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        “It's quite an undertaking to start loving somebody. You have to have energy, generosity, and blindness. There is even a moment right at the start where you have to jump across an abyss: if you think about it you don't do it.”

        Jean-Paul Sartre, Nausea
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        but can quickly return to a state of wakefulness.
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      Earth beneath me trembles.

      I’m moving fast. Like traveling through a long, dark tube. I feel myself falling, but then rising again. It’s like I’m on a rollercoaster. But I’m not on a rollercoaster. I’m asleep. I must be dreaming.

      Or am I?

      I open my eyes.

      Bright light. Who turned on the lamp?

      I shut off the bedside lamp before I went to sleep. I know I shut the lamp off because I always do the same thing every night before I go to sleep. I sit on the edge of the bed while Kathryn brings me two things: my heart pill (a statin) and a glass of tap water. Usually, Kathryn watches me while I swallow the pill, just to make sure I’m swallowing it and not tossing it into the waste bucket when she’s not looking. Kathryn is the caring, overly cautious type.

      Then, after we’ve both gotten under the covers, I turn off the lamp. From there, I roll over and kiss her goodnight. If she isn’t asleep already, the sheets and comforter pulled up over most of her head so that only her long black hair is visible, I might place my hand on her perfectly shaped bottom and toss a leg over hers.

      Usually, she shrugs me off since she needs to be up early for work at the local chapter of the New York State Democratic Committee (I don’t have a real job since I’m a writer, Kathryn jokes). She’s a volunteer, but she treats it like a serious vocation, which means she likes her rest. On occasion, however, she gives me the green light. It’s usually a quick affair, with me entering her from behind, wrapping my arms around her, holding her tightly against me, the two of us moving our hips together, slowly at first, but then more rapidly, until we both come to that special place together. When it’s over, I’ll kiss her on the mouth and issue my muse a heartfelt goodnight. We’ll then resume our favorite sleep positions.

      But I digress.

      The point is that I always turn the lamp out before I go to bed. But right now, right this very moment in time, I’m waking up to a bright light. And right now, my eyes are burning because an overhead lamp is shining directly into them.

      That’s the least of my troubles. The bed I’m lying in is trembling, bucking, moving. Beds should always stay put. I sit up straight, breathing hard.

      “Earthquake,” I say, my throat dry, voice hoarse.

      “What earthquake are you talking about?” says a voice. A soft, calm voice. The voice of a woman. But not the voice I recognize as Kathryn’s.

      I realize then that I haven’t sat up at all because I’m already sitting up. And get this: I’m not in bed. I’m planted in a seat. A bucket seat that’s set right beside a second identical seat occupied by a young woman with red hair. My hotel room has magically transformed itself into a train car, and we’re speeding along a set of train tracks. Destination unknown.

      Holy shit, how in God’s name did I get here?
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      It’s the very question I lob at this red-haired girl, minus the expletive.

      “How did I get here?” I ask in as calm a voice as possible. Never mind my speeding pulse, throbbing heart, and the cold sweat that coats my brow.

      “You never answered me about the earthquake,” she says.

      “What earthquake and who the hell are you?”

      “Her name is Carmen,” she says, smiling. “And she’s been listening to you snore for the past half hour. Before that, she couldn’t get you to shut up. You were going on and on about your new book, The Handyman.”

      She’s right. I’m currently working on a new thriller called The Handyman.

      “You refer to yourself in the third person,” I say. It’s a question.

      “Habit I got into when I babysat little kids. You know, Carmen would like you to eat your dinner now. Carmen would like you to get into your jammies. Carmen would like you to shut the hell up for five minutes.”

      I laugh, but I’m in no mood for laughing.

      “How the hell did I get here?” I repeat.

      “You were here when I got on at the station in New York,” she says. “You finally went to sleep, so I didn’t want to disturb you. Carmen hopes you haven’t missed your stop.”

      “I don’t have a stop, Carmen,” I say. “I’m supposed to be in bed.” Shaking my head. “This has got to be some mixed-up, screwed-up, vivid dream.”

      I close my eyes again. I’m hoping that when I open them, I’ll be back in bed in New York City. I open them. Still on a train.

      “Fuck me,” I whisper.

      “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger,” the girl says.

      I give her a look over my right shoulder. A good, long look. Her red hair is cut just above her shoulders. It’s clean and lush. She’s wearing a leather jacket over a black T-shirt. There’s writing on the T-shirt, but I can’t be sure what it says since the angle I’m seated at won’t allow it. Maybe it says CBGBs, or maybe it says The Ramones. She’s too young to remember either band. Maybe she wasn’t even born back during the punk rock days. The real mid-seventies punk rock days. At the time, I was alive, in junior high, and oblivious to the rock n’ roll scene. But she looks punk, I’ll give her that.

      She’s sporting black eyeliner, and her eyes are blue. Her lips are painted with red lipstick, and they match the tattoo on her lower left neck. It’s a heart that’s not broken in two so much as caught in the process of breaking in two. A heart that’s splitting, a black jagged line running down the center of the split as though adding drama and movement to the design. The heart also pulses whenever she engages her neck muscles. A perpetually breaking heart. Clever.

      “Station,” I say. “What station?”

      “You mean you don’t know?” she asks. “You’re too young for Alzheimer’s. In my opinion, anyway.”

      “I’m a lot older than you,” I say, sitting up straight, looking one way, then the other, and back again. I feel like I’ve been on a long acid trip and am only now coming down from it. I need to get my bearings.

      Carmen crosses her legs. She has her black jeans stuffed inside her combat boots. The boots are laced up only halfway, the extra lace length wrapped around the boot-shin a couple of times. When she sets her hands on her thighs, I can see she’s painted her long fingernails red and black.

      “But how can you not know when and where you got on the train?” she asks. “You drunk or stoned or both?” She giggles.

      “No drugs,” I say. “I did drink a little last night. But I went to sleep in my own bed.” Tossing up my hands. “Correction, the hotel’s bed… I went to bed in the Gramercy Park Hotel in a room my wife and I shared on the seventh floor, and now I’m waking up on a train bound for…” Peering out the window. A river, long and gray and cold-looking. “Where the hell are we going anyway?”

      “Albany,” she says. “I had a gig last night in New York with a band that asked me to fill in. Tonight, I play with my own band up in Albany. You should come. I’ll put you on the guest list.”

      “You had a gig,” I say, like repeating her words will help me regain my memory that much faster. “You’re a musician.”

      “I play bass guitar in a punk band,” she says. Then, holding out her hand. “My full name is Carmen Nadeau.”

      I gaze at the hand for a second or two as though not sure what to do with it. Jesus, did somebody drug me?

      “I’m Norman,” I say.

      When I extend my hand, I see the scratches marring my skin.

      “Jeez, what happened to you?” she inquires, pulling her hand back.

      Can’t blame her if she doesn’t want to touch my open wounds. My knuckles are like hamburger. I make a fist, glide the tips of my fingers over my palms. It’s sticky. Tacky. Turning my hands over, I see bloodstains.

      “Oh, shit,” I whisper.

      She scooches over.

      “Hey, mister,” she says. “Er, Norman. Carmen is wondering if you’re sure you don’t need a doctor?”

      “I don’t recall saying I needed one in the first place.”

      “It just came out that way,” she says. “But those hands. You been messing in someone else’s doghouse. Or you busted through a window before you got on the train. Maybe you’re just bad with a cheese grater. Or…” she shakes her head, looks away. “Maybe I shouldn’t go there…” Her thought trails off, ominously.

      “Go where, exactly?”

      “Your wife,” she says. “I sure hope she’s okay.”

      A fruit pit lodges in my stomach. I couldn’t have possibly done anything to harm Kathryn. She’s the love of my life. My muse. The woman I married twice. But the blood had to have come from somewhere. I rack my brain, try to think where I might have messed up my hands.

      That’s when I see it happening all over again inside my head. Outside the bookshop, down near the Battery. The fan. He was tall. Taller than me, anyway. Skinny, but a bit soft in the middle. He was wearing a blazer over jeans and a button-down. A thick scarf was wrapped around his neck to ward off the cold. He wore thick, black, horn-rimmed eyeglasses, and he needed a shave. His thick black hair fluttered in the wind when he reached out and took hold of my arm. He stepped in so close to me then that I could smell the liquor on his breath.

      “Hey, eBook writer,” he said, his hand squeezing my forearm. “You’re the writer, right? The one who calls himself the writer.”

      “Dude,” I said, yanking my arm free. “The signing’s over.”

      He laughed.

      “Didn’t know you could sign eBooks,” he said. It was supposed to be funny.

      Kathryn took hold of my hand. She nervously finger-combed her long, lush black hair so that it draped the collar of her long yellow coat, her expensive hoop earrings exposed. It’s all coming back to me now.

      “Let’s just keep moving,” she said.

      “Yeah, listen to the girl,” Tall Eyeglasses said. “Keep moving. Don’t stop until you reach the river. Then keep on going.”

      I guess you could say he wasn’t a fan after all. Some people who were standing outside the store smoking cigarettes laughed. People who’d attended the signing. My real fans. Or so I thought at the time. They must have noticed the reaction on my face because they immediately lowered their heads and swallowed their chuckles. So much for loyalty.

      “What’s your problem, pal?” I said, feeling my pulse pick up speed. My sternum got tight.

      “Norman, let’s just go,” Kathryn insisted, pulling on my arm.

      “Hang on, Kat,” I said. “This gentleman obviously has something to say to me.”

      I freed myself from Kathryn’s grip then and made my way toward Tall Eyeglasses. If I were his height, my nose would have been pressed up against his. Instead, my forehead was within a half inch or so of knocking into his chin.

      He thrust out his arms suddenly, smacked me in the chest with both palms like I was a blocking dummy.

      “Back off before I call the cops,” he insisted.

      It’s happened to me before. In grade school on the playground, in high school on the football field, in college at the bar while playing pool, in writing school during a workshop that wasn’t going my way. I’m not the kind to just swallow my anger. Instead, my anger sort of manifests itself as a red sheen or sheer drape that settles over my eyes. When the anger button is triggered, it’s not me who’s in control anymore, but whatever demon resides inside me, somewhere in the space between my heart and my soul.

      Kathryn can recognize when the anger button is triggered. It’s not often that it’s triggered, but once you witness it… witness the subtle signs leading up to it: the stiff stature, the hands becoming hard fists, the tightening if not clenching of the jaw, the wide unblinking eyes… you never forget it.

      “Norman, don’t,” she said, but the warning had all the effect of spitting into the East River on a windy winter day. “Oh Christ, he’s going to do it.”

      Her referring to me in the third person wasn’t a dis, so much as it was an accurate reflection of the angry he that had taken over my body. The he who belted Tall Eyeglasses in the gut with a solid uppercut Tall Eyeglasses had no chance in hell of seeing, much less anticipating. The he who immediately followed up with a left hook to the tall jerk’s mouth, which dropped him to the pavement like a sack of rags and bones.

      I might have kicked him then, which was my usual method of capping things off. But I happened to catch Kathryn’s horrified face, her wet eyes, her trembling bottom lip, and I knew then that I had to put Mr. Anger back inside his box and call this fight in the early rounds before somebody got seriously hurt, arrested, or both.

      “You… fucking… asshole,” Tall Eyeglasses spit.

      Down on his ass on the sidewalk, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a blue kerchief, and patted his now bloodied lip with it. Slowly, he stood up. He started back-stepping but kept his eyes on me the whole time.

      “I could call the cops,” he said, his voice sounding muffled and painful under the kerchief. “But that would be too easy. I’ll get your ass good, one day very soon. You just wait, eBook writer. Self-publishing hack.”

      He started to turn then, but not before pausing just long enough to make eye contact with Kathryn. It was strange, the way they looked at one another. Rather, not at one another, but into one another. As though his threat wasn’t just limited to me.

      “Leave, asshole,” I barked.

      “I’m gonna get ‘ya,” he said, turning toward uptown. “You’ll see. When you least expect it, I’m gonna come down on you like a ton of fucking bricks. Wait for it, pal. You just wait for it. Your life is about to turn into a living hell.”

      He picked up speed, broke into a jog until he rounded a corner, and disappeared altogether.

      “You okay, Mr. Kelleher?” one of the shocked smokers asked. His cigarette was still burning between his fingers.

      “Never better,” I lied, looking down at my hands for the first time. There was blood on them, along with small lacerations on the knuckles where Tall Eyeglasses’ front teeth must have dug into them.

      “Norman, let’s go,” Kathryn pleaded. Her voice was verging on weeping.

      “Okay, Kathryn,” I said. “I’m sorry you had to see all that.”

      I took a step forward, but not before I noticed something on the concrete. It was a card. A business cardo. Bending at the knees, I picked it up and stared at it. Tall Eyeglasses must have dropped it when he pulled out his handkerchief. It said, “Martin Rojack, General Assignment Reporter and Literary Critic.”

      The newspaper he worked for was called The New York Times.
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      The train speeds along the heavily wooded banks of the Hudson River. I stare into the window glass. I see my vague image reflected in it. The cropped hair. Hair so short, I might as well be bald. The dark eyes, the five-day salt and pepper stubble. The military-green cotton turtleneck sweater under a worn black leather coat I picked up at a shop in Florence, Italy, nearly ten years ago, while on a writing retreat I could ill afford. In terms of cash, that is. Of course, nowadays, my monthly royalties would make it possible to afford my own villa in the Tuscan Hills.

      I recall the old days when publishers would pay out small portions of an advance over two or three years. After my agent took his cut, and then the government took theirs, I’d be left with an amount that didn’t even cover the credit card balances. That all changed with the introduction of eReader tablets and, to go with them, a self-publishing platform that prolific pulp authors like me could take advantage of. Suddenly, we could publish what we wanted as often as we wanted, and get this: get paid once per month. Just like that, we went from being slaves to a system of write, wait, and hope, to getting our words out directly to the fans at the speed of a document download. And what was best of all? We were making bank.

      “Your hands, Norman,” Punk Rocker Carmen says. “Would you like me to grab you some wet paper towels from the lovely, tidily kept Amtrak restroom? They look sore.”

      I’m about to respond when I feel a mechanical vibration in my chest pocket. Jesus, why the hell didn’t I think of that in the first place? I must still be out of it. I pat my coat pockets and feel for my phone. It’s in the interior pocket, directly over my heart. Reaching in, I pull it out.

      “It’s Kathryn,” I say aloud.

      “Who’s Kathryn?” Carmen says. “The wifey? She must be alive after all.”

      “Easy, punk rocker,” I say, pressing send and placing the phone to my ear.

      My eyes were on Carmen and her red hair. She makes a kind of exaggerated frown, whispers, “Oops, that came out all wrong.”

      I say hello into the phone.

      “Jesus H. Christmas, Norman,” barks the voice of my ex-wife-slash-now-newlywed wife, Kathryn. “Where the hell did you go this time? I’ve been worried sick. I woke up, and you were gone. Just, gone. What the hell is going on with you these days?”

      I see her standing inside our seventh-floor, seven-hundred-dollar-per-night hotel room that overlooks the gated Gramercy Park. I see her staring down at the tall, leafless trees, at the many people walking their dogs inside and outside the black iron fence that surrounds the park's perimeter.

      “I woke up, Kathryn,” I say. “And I was on a train bound for Albany. Correction, I am on a train bound for Albany.”

      “You eventually passed out,” Carmen interjects. “Out cold.”

      I shush her.

      “Norman,” Kathryn says. “Who is that? Who’s talking? Who are you with?” I sense jealousy in her voice. Suspicion and jealousy. But then, I’ve never been the cheating type. I have trouble handling one woman at a time.

      “The woman sitting beside me. She’s the one who found me. Or I found her. Or what difference does it make?”

      Kathryn pauses for a weighted moment, like she’s not quite believing my story.

      “Look it, Kat,” I say, “all I know is we went to bed last night after our dinner with Jimmy. I turned out the light, kissed you goodnight, rolled over onto my side, and went to sleep.”

      “You were drunk,” she says. “You were making a fool of yourself at dinner. You had blood on your hands. You ended up passing out in the taxi on the ride back to the hotel.”

      “Whatever,” I say. “It was a fun night, a good book signing, and a beautiful dinner care of my literary agent. I deserved to be a little drunk.”

      “You were still nerved up over the creep outside the bookstore.”

      In my head, I see Tall Eyeglasses. Martin Rojack. See his busted lip. I shift the phone into my left hand and press it against my left ear. I open and close my fist on my free hand, feel the still fresh wounds on my knuckles, the tacky blood on my palms. All that blood from a simple wallop to the mouth? And why blood on both hands? I’m not sure I want to know the answers.

      “The police were here,” Kathryn says. “They just left.”

      “The police,” I question.

      Pulse elevates. Heart pounds.

      “I was worried, Norman. This isn’t the first time something like this has happened since we remarried. You need to see a doctor when you get home.”

      “Why a doctor?”

      “Because who the hell in their right mind spontaneously gets up in the middle of the night and boards a train for Albany?”

      “Maybe I was sleepwalking.”

      “Pretty elaborate situation for a common sleepwalker.” Then, after pausing for a beat, “When you get to Albany, take the next train back to Poughkeepsie. I’ll meet you at the station, and we can Uber it back to Millbrook together. If I leave the city now, I should be able to catch the ten o’clock train that gets into Poughkeepsie at eleven-thirty. You can make the ten on your end and be here by around the same time.”

      “Roger that,” I say, my spirits entirely deflated. A complete one-eighty from yesterday.

      “Oh, and Norman,” she says, “the cops also delivered me some bad news.”

      “Spill it, Kat.”

      “The creep you punched,” she says, “Martin Rojack. He’s decided to press charges.”
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      In my head, I see myself punching Martin Rojack. Rather, I see my closed, tight fist buried in his mouth; I see his bottom lip burst, and the blood pour out of it. See it all happen in slow-mo. But then, already, my imagination is enhancing reality. What the hell, that’s what I do. Make shit up for a living.

      I mull Kathryn’s words over in my mind. About making a fool of myself while at dinner with my agent, Jimmy Vanes… correction, uber agent, Jimmy Vanes… and Jake, my editor at my new publishing house. My first traditional, “Big 4” publishing house since the publication and subsequent train wreck of my very first novel, As Catch Can, almost twenty years ago now.

      Rojack wasn’t wrong when he called me an eBook writer because, yeah, I’ve sold a shit ton of eBooks over the past few years. Most literary agents wouldn’t touch a self-published author since, one, we supposedly suck, and two, self-publishing reeks of desperation. But when one of my books, Bolt, sold three hundred thousand copies over the course of a month and a half, the agents and the publishers started calling. Like hungry vultures, they wanted in on the action.

      As far as literary representation, I went with Vanes because he seemed like the kind of agent who would sell his own mother if the price was right. He was a slick, metro-sexual dude who lived down on Bleeker Street in the Noho section of the city. He was a slim, dark-haired, handsome, forty-something guy who called me “bro” and who loved to use my presence in the city as an excuse to party. Which is exactly what we did last night.

      Jake was the polar opposite. Soft-spoken, serious, and from what I could gather, stoned. He’d dressed himself in baggy jeans, worn black shoes, and a black crewneck sweater that was far too big for his short stature. His hair was cut as short as mine, but the gray hadn’t yet set in. In truth, I think he was uncomfortable with author dinners. He’d rather be home, smoking weed with his friends, playing his guitar to some Dylan or Wilco record that might be spinning on the CD rack. I think he was there because he felt he had to be.

      Not that I can recall much about last night, but I do remember the dimly lit, plush steakhouse, the thick rare steaks, and the table Jimmy reserved for us in the dining room’s corner. I remember the non-stop champagne.

      I was high both from the book signing and putting down Martin Rojack right outside the bookshop doors. I was proud of the blood that was still oozing from my knuckle wounds. At least, I must have been proud if I was getting blood all over the place. You could cut the testosterone with a knife.

      While the train speeds along the tracks, I search my still spinning brain for more visuals of that dinner. I see Jimmy standing at the table, offering up a toast. He’s got this big smile on his narrow face.

      “To the hottest motherfucking author in this fucking zoo of a town,” he announced. “My client and bro, Norman Kelleher.”

      What I recall sends an ice-cold shiver up my spine. I remember standing but not stopping there. I climbed onto the table. People were staring, and Kathryn was mortified. Jimmy went wide-eyed, and Jake pursed his lips, his face turning beet red. I drank down my champagne and tossed the glass at the wall behind me, shattering it.

      The entire restaurant went silent.

      “Norman,” Kathryn chastised me.

      “Nonsense, Kathryn,” Jimmy said. “Norman deserves to have some fun, don’t you, bro?”

      “Damn straight, Jimmy-bro,” I said. “It’s great to be back in the major league bowels of literary greatness. This being New York fucking City, after all. And hey, I didn’t have to sell my eBook rights. I retained those bad boys. The gift that keeps on giving and giving. Way to go, Jim bro!”

      “Hey, Norm,” Jake said in his soft, but somehow direct voice. “Come on down, man. Before the white lab coats come and lock you up.”

      Lock me up… as in lock me up again, motherfucker…

      My eyes gazed into Jake’s. Then I shifted my gaze to Jimmy’s eyes.

      “Listen to your friends,” Kathryn said.

      “My friends,” I said, not without a smile. “Yeah, you’re my friends now. But you and I both know that if I don’t move a ton of paper units, or I step out of the politically correct line, or vote for the wrong President, I’m toast once again. You see, friends, I might be the flavor of the week now, but this ain’t my first New York rodeo.” I couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t move units, and lots of them, you’ll stop answering my phone calls, Jimmy. Or, no, excuse me. I mean, Jim bro.”

      The restaurant’s silence grew thicker, more toxic. A waiter wearing a black tux approached our table.

      “We must ask you to refrain from causing any further disturbance,” he said.

      “Do I know who you am?” I said. Then, realizing what I had just said, and how I said it. “Do you know who you am? Oh, shit. Forget it.”

      I went to step down from the table but instead slipped on a pad of butter and went down hard into the booth on my back. My right hand caught some of the broken glass, and now I was really bleeding. Holding up my hand, I shouted, “What the hell is everyone looking at?”

      Then I wiped my bloody hand off on the white tablecloth.

      “Perhaps we’d better call it a night, after all,” Jimmy said.

      “What the hell, Jim bro,” I said, “I deserve to be the literary bad boy. Like, whatever happened to the Norman Mailers, the Truman Capotes, the Scot Fitz’s, and the Papa Hemingways of the world? Their balls have all been cut off by the woke mafia.”

      Kathryn was crying now. She stood.

      “I’ll wait outside,” she said, leaving the table.

      “I’ll go with you,” Jake said, placing his napkin over his half-consumed steak. He got up.

      “I’ll get the bill, bro,” Jimmy said.

      “Damn straight you’ll get the bill, Jim bro,” I said. “Because dinner is all that agents are good for.”
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      I brood. I also feel like a jerk because let’s face it, I acted like one last night. If there’s one thing writers are good at, it’s beating themselves up for doing stupid things to the people they love and value the most, like Kathryn for instance. Like my agent and editor. So what’s my excuse? Maybe I should get out of my writing studio more often, engage with humanity, develop a little empathy for my common man.

      Or maybe I should have my head examined by a professional.

      “Because who the hell in their right mind spontaneously gets up in the middle of the night and boards a train for Albany?”

      Kathryn, much as I love her, treats me like I’m a mental case. It’s not enough that I’ve gotten into this habit of leaving my bed at night to ride the Amtrak (or drive or fly) to God knows where. Now I have a legal battle on my hands with a New York Times writer of all people.

      “Everything okay with the wife?” Carmen asks. She sets her hand on my coat sleeve, but then quickly removes it when I look at it.

      “As well as can be expected considering I’ve gone missing.”

      “Poor lady,” she says. “I can’t say I blame her. You should treat her better, Norman. She’s quite the lovely lady.”

      An electric start in my heart.

      “Wait, you know my wife?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Not at all,” Carmen says, not without a smile. “But if you insist on getting lost all the time, perhaps you should see a doctor.”

      See, even Carmen thinks I should have my head examined, and she hardly even knows me.

      “I was lost,” I say. “But now I’m found.”

      “Yes, now you’re found.”
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      Pause video…

      Let’s start over. This time, with the basics. I’m a writer. I write fiction. Genre fiction. Comics, graphic novels, short stories, novellas, novels…I write it all (even poetry). But nothing fantastic or fantastically creative if you will, ever happened in a vacuum. I need help with my work. Which means, I spend almost as much time researching my books and stories as I do writing them. In the process of doing my research, I’ve become a sort of living, breathing Wikipedia of information. Information that some people might find pretty useless but that I find utterly fascinating.

      For instance. Did you know that more than 2,300 Americans go missing on a daily basis? That back in 1980, only 200,000 people were listed as missing by police departments across the country? But in 2017, that number increased five-fold. Maybe it has something to do with a boom in population, or maybe it has something to do with the ever increasingly paranoid human condition. But like the gamblers all say, the numbers don’t lie. So, what’s it all mean? It means people are desperate to escape their everyday reality.

      Naturally, a good portion of these people are kidnapped by lunatics, but a clear majority of them simply leave for work or school in the morning and never come back. But of the 900,000 who go missing, only a small portion are found and/or voluntarily make it back home. I’ve gone missing twice before, and each time, I was found within a few hours of having left my bed. I guess you could say, I’m the exception to the rule. The odd man out.

      I’m not so much the man who wants to get lost, but instead, the man who wants to be found.

      … Resume video.
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      The train speeds along the rails.

      Something dawns on me then. I have my phone, but what about my wallet?

      Scooching up in my seat, I finger my back jeans pocket, pull out my worn leather wallet. Relieved, I open it, see that all my credit cards are in place. I return the wallet to my back pocket, then shove my hand into the side pocket. My cash is there too. Patting the opposite side pocket, I feel the smooth rock I store there for good luck. For the hell of it, I pull it out, hold it tightly between index finger and thumb.

      “What’s that for?” Carmen asks.

      “Good luck charm. Picked it up from a stream bed I was fly-fishing near my house one day, a whole bunch of years ago.”

      “So, then, Norman, has it brought you good luck?”

      I nod, stuff the rock back into my pocket.

      “I think so,” I say, but I might be lying to myself. “Was a time I would have traded it in for a shot of vodka and a back issue of Playboy.”

      The conductor comes on the PA system, announces we’ll be pulling into the Albany train station in five minutes and to gather up all belongings. “Next and final stop, Albany,” he belts out. “Albany, New York.”

      “Your luck’s not so great today,” Carmen says. “Your little unexpected trip to Albany proves it.”

      “Maybe I need a new rock,” I say.

      “Maybe good luck charms are like cars,” she says. “Every now and then, you gotta trade them in for a new model.”
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      But I wasn’t lying or exaggerating when I said I’d been enjoying some good luck as of late. I’d gone from obscure independent eBook author putting out novel after novel under my own publishing label for nearly ten years, to a sudden mega-seller. Naturally, my peers and the press referred to me as an overnight sensation, but then it had been nearly two decades of overnights and a whole lot of side jobs to make ends meet. Everything from freelance journalism to digging ditches for one construction crew or another.

      I should also shed more light on the fact that prior to becoming an independent author, I’d published a big novel with a big Times Square publisher who’d given me a hefty mid-six-figure advance (what’s known in the industry as a very nice advance). An advance that tragically wasn’t earned out when the novel tanked and, in the process, threw me into a maelstrom of despair and unemployment.

      To say those years were frustrating and hard is putting it ever so lightly. After divorcing my first wife, I had finally gotten it right and married the love of my life, Kathryn, believing somehow that my first novel would sustain us better than we’d ever dreamed. While we stood before a Justice of the Peace inside the Millbrook Town Hall, I pictured us living inside a stone home in the Tuscan Hills. She would take up watercolor painting, and I would type away on a new novel. My agent at the time would send us checks with lots of zeros on them, and we would travel the world together, raise a family, and be the envy of every unhappily married couple in the world.

      Instead, our bank accounts raced for the bottom. And when the bottom wasn’t good enough, they raced into the red. I was still writing, but I took any job I could that would bring in some badly needed cash. Kathryn gave up any dream she had of painting altogether for a job as a cashier at a local convenience store, and we lost the small house we’d purchased together not long after we’d married. By the time we’d moved into a one-bedroom rat trap on the edge of town, I was drinking a fifth of vodka a day and thinking more and more about swallowing the business end of the Colt.45 I stored on my nightstand.

      One afternoon, I came home from work and the apartment was empty. All that was left was the kitchen table and its three chairs, the scraps of food in the fridge, two-thirds of a case of beer, and some coffee grounds. There was a note left out on the kitchen table. A mostly drained bottle of bottom-shelf vodka was set on top as a paperweight. But paperweight or no paperweight, the symbolism of that bottle did not go unnoticed.

      Dear Norman,

      I’m tired of living like this. I want a divorce. I’ll send you the papers when they’re ready.

      Have a nice day.

      Kathryn.

      PS. I’d give back the wedding ring, but I had to hock it for much needed cash.

      “Have a nice day.” Was she fucking kidding me? More like, Have a nice life. Just don’t include me in it.

      I remember opening the bottle, draining what was left of it on the spot. Setting the bottle back onto the table, I then sat down and read the note over and over again. When it finally sank in that none of the words were going to change, and that Kathryn was gone from my life forever, I picked the bottle back up and tossed it against the wall. A thin, translucent red drape covered my eyes. If I had known it wouldn’t cost me my security deposit, I would have punched out the walls and trashed what furniture we had left. I had left.

      You might think that I’d finally reached rock bottom. That, between my dismal career as a novelist, my lack of funds, and now, my failed second marriage, I might finally eat my piece and blow my brains all over the kitchen wall. The red stain that would be left behind would be my one final passionate “screw you” to the world. But that didn’t happen. In fact, something else happened instead.

      Something wonderful.

      Rather than give in to my bitterness, head out to buy another bottle of booze and drink myself into oblivion, I gathered up my Lettera 32 typewriter, set it onto the kitchen table along with a stack of blank white paper. I slipped a sheet onto the spool and began to write.

      She was gone now, I typed, with one eye on the writing, the other on the Dear John note that Kathryn had left behind for me. Those four words turned into four thousand more and four thousand after that and four thousand after that, and I kept on writing all night and into the next day, until exhaustion overcame me, and I passed out on the bare mattress in the bedroom. But when I finally woke up later that afternoon, I sat myself at the typewriter and, fueled by cup of hot black coffee after cup of hot black coffee, I didn’t stop until I was once again exhausted.

      The five days and nights of non-stop writing would become a novel called Bolt, a pyromaniac novel about lost love, deception, reunification, bitterness, old scores, and eventually, double homicide. Even though I published it on my own as an eBook, it reached the top ten overall on the Overall eBook Bestseller list for eight consecutive weeks. Sure, it might have been priced at 0.99 cents, but that little eBook made me enough money that I no longer had to rely on digging ditches to get by. I could now put a pretty substantial chunk of cash away. I also had time to do the things I loved to do, like fly fish.

      It was at that time that I found the rock in the stream. One rock among a million just like it, but that somehow spoke to me as it glistened in the clear stream water. I dipped my hand into the cold, swiftly moving water, and I picked it up. I held it in my hand and felt its natural, cool, smooth power.

      That rock now had a perpetual home in my jeans pocket, and I slowly moderated my alcohol intake and, in turn, wrote novel after novel at that kitchen table, most of them climbing to the top of the bestseller lists. I wrote, Bolt, Out of the Blue, The Screamer, and The Night Terrors, at the very kitchen table where Kathryn had set that short note under a vodka bottle. I was becoming something of a sensation. Agents were calling. Publishers were calling. Newspapers were calling. Even TV was calling.

      So maybe it wasn’t by accident that some six years after she left me, I ran into Kathryn at my favorite Millbrook bar, the Roadhouse. Or maybe it was pure coincidence. Shit, maybe it was the power of that stone in my pocket. But the result was the same. We got to talking, and one beer led to another, and soon we found ourselves back not at my crappy apartment, but at my brand-new farmhouse outside of town.

      We were barely inside the door when I started ferociously undressing her. We kissed while our clothes came off, and we never made it upstairs to the bedroom. I led her into the kitchen, picked her up, and set her on the table. She lay herself out on her back. I pulled her black panties off and thrust my face between her thighs. I went to work on her like I used to when we were very young. I remembered everything about her: what she liked and didn’t like. Working my tongue and lips on her, it didn’t take long to bring her to that special place. When she came, it was like an explosion.

      Standing, I entered her right there.

      “Faster, Norman,” she exhaled, “faster, faster, please, please.”

      She didn’t have to tell me twice. When it was my turn to finish, I felt as though everything inside my body was releasing. I thought I would faint on the spot. I was out of balance, and my head was spinning. My jeans were wrapped around my ankles, and when I looked down at my feet, I could see that the small stone had fallen out of my pocket.

      Bending at the knees, I picked up the stone along with my pants. I rubbed the polished stone and silently thanked it for bringing Kathryn, my muse, back to me, although I had no idea how long she was staying… If her sudden return was for the hour, the night, or forever. Christ, maybe she was married again. I was just happy she was here right now.

      But as it turned out, she wasn’t married, nor did she leave. Within a month, she moved back in. She was proud of me now, or so she said on more than one occasion. I’d stuck to my guns and made a success out of myself.

      “Is that why you’re back?” I said one afternoon while we lay in bed together, naked. “Because the writer is making money now?”

      I laughed when I said it, even though I think she sensed some seriousness in the question. But she just kissed me on the lips, slipped out of bed, and headed for the bathroom.

      “Hey, the stupid girl starves,” she said as she shut the door behind her. “But the smart girl knows where her damn bread is buttered.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The train pulls into the station at Albany. As passengers line up in the aisles to disembark, they catch sight of me and give me the strangest of looks. Like they know who I am. Not that I’m entirely anonymous. Not a lot of Americans read for pleasure anymore, and therefore, writers aren’t the pop icons they once used to be, like Hunter S. Thompson or Truman Capote, for instance. But my face graces every one of my books, both digital and print-on-demand paper. So, it isn’t unusual that I’m recognized out of the blue on occasion.

      But this is different.

      This is creepy.

      People look at me, then whisper to one another, like I’m naked or something, and don’t realize it. Maybe they can see the blood on my hands. Blood from wounds that must have reopened when I went to bed last night.

      “Why is everyone staring at me?” I whisper to Carmen.

      “You’re being paranoid, Norman,” she says.

      “Maybe I’m schizophrenic, and this is all a hallucination.”

      “Duly noted,” the punk rocker says. “Just act normal, even if you are a nut job.”

      She stands. I stand. We slip out of our seat row and queue up along with the rest of the lemmings.
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      Climb the concrete staircase up to the elevated train station. I have no bags to carry. But Carmen is carrying a bass guitar case in one hand and a piece of luggage in the other. I offer to carry her heavy-duty carry-on-sized suitcase, but she refuses for some reason. Maybe she’s afraid I’ll run off with it, but I guess it’s the thought that counts. I suppose I could carry the bass guitar, but something tells me she wouldn’t part with it even over her dead body. That the guitar is a part of her ensemble, her outfit, her persona. Her baby.

      Enter the station.

      Carmen sets the overnight bag down on the floor. She extends the retractable handle. It allows her to wheel the pink carry-on now instead of hefting it. She’s taller than she appeared on the train when she was seated. She’s also got a killer body. When she slowly puts on her black-rimmed Wayfarer sunglasses, she seems to suck the oxygen from the entire facility. Men and women take notice of her while she walks with authority, that bass guitar she’s carrying, that red hair, and that broken heart tattoo on her neck, making her look badass.

      The people are noticing me, too. But not in the same way they’re looking at Carmen. Their eyes lock onto my face. But then they quickly look away. It’s like my entire being has become a car wreck along the side of the road. People slow down to take a good look at me. Truth is, they don’t want to, but they can’t help themselves.

      I want to find a bathroom and wash
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