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An Essay by Larry Light 

 

 For mystery writers, the most frequently asked question is “Where do you 

get your ideas?” In the case of my story, “Fake News,” the answer is easy.  

I’m a financial journalist now, and I’ve worked at a lot of places, big and 

small, from the Bergen Record in New Jersey to the Wall Street Journal. Over the 

years, I have watched with dismay as the reputation of my profession has evolved 

from the proud guardian of the people’s right to know to the whipping boy of 

powerful liars and cheats who wish to keep their misdeeds out of the public eye. 

From Walter Cronkite to Sean Hannity is a long way down. I was musing on what 

the world would be like if the free press that has been the bastion of democracy 

were to die at the hands of villains. This dystopian nightmare took shape as “Fake 

News.” 

The title of the story is taken from certain politicians in our time, who want 

to dismiss stories that aren’t flattering to them. I don’t say this in a partisan sense. 

From personal experience, I can tell you that pols from both parties, as well as 

business honchos and other high-end folks, indulge in the same dodge.  

 As is often the case with short mystery stories, I wanted to begin with a 

bang. My first line: 

“How dare you.” 



This sums up the spirit of entitlement that allows the rich and powerful to act 

with impunity and hide their misdeeds from scrutiny.  

 The story begins with a man and woman having a heated argument outside a 

bar, in the presence of a witness.  

The man’s crazed shouts were the first sound Jimmy heard 

when he left the bar. Jimmy’s five-beer buzz evaporated at once.  

Penn Tawney stood in the street and hollered at a dark-haired 

woman. She was looking up at him, her pleading hands spread. The 

woman was well-dressed and pretty, and scared. She had an expensive 

leather handbag over her shoulder.  

“Please, Penn, please,” she said. “I want to be where you are. 

That’s all.” 

“How dare you.” Fists clenched, teeth bared, eyes flared, 

Tawney was a Roman candle of rage. 

Jimmy knew Tawney. Everyone knew Tawney. A man about 

town, he stood out. The high aristocratic cheekbones, the well-

barbered blond mane, the rangy build toned on grass tennis courts and 

Schuylkill Rover sculls. His family name was woven into Philadelphia 

history. The Tawneys had changed the Philadelphia skyline. In society 

photos, he often wore a tux. 

Jimmy pulled out his cell phone and hit video.  

 “I’m sick of you,” Tawney blared at the woman.  

At that, Jimmy expected Tawney to storm off. He didn’t. 

Tawney’s fist smashed her in the face. Her head snapped back 

and she staggered. The handbag swung off her shoulder. He slugged 

her again. She wobbled from right to left, her balance disintegrating. 

Jimmy lowered the phone. “Hey, you,” he shouted at Tawney. 

“Stop.”  

Oblivious, Tawney punched her a third time. She fell hard. Her 

head bounced as it hit the curb. 

“What are you doing?” Jimmy yelled. 

Tawney turned and saw the witness. Jimmy ran toward the 

angry man and the woman, who was sprawled motionless. A puddle 

of blood widened around her. 



“Go away,” Tawney called to Jimmy. With the bleeding woman 

lying before him, his bellicosity vanished. Now he sounded more like 

a frightened little boy, caught in a place he shouldn’t be. 

Jimmy knelt and felt for her pulse. “She has no heartbeat,” he 

said and stabbed out 911 on his phone. He shouted for an ambulance--

“probable brain injury”--and turned back to the woman. Ambulances 

didn’t come fast these days. 

Tawney stooped over her. “Is she …? I mean, will she …?” 

“How could you do this?” Jimmy said as he tried CPR. 

“I love her,” Tawney said.  

Jimmy loved a woman, too, and had lost her. But he never 

would’ve hurt her. 

A dark-painted SUV roared to life down the block and 

headlights lit them up. The vehicle rushed up alongside them. The 

driver sprang out, a concrete slab of a man whose skinhead caught the 

glow from the streetlamps that were working. He crouched beside 

Jimmy, who pumped her sternum. 

“Help her, Mike,” Tawney said. “I don’t know what … 

happened.” 

“I saw what happened, and CPR won’t work.” When Mike 

spoke, it was as rough as a gravel pit. He stood and took Tawney by 

the elbow. “Let’s get out of here.” 

 

So far, this is a bad situation. And now it gets worse.  

“I know you,” Tawney said to Jimmy, almost inaudible now, 

like from the other side of a bad dream. 

Mike yanked open a rear-compartment door and pushed a 

rubber-limbed Tawney inside. With a banshee screech of tires, the 

SUV sped away. 

“You bastard,” Jimmy shouted at the retreating vehicle. He 

committed the license plate to memory.  

The woman’s head was twisted at an unnatural angle. As a 

crime reporter, he had seen plenty of dead bodies. Now he’d seen 

another. 

  

Here, we know that Jimmy, the witness, is a reporter. Plus, we learn how 

great the killer’s wealth and standing are.  



With sorrowful resignation, he tapped out the number for the 

special police hotline.  

As usual, the operator took a while answer: There were a lot of 

criminal acts these days. A toneless voice asked him the nature of the 

crime he’d witnessed. He blurted what had occurred, the location, 

Tawney’s name, the SUV’s plate number, and ended with: “An 

ambulance is coming. But the victim is dead.”  

“And what is your name, sir?” the dispassionate operator asked. 

She could have been taking a pizza order.  

“I’m James Fitzpatrick. I’m a reporter with the Inquirer.” Once 

upon a time, this information would command some respect from the 

authorities. That was then. 

 

We get our first glimmering that we are in a time unlike our own, sometime 

in the future. There’s a lot of crime, public services are lacking: Ambulances arrive 

late, and many streetlights don’t work. What’s more, journalists are pariahs. 

The operator told him to stay put, which Jimmy readily agreed 

to. No way he’d leave the scene.  

Several items from the woman’s handbag were scattered on the 

street. One was her folded-up wallet, also made of fine leather. He 

opened it. 

 

 From this beginning, the first two pages, the story takes off. We are in a 

future where the press is denigrated. Where a news event has to be approved by 

authorities before it can be reported. Where the rich and powerful, like Tawney, 

can cover up a crime with ease. And where a reporter who values the truth is 

muzzled. Jimmy’s devotion to his profession, as well as his dedication to getting 

the truth into print, leads him to try bucking the system—with seismic results. I 

hope you’ll read the entire story in Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine and see 

how it develops. 



 To me, the challenge in opening a story set in an alternate reality, such as a 

dystopian future, is to keep the action at the beginning as relatable as possible for 

the reader. Then, when the reader is grounded in the characters and action, you can 

introduce elements of the new reality that are different. You want to reader to be 

able to come along for the ride. 

 Most short stories fall into one of two camps: character-generated or plot-

generated. The writer starts with a character and imagines what the person might 

do. Or the writer starts with a what-if scenario and peoples it with characters. 

“Fake News” is a what-if story. What if the rich and powerful controlled the news? 

Then, society’s upper echelon could squelch any stories about crimes they’ve 

committed, corrupt business deals they’ve hatched, or even a war that is claiming 

thousands of lives. Those realities, in such a world, simply don’t exist.  

 Later in the story, a high government official tells Jimmy that the crackdown 

on the press is necessary because “the media must be responsible.” 

 To which Jimmy responds, “Responsible to the rich and powerful, you 

mean.” 

 There is an old saying in Hollywood: If you want to send a message go to 

Western Union. That is generally true for fiction writers, as well. But sometimes a 

short story can be just the vehicle necessary to show what a world would be with 

just a small change from our familiar one: in this case, the loss of the free press.  
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