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B ob Mustin’s short novel “Collater-
al Damage” is clearly the star of
his new collection, “Collateral

Damage and Other Stories.” Three
short stories precede it like warm-up
acts, and two follow like late-night clos-
ers at a comedy club.

The short stories are fun, fantasy
notions both dark (such as a revived
Mayan sacrifice rite) and light (such as
a performance-enhancing baseball).
But it’s the novel that strikes deeper
chords than a “Star Trek” theremin.

Calling “Collateral Damage” a novel
is a stretch because it is stretched, with
half as many words on a page as the
typical adult trade book. Yet I urge you
to look past the book’s format, including
tight margins on the left-hand pages,
and check out a remarkable narration
by a protagonist suffering from schizo-
phrenia.

Mustin manages to represent a de-
luded mind without getting all stream-
of-consciousness on us and to keep the
plot zipping along through 200 pages
with really just a single focus — how
John, the narrator, will respond to his
family falling apart.

The author, who studied creative
writing at UNC Asheville and is a mem-
ber of NC Writers Network, speaks at
City Lights Bookstore in Sylva on July
30 and at Battery Park Book Exchange
in Asheville on Aug. 13.

Inside the mind of John

I remember reading Andrew Solo-
mon’s 2012 nonfiction book, “Far from
the Tree,” about children who have
traits different from the rest of their
families. Solomon experienced that
himself as a gay man, but he also
looked into deaf, autistic, genius,
schizophrenic and five other types of
people.

The book still resonates with me,
partly because of the heroic efforts
some parents made to understand the
world from what was to them the alien
points of view of their kids. Sometimes
it involved finding the keys to a differ-
ent language.

So when John, a published novelist
unable to find new jobs, leaves his
grimy attic office to see what this wom-
an who happens to be his wife, Janet, is

shouting about, we are hungry for in-
sights into how his brain responds to
life’s demands.

“John,” Janet calls out, “I can’t find
him.”

John, dry-mouthed, asks, “Can’t find
whom?”

She means Ted, their teenage son, of
course. 

“Now she’s mad,” John thinks. “Or
maybe just scared. But whom did I
think she meant? There are several
possibilities. No, I’m not getting into
that. Those names wouldn’t mean any-
thing to her.”

You can begin to sense some of the
beauty of this novella. The language is
simple and straightforward. You can
tell John is a decent person who re-
flects about his impact on others, even
though the evidence of his experience
is through Alice’s looking glass.

Regarding figments John sees and
hears — a cast of characters including
an impish fellow that comes out of the
floorboards, two competing seductress-
es, a watchdog fellow and a dapper
writing coach — John recalls his doctor
telling him to ignore them: “They aren’t
real.”

“Then what is real?” John respon-
ded. “And how would you know what’s
real,” he thought, “unless you’ve seen
what I’ve seen.” It’s like what Lolly
Whitehill, the schizophrenic character
on “Orange Is the New Black,” says
about her voices: “Just because they’re
not real doesn’t mean they don’t have
something to say.”

Through a glass darkly

About a third of the way through
“Collateral Damage,” John’s mother,
Charlene, enters the picture, and the
plot makes a quantum leap in energy.

Mom had not been such a good mom
to John and not a caring wife to her
depressive husband. In fact, she’s for-
midably monstrous, a master manip-
ulator, and now she’s ready to subvert
Janet and John and take control of Ted.

What follows, pretty much inside

one room in a
house, is a Eu-
gene O’Neill-type
power struggle,
involving two
powerful women;
John, pushing
past his limits to
assert fatherly
caring; and Ted,
torn by anguish.
I’d love to see
this made for the
stage because
you’d have to
toss in a handful

of phantoms and a few cops as well.
At one point, after Charlene reveals

a secret about Janet — to prove that
she’s an unfit caretaker — John re-
treats to watching TV news about the
invasion of Iraq. The metaphorical
images of distant destruction somehow
steady him.

The impish phantasm draws John’s
attention to the window, beckoning him
to go to the cliffs (above Lake Lanier in
Georgia). John shouts, “No!” — out
loud. Janet says John is reacting to the
news, and John fumbles with and drops
the remote to confirm that analysis.

“He’s hallucinating,” his mom says.

“Dropping the remote? That was a
cover-up.”

John senses that his mom’s inten-
tions might be swiveling toward him.
And wouldn’t Janet like to be relieved
of him, partly to protect Ted? 

“Time to rise, stir around a bit, shake
things up,” John thinks. “It chases away
the figments. It gets the blood flowing,
makes me feel normal. ‘Ted,’ I begin ...
He’s the issue here, not me. ‘What’s he
doing?’”

His inarticulateness doesn’t help his
cause, and his attempts to save himself
and family take on a thriller aspect
because he’s so challenged.

There are a few revelations and
twists at the end of this novella, but it’s
not like the other short stories, in which
the surprises seem conceptual. In “Col-
lateral Damage,” even the resolution
leaves you thinking about more than
the punchline. It makes you question
the human condition.

Rob Neufeld writes the weekly book fea-
ture for the Citizen-Times. He is the au-
thor and editor of six books and the pub-
lisher of the website The Read on WNC.
He can be reached at RNeufeld@char-
ter.net and 828-505-1973. Follow him on
Twitter @WNC_chronicler.

Mustin explores twilight zone of the mind
AUTHOR EVENTS

Bob Mustin presents his new work of fiction,
“Collateral Damage and Other Stories”
(AMinkPublishing), at 3 p.m. July 30 at City
Lights Bookstore, 3 E. Jackson St., Sylva (828-
586-9499) and 3 p.m. Aug. 13 at Battery Park
Book Exchange and Champagne Bar in the
Grove Arcade, Asheville (828-252-0020).
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Your guide to author and literary events in
Western North Carolina July 24-30.

Sunday

'HOW I BECAME A PIRATE': Malaprop’s Book-
store/Café celebrates N.C. Stage’s theatrical adap-
tation of “How I Became a Pirate” by Melinda
Long at 55 Haywood St., Asheville, 3 p.m. 828-254-
6734.

Tuesday

BOOK DISCUSSION: The Jackson County Public
Library’s Summer Book Group discusses “The Light
Between Oceans” by M.L. Stedman at 310 Keener
St., Sylva, 6 p.m. 828-586-2016.

Wednesday

BOOK DISCUSSION: Cookin’ the Books, a book
club focused on cookbooks, meets at the Haywood
County Public Library, 678 S. Haywood St., Waynes-
ville, noon. 828-356-2507.

CLARE HANRAHAN: Author presents her new
memoir, “The Half-Life of a Free Radical,” at
Firestorm Café & Books, 610 Haywood Road,
Asheville, 7 p.m. 828-255-8115.

ERICA WESTLY: Author presents her new book
on the history of softball, “Fastpitch,” at Mala-
prop’s Bookstore/Café, 55 Haywood St., Asheville, 7
p.m. 828-254-6734.

Thursday

BOOK DISCUSSION: The Works in Translation
Book Club, hosted by Justin Souther, discusses
“War, So Much War” by Merce Rodoreda at Mala-
prop’s Bookstore/Café, 55 Haywood St., Asheville, 7
p.m. 828-254-6734.

LISTEN TO THIS: Comedian/storyteller Tom
Chalmers hosts storytelling on the theme of dogs,
performed on the 35below stage at the Asheville
Community Theatre, 35 E. Walnut St., Asheville,

7:30 p.m. $15. 828-254-1320.

Friday

OPEN MIC: The NC Writers’ Network hosts at
City Lights Bookstore, 3 E. Jackson St., Sylva, 7 p.m.
Sign-ups begin at 6:45. 828-586-9499.

Saturday

KATHI LITTLEJOHN: Storyteller tells “Cherokee
Stories” as part of Stories on Asheville’s Front
Porch at Pack Place’s Rhino Courtyard, 2 S. Pack
Square, Asheville, 10 a.m. 828-450-5462.

BOB MUSTIN: Author presents his new short
story collection, “Collateral Damage and Stories,”
at City Lights Bookstore, 3 E. Jackson St., Sylva, 3
p.m. 828-586-9499.

WRITER’S GROUP: The Asperger’s Adults Unit-
ed writer’s circle meets at the Atlanta Bread Com-
pany, 633 Merrimon Ave., Asheville, 4 p.m. 828-
367-7794.

SHARED WORLDS READINGS: Authors from
the Shared Worlds speculative fiction writing
program read from their works at Malaprop’s
Bookstore/Café, 55 Haywood St., Asheville, 5 p.m.
828-254-6734.

LEDBETTER & MILLER: Storyteller David Joe
Miller presents WORD at Altamont Theater, 18
Church St., Asheville, 7 p.m., especially honoring
Gwenda Ledbetter for her recent receipt of the
Lifetime Achievement Award from the National
Storytelling Network. Contact davidjoetells@ya-
hoo.com.

RELEASE PARTY: Malaprop’s Bookstore/Café
celebrates the release of the published script for
the new play “Harry Potter and the Cursed Child”
by J.K. Rowling at 55 Haywood St., Asheville, 8
p.m. 828-254-6734.

RELEASE PARTY: Firestorm Café & Books cele-
brates the release of “Harry Potter and the Cursed
Child” by J.K. Rowling at 610 Haywood Road,
Asheville, 9 p.m. 828-255-8115.

Please send calendar items two weeks in ad-
vance to RNeufeld@charter.net.

LITERARY CALENDAR

to help save injured and orphaned wildlife. Artists
will create new works of art amidst the mountain
views and visitors may purchase the art. Free
admission. Raffle tickets available. Email info@ap-
palachianwild.org to RSVP. Visit
www.appalachianwild.org/wild-art.html.

“The Visual World” exhibit: Reception from
5-7:30 p.m. Aug. 11, Broken Road Studio & Hofman
Studios, 111-115 Roberts St., Asheville. Light hors
d’oeuvres and refreshments. Twenty-three Wedge
artists have been paired with local and nationally
acclaimed poets to create a new show. A percent-
age of proceeds collected from sales will go to the
Literacy Council of Buncombe County. Each of the
works available for viewing throughout The
Wedge Artists Studios for 30 days after the open-
ing. www.wedgestudioartists.com.

The Vanishing Wheelchair Little Theatre: 7
p.m. Aug. 12 and 26, 175 Weaverville Highway,
Asheville. Venue for several magic and variety
shows. The monthly magic and variety show,
“Magic, Mirth & Meaning,” is a family-friendly

hour-long production that features story tellers,
singers, jugglers, and magicians. Free with dona-
tions accepted. www.VanishingWheelchair.org or
828-645-2941.

August Supper: Aug. 13, 5-7 p.m., Calvary
Episcopal Church, 2840 Hendersonville Road,
Fletcher. $10, $5 age 10 and younger. A choice of
fried chicken or ham, side dishes and desserts
contributed by members of the church. The Cal-
vary Crafters will sell craft items. Produce and
other country store items will also be for sale.
828-684-6266.

Craft For Critters benefit and adoption
drive: Aug. 20, 10 a.m.-6 p.m., Grovewood Gallery,
111 Grovewood Road, Asheville. For Brother Wolf
Animal Rescue, a No-Kill animal rescue organiza-
tion in Asheville. Grovewood will donate 10 per-
cent of gallery sales from the day to BWAR’s “Help
Me Heal Fund” that provides care for orphaned
animals with serious medical conditions. Save 10
percent on all ceramic art, take in a craft demon-
stration, and enter raffles. 828-253-7651 or
www.grovewood.com.

Rafting for Kids Sake by Swain County Big
Brothers Big Sisters: Aug. 20, 2-5 p.m., Wild-
water Rafting, 10345 U.S. 19 W., Bryson City. $49.95
per person. Be sure to mention BBBS for the 2 p.m.
trip. 866-319-8870 or wildwater.trey@gmail.com.

Benefits
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