 

The rain began to pelt hard against the roof and thunder gently rumbled and 

vibrated the floors. A few seconds later the dripping into the bucket increased. Her heart 

began to flutter and her finger twitched. 

“Officer…” She stood holding the bag at her side. Her shoulders were sagging 

and defeated. Her face was long and pale, as if all her blood had drained out on the 

floor. “You can’t just arrest someone for having a bag of blood and bones,” she 

continued, “Isn’t that what you said? That’s all we are. That’s all that is in this bag. 

That’s all that is there on the floor, a simple bag of blood and bones. Nothing more.” 
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