
The Photographer 

 
The soles of Delhia’s black army boots averted a pile of burning rubble between disaster-torn 
streets.  Not two seconds later, a barrage of gunshots suddenly triggered an outbreak of psychotic 
violence that flooded people towards the square. In a flash, she shot a disconnected glance at 
Finn. Bullets fired in a reckless curtain showering the square. Tufts of smoke and burning 
chemicals stormed violently as Del and Finn quickly approached the chaotic scene. 

There was a man carrying an unconscious young boy whose arm was desecrated and snapped. 
Both their faces were slick with soot and oil like the fringed rags clinging to their bones. Del hid 
behind a rusted mailbox with a camera held like a rifle in her mud-caked hands. 

The world became a much more different place through the lens. It was both non-linear, yet 
couldn’t have made more chronological sense. There were so many things to see. 

A spray of ammunition followed by a burst of exhaust from a damaged military vehicle. Three 
kids dressed in tailored potato sacks running for coverage and  leaving streams of blood behind 
them. A group of rebels firing with no heed to subtlety. Their heads were covered in cement-
coloured Kefiyehs, a recognizable head wrap covering the entire face—except the eyes—often 
sported by anti-government organizations.  One of the rebels fired continuously in cyclical 
rounds alongside the others despite a stain of blood above the ear.  

Blood? Or was it wine- 

Del shot up and intensely looked across the square at the row of shuttered businesses. He was 
passing under the arch, pulling the trigger like it was easier than waving the nation’s Old 
Republic flag over a throng of angry civilians.  

The wine stain. 

Finn, who was about twenty feet away, cast Del an appalling look at her voluntary vulnerability 
in the open fire. Del had attempted countless of times to get that wretched wine stain out for her 
brother. It couldn’t be him. It couldn’t.  

It was. 

Somebody shouted her name amidst the smoke and fire. Finn. Del suddenly felt a sharp pinch in 
her side.  



Devastated faces flooded again, but this time away from the centre of the square, carrying bodies 
with useless limbs and shouting incomprehensible words of defiance as the civilians drew back 
in light of the emerging law-keepers, who wore identical ammunition belts across the bodies.  
Del was entranced in the unbelievable yet lacerating truth wrapped in a wine-stained Kefiyeh.  A 
pair of strong arms suddenly tackled her shoulders, plunging Del into a delirious sprint as her 
legs uncontrollably pushed away and through the distraught alleys towards the railroad tracks 
away from town. 

Del pressed a hand to her injured midsection without revealing a hint of the aching bite it caused. 

“Are you okay?” Finn asked, breathing hard as they settled against a broken stone wall.  She 
wiped a speck of dirt on his sweaty face and settled his camera in her bag as the boy bent down 
to examine the wound. 

“Jag is out there,” she exhaled breathlessly, staring towards the direction of the square. Chutes of 
smoke continued to puff upwards amid a forest of desolate buildings and tall weeds. Love is gone 
was scribbled in angry red paint on the chipping white wall across the tracks in front of them.  

“Your brother’s still out there?” He asked sharply, cleaning her wound. “Stay right here. I can go 
get him-” 

“No.” Del quickly grabbed his arm as he bent up. “My brother is…out. There.” She flicked a 
gesture of a cocking gun against her temple. 

Finn understood. “Did he-” 

“No. I don’t know. I don’t think so. It’s just a graze. There’s nothing even in here.” She looked 
down at the minimal blood, wondering how something so mundane could sting so much. “It’s 
fine.” 

Finn bent down again to make sure, wrapping it up in sterile gauze from his camera bag. From 
her vantage point near his drooping navy t-shirt, she could see an angled tattoo inked beneath his 
prominent collar bone that wrote, I have to die or win. From their backpacks they quickly took a 
drink of water and ate two granola bars each before heading back to the forlorn streets to resume 
their duties. 

By the end of the day, having gathered sparsely fifty irreplaceably valuable shots, the obtrusive 
sun disappeared behind the impaired skyline in which narcissistic crows daunted the city below.  

Often times the things they shot communicated a certain truth in them; unadorned and repeated 
never again. Walking through the smoking landfills of the grey streets, Del couldn’t imagine 
anything below the irreparable destruction. 



“Come on! Laws’ going to be here any second, we have to clear outta the square.” 

The smell of burning tires and blood was dizzying, but impetrating. Nobody—neither Del, nor 
Finn, nor the journalists, nor the reporters, nor the medics—said anything on the bumpy shuttle 
ride back to the barracks. Familiar exhaustion and sleepiness clung to her, but her unblinking 
eyes could not remain anything but open. 

Somewhere in the heartless hour of the night, a crow opened its wings and cried out, fluttering 
onto a landing at her doorstep. Stepping through the front door of her living quarters, the first 
thing Del heard in the shadowy darkness was the sound of a bottle knocking the kitchen island. 
Jag leaned against the counter in the refrigerator light, gripping a bottle of liquor. 

“What the heck were you doing out there today?”  

"I was doing my job.” She slung her bag to the floor, setting her camera on the counter next to 
his handgun. 
 
"I hope you know what you’re doing with your life to get a damn photograph."  
 
"Does it matter?" She snapped. 
 
Jag didn’t say anything. His hands fiddled with the gun. 
 
“What’s your frickin’ problem?” The words flew angrily from her mouth, as if the weight of 
witnessing too many a brutal deaths were cracking through to her exterior.  
 
“How do you possibly take pictures of people suffering and dying on the streets? Do you actually 
enjoy watching them blow up to pieces? You’re a disgusting, bloodlust pimp. Look at yourself! 
Do you enjoy blowing yourself up to pieces? The only people who actually benefit from this is 
you! And even then, you’re already a wreck. It’s all just for the sick-minded jackasses who buy 
this stuff like its crack. You, you’re just exploiting other people’s deaths for your own self-
indulging fame and enjoyment.” 

The words struck her like a blade that went right through her gut. His eyes were full of remorse, 
lacking no mercy. 

“I get it,” she growled. “I finally understand why dad left. All he had to do was look in the mirror 
thirty years back and see who you’d become.” 



“Don’t you DARE talk about dad like that!” He roared, slamming his hand angrily on the 
counter. “You don’t know ANYTHING about what he did-“ 

"Why, ‘cause it’s some kind of rebel thing, huh? Some kind of rebel scam for you guys to exploit 
in front of the president? I found him, Jag. I found him. I can't walk down the damn street 
without hearing the gunshot, waiting for dad's body to fall out of the sky. I can't sleep knowing 
that this-" she paused- "is what our father died because of." 

He flung her camera across the room. It violently smashed and crushed the mirror to pieces 
against the wall, crumbling down into black chunks and glistening shards across the floor.  

Jag came around and leaned so close to her proximity that she breathed the alcohol from his 
mouth. Jag violently fisted her shirt and shoved her against the counter. “It’s for the greater. 
Good.” He snarled, gripping her arms with his iron hands.  

“There is no space!” she hollered, harshly pulling away. “Nobody asked you to play Marcus 
Brutus here, Jag! There are countless ordinary people dying out there for no reason—” 

“It’s tyranny, you idiot! If that’s not big enough a reason to-” 

“It’s enough for you to go around shooting civilians to get the law’s attention, but not enough for 
me to shoot civilians, through a lens, to get the world’s attention? You shoot like it’s harder to die 
from white phosphorus poisoning in his hell hole.” 

"You're frickin’ crazy." He hollered, smashing the bottle of liquor to bits on the ground. 

"You couldn't hold a gun for a year after dad shot himself!" She shouted angrily, choked with 
tears.  
 
"That's not even the same thing! You don’t know anything about what I do-"  
 
"Going out there is the only way I can deal with the madness, Jag!" She insisted loudly. "Of all 
people, you should understand how to deal with the chaos. I sure as hell saw enough of what you 
do today.” 

Jag looked away, eyes cast with sweeping shadows on his conflicted face. Visions of his sister 
laying on the bathroom floor in a pool of blood with a shard of pie tin in her hand flashed before 
him. He remembered the way she wept, the way she withheld all sorts of emotion ever since the 
funeral. 



"What are you going to do?" He challenged ferociously. 

“I’m going to be a wartime photographer!” 

He scoffed. "You think that’s worth sacrificing your personal values for? Your life? With a 
camera? Do you remember how many times you had to sell milk jugs and milk jugs to even earn 
the kind of money to buy that thing? Was that nothing to you?" he screeched angrily.. 

Del struck him. "The banks aren’t cathedrals, Jag. I can’t afford to care about where I get what I 
make. I’m doing what I ought to, and I have no fear. I don’t know what you're doing to fix this 
hellhole, killing all those people," she growled, clearly wounded. "But I damn know what I am. 
If I die before pictures can service the people in them, then all I exist to do is to at least remind 
people of this little thing in our lives called being human."  
 
"This place is the doormat of hell,” he spat, “You think taking pictures can restore peace to this 
living hell?"  
 
"Not peace," she forced out, sounding deflated. "Humanity first.” 

- 

Sleeping in the shadows of the bus shelter that Finn got off at was a construction man with week-
old bruises that made him look thirty or fifty-five. Finn stuffed copies of the local newspaper into 
this ragged flannel. Upon entering his empty tired house, he realized that she still had his camera 
with the photographs he had to develop that night. 

Fifteen minutes later, Finn tiredly but exuberantly ascended the concrete steps to her quarters. 
Hearing loud but muffled voices through the door, he held his hand back from knocking. He 
boarded the bus again and returned home feeling both horrified but compelled. This time he took 
one look at the bottle of Jack Daniels atop his fridge. Finn snatched it and turned, holding it like 
a snake at the neck as he walked down the dark road back to the grey bus stop. 

- 

Del blew tiredly out the door, exhaling heavily into the night sky before noticing Finn. She 
quickly retrieved the unbroken camera that had been in her bag, cradling it with more sincerity 
than she intended. 

He pursed his lips in the orange glow of the roadside lights as their eyes met. She immediately 
knew that he’d heard it all. "How's your arm?"  



Del exhaled a mirthless laugh.  "I'm sorry you had to hear that."  

“I was gonna turn you over to the laws.” 

She gave a slow and sad smile. “I wish you would.”  

Del held out the camera, but Finn just stared at it, took it and held it for one second, running his 
big hands along its surface with familiar movement. He held it back out to her in earnestness, 
smiling a little in his shining eyes. 

“Keep it.”  

Del looked at him, eyes wide, deep, and nostalgic as the coastline on an overcast day at the 
beach. A soft owl hooted in the distance, and she subconsciously wondered where the crow had 
gone. The light from the street lamppost struck a half of her gentle face. Del insisted on walking 
him home halfway. However, after passing by the park and seeing a little boy sleeping in a blue 
tunnel slide with a little chick in his hand, they stopped. Del quickly captured a photograph 
paying respect to the bland colours of the playground, the white glow from the towering lamps, 
and the symmetry in the blue tunnel housing a ragged orphan in its chute. Finn lay his jacket 
over the boy. 

"My brother exploded tonight. He thinks my job is more unethical than what he does, because 
we’re risking our lives just the same, only I make less than a quarter what he will. He thinks the 
shots won’t do anything for his cause.” They sat at the curb of a concrete walkway branching 
from the circular path encasing the playground. 

“I had never hit him before Finn,” she hoarsely whispered, looking at him through her eyelashes. 
Del helplessly crumbled in his arms. She secretly loathed herself for allowing him to see her this 
way. 

“I’m so sorry.” He murmured. 

“So am I.” 

Del squeezed shut her eyes, but visions of the devastated streets continued to encompass her. The 
scent of blood wasn’t an assault anymore. She kept seeing the engulfing civil strife that plagued 
the country; kept seeing the inhumane crimes that the laws brought upon the rebels to impose.  
 
"The rebels are going to lose, Finn." As a journalist then, she’d secretly followed her brother to 
underground societies holding secret meetings and settling dead-drop locations for secret 
intelligence and militia plans to overthrow the corrupt government. They were just as dirty and 



flawed themselves. “They have no idea what they’re up against.”  
 
"You can't save everybody, Del. You can’t always save a man from himself, and sometimes you 
can’t save a nation from destroying itself. Sometimes the most you can do is to love,” he 
breathed, “and remember who the real enemy is. Where we are, in this nomadic place of 
madness, we barter love to these victims by using photography to service the people we 
photograph. Tell their stories. Make an impact on a human level.” 

Del fingered the grass by the curb. The clink of a glass bottle on the concrete curb compelled her 
to look over and spot a glorious gem of liquid topaz on the curb. He knew it was her favourite. 
Del swallowed excessively with the unquestionable logic that the more she drank, the less 
chance there would be for her comrade to find tombstone carvings at the bottom of this bottle.  

“Is that what your girlfriend told you?” 

Finn’s remorseful expression stared out into the white-stained dark. His lips tickled for a taste of 
the liquor. “Right before the bombing at Al-Bahariyah.”  

She decided to give him the bottle back. By the time they left the park, the bottle was empty, and 
the tiny chick in the little boy’s hand muttered a cry.  

The next morning, Del wrapped a fresh gauze around her wound using the reflection in the 
window. Pieces of the mirror and camera remained untouched on the ground. Jag hobbled down 
the stairs, slipping on a black t-shirt as he saw the preluding dawn of light through the door.  

"You're still going out there to take pictures?" He sounded more dismayed than angry. 

“Uh-huh.” 

 “What do you see out there, anyway, huh?” 

She looked at him. Paused. “For you?”  

Jag didn’t say a word. 

 “I see a massive vacuum of anger and hatred that nobody’s brave enough to rise above with 
integrity. I see little boys on top of dumpsters, swallowing coals thinking it was just burnt bread, 
and not caring if they knew it wasn’t. I see a young man, far too young, eating out of a rat in an 
alley. I see an old lady under a fire escape covering a bullet wound with government posters 
telling her handicapped grandson goodbye.” 

He nodded in tired submission without meeting her eyes. “And you? What do you see?” 



Silence settled between them like the weight of the world.  

She thought back to the mortifying images captured in their own backyards.  She saw a mother 
frantically carrying a dead child, both of whom were bitten savagely with ammunition in the legs 
and arms. She saw a fallen woman begging the medics to save the paper body between her fire-
torn Bible instead of the flesh in her own. She saw Finn drawing invisible flowers on a dying 
victim’s ruined face, telling her to look up at the beautiful blue sky that God sat behind. There 
was a certain brokenness in the eyes of the grief-stricken onlookers, some of whom were 
relatives to the victims. The harrowing madness and painstaking grief communicated in their 
eyes was unmistakable. 

“I see love.” Del fed him a weak smile. “Jag, all I see is love.” 

-- 

Time barely touched upon the sunrise when the dirt-stained Cybil Media Network shuttle 
rumbled down the desolate streets. Del leaned against the side with her arm reaching through the 
window in the cool morning air, holding a cigarette that silently danced in the tickling wind. 

“Coffee for you,” Finn chirped, handing her a steaming paper cup. Del quickly grimaced after 
taking a sip, examining the pungent taste of the caffeine.  

“This is yours.” She gave it back. “Is that Sabroso? You opened the coffee liqueur without me?” 

“Finished,” he corrected with a smirk. 

Del lit another cigarette. It was followed by an emphasizing gesture from Finn, who silently held 
the near-empty cigarette tin. Propping her cigarette-entwined hand and crossing her other arm 
under, she exhaled a dragon of smoke into his glittering eyes. 

-- 

There was something especially cryptic and distorted about the streets that day. It started with the 
dust that coated her throat as they entered a derelict warehouse that was once a campaign office. 
There were bundles of corpses and dying victims everywhere, with nobody to care except for a 
fierce old woman pouring herbal tea for the others. There was withered signage on the chipping 
wall that said Al- Bahariyah. 

 Finn left to get more supplies from an apothecary shop he’d seen earlier. Having done this many 
times before, Del felt a sickening yet familiar stab of numbness within her as she photographed 
the parameter. Her mind had been honed to capture the most gruesome shots so that there was 
nothing left for her soul to ache about in the distinct reality.  



In lieu of the racking coughs and distant gunshots, Del escaped out into the street, soaking up the 
bright cloudy day.  

All of a sudden, a deafening blow erupted, plunging her backwards into the ground with 
immense impact. Debris showered the earth that shook beneath her, crumbling with a vicious 
roar as voices in the next alley shouted with terror. An attack of flames burst through a tall office 
building beside the intersection ahead. A look of sheer panic pelleted Del as she glanced towards 
the apothecary’s direction. 

“Finn!” she screamed, sprinting through the backstreets and building alleys in unreserved fright. 
There was nothing left around her, and had the plague of terror been absent she would’ve 
succumbed to insanity seeing the finality of the city’s destruction. 

She frantically rummaged the incapacitated ruins while scanning the faces of fresh corpses 
through her lenses. Del stepped closer than she dared towards tongues of fire that engulfed 
faceless, lifeless bodies. 

She spotted in him amid what seemed like a severe core of the explosion, where a giant billboard 
had fallen to the mercy of his leg, and shrapnel and fire had nearly incinerated the lower half of 
his flesh and blood. 

"What happened?" The fallen boy was pressed against a spilt yellow bag of industrial salts that 

served as a pillow. Del cursed.  

"Land mine," he wheezed, "The city is being destroyed in a wheel and spoke pattern upon which it 

was built."  

"Let me go get help. Promise me-"  

"No," he pleaded with all his might. He grimaced in pain trying to stop her. The grip of his adamant 

arm was horrifyingly frail. "They're going to kill you. Please. Stay here with me."  

"Finn, I can’t let you die—"  

"You're not. It's for the greater good. Please. Do this last thing for me. I’m beyond saving."  

"Nobody's beyond saving."  

"My guts are spilling all over you, Delhia. Save the supplies for the people. I’m just the 

photographer. Nobody cares about the photographer."  

"They will." She promised. "I'll make sure they do."  

"But not today..." He pleaded, barely sounding the words from his diamond-cracked lips. Finn’s eyes 

lowered, and he very well could’ve have been just falling asleep.  



His face wasn’t distorted, nor did it carry any of the pain she couldn’t even conceive. Neither of them 

spoke until Del supressed the stirring turmoil in her heart.  

"But not today." Del stroked his hair, seeing all the colour drain from his face as he breathed. 

"I hear angels singing in my ears, Del. I hear the Lord calling me home." 

Del couldn’t hear him. “I can get supplies, Finn. I’ll fix you myself—” 
 
"No. I will have done more dying this way than anything else I could ever do in my life." 
 
Del immediately thought of the tattoo under his collarbone. 
 
There was nothing said for a long time; only the sound of his laboured breaths quieting underneath 
the mocking clouds above. Crows flew in the diamond sky, cawing in an ominous warning as they 
zipped over the city. 
 
“I never told you why I started doing this,” he croaked after a while, staring into a distant point 
in her eyes. “Filmmaking. Here.”  

Of all the places that life could offer a man as magnificent as him. 

She slightly shook her head, subtly soaked up the blood gushing from his front. “No.” 

“I used to think that maybe it was because I was suicidal,” he whispered, dryly chuckling. Del 
urgently searched for something to alleviate his pain, but found nothing except the last cigarette. 
“But it was everything beyond that. I forgot what it felt like to be human. Really human. I forgot 
how to prove to myself I was a real human being.” 

“And a real hero.” The inevitable lump closed her dying throat as she lit him the smoke and fed it 
to his lips.  

“It’s funny that the best things I’ve ever done to understand the human soul was the very thing 
that made me lose it. It makes no sense that the integrity of someone else’s humanity is 
conditional to the grip you have on your own.” Especially in this field. 

“I know.” 

“I’ve spent my whole life living and dying for somebody else, Del, so that they don’t have to 
experience what I have—what we have—in the pursuit of peace. It makes no sense to me, that in 
the faces of terror, danger and death, I have never felt more human. I have never felt a more 



terrifying desire to love, and to be loved by somebody. Many of us don’t know that there is only 
one real enemy in this world, Del.” 

“The devil.” Tears began to fill her eyes. 

“And just like any other human, to see people suffer in ways that evil itself would rise in 
reverence to, it kills me just as much as the next guy. The only difference is that I chose to do 
something questionably ethical to change it. I sacrificed ethic to impart an overwhelmingly 
powerful negotiation for peace. If you really wanted to strike people with the reality of political 
strife, you don’t go for their wallets. You go for the deepest, most fertile pits of their tar black, 
silver-coated souls because otherwise there is no line between the one who could’ve helped and 
the one who pulled the pin.” 

There was a silence settled between them. Not the kind they often communicated with that was 
beautiful, familiar, and made sense. This was a satanic, horrifying emptiness that was filled with loud 
soundlessness. And there was nothing Del could do to stop his quickening debilitation.  
 
"Hey," She whispered, pulling him awake. "Tell me the story about your first smoke."  
 
He mustered a weak chuckle. "I was thirteen. It was the summer before secondary school. I caught 
Louis playing naughty with my girlfriend, so the smoke was a bribe to scram. It was the worst day of 
my life. I lost my best friend and lung virginity that day." 

Del wore a small smile, seeing the light of the clouded sun in his fervent green eyes. 

"That's funny," she said, tears streaming down her face. "I gained one the day I actually lost my 
virginity. "  
 
"Who?" He loved hearing this story. His eyes glimmered every time.  
 
“You. And Jack Daniels." 

 
His eyes were rapidly treading to a close, but he murmured, "Funny how we’ve switched demons 
since then."  
Del drew an invisible flower at the side of his neck. "Misery loves company. I think we all just want 
somebody whose demons play well with ours.” 

“I guess...I guess that's why I’ve always quite liked you." 



His eyelids drooped, and his chest was no longer rising at the rhythm it used to. Instead, it was as if 
the air was being slowly squeezed out of him. His hand gradually loosened in hers, which made Del 
grip even harder onto his fingers.  
"Goodbye, Finn." She whispered, tears dripping down the valley of her cheek. "I love you."  

She leaned in and gently pressed her lips on his forehead. A little bit of rain had begun to fall, 
drizzling onto his very fresh and handsome face. He was too young. Too beautiful. The droplets 
landed like little jewels in the mist, bidding farewell to the universes within his soul.  

He was dreaming, Del thought. Or at least he had his eyes closed.  

The rain continued to fall, eventually crashing against the dead city like a bath from the sea, 
descending in a downward flood of rain and blood. Delhia ended up choking on the water, but she 
stayed. She lay her forehead on his, as the warmth of his velvet white skin slowly drifted, and his sad 
old soul set final sail to a world beyond the broken one she remained in.  

They were going to remember this. It was inevitable. Del brought back the photographs to the Cybil 
Media network weeks later. Finn had asked her to photograph him before he died; to photograph the 
both of them. The article she penned in lieu of the release following up to her next departure ended 
with a quote from photography legend James Nacthwey in Finn’s memory: 

“For me the strength of photography lies in its ability to evoke a sense of humanity…used well it can 
be a powerful antidote to war. In a way, if an individual assumes the risk of placing himself in the 
middle of war in order to communicate to the rest of the world what is happening-he is trying to 
negotiate for peace.”  

-- 

It was a drizzling afternoon once more as Del stepped off of the dirt-stained shuttle, strolling 
down the streets of civil strife and rebellion. The yellow bag of salt was still there where the 
fallen billboard was, gleaming in the dripping jewels of rain. From her bag she took out a full 
cigarette tin and buried it in the yellow sack of salt. She heard a crowd wailing in the nearby 
square, practically tasting the political dissension in the smoky air. Before turning to the faded cries, 
she looked at the gap between the salts and fallen billboard. 

“You better not be opening that Sabroso up there without me,” she told the crying sky.


