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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This is a work of fiction. Therefore, names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of my imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, places, or persons living or dead is purely coincidental.
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CHAPTER ONE
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From behind the coffeehouse service counter, the barista hollered, “One espresso at the pick-up window.”

Roger pushed his chair back and pegged his way to the counter. He didn’t need the walking stick; there was nothing wrong with his legs. But Walt Whitman had used one, saying it helped him to explore the natural world that he wrote about so eloquently. If a walking stick was good for Whitman, it was good enough for Roger.

He collected the miniscule white china cup and saucer from the pick-up window and carried them to his table, taking care not to spill a precious pricey drop. He thought, as he often did, that it would take less time to drink the beverage than it did to order it and have it prepared. Not to mention, for the price of an espresso he could buy a sandwich. And a beer. 

However, an espresso had a certain je ne sais quoi. The drink of famous writers who, if they didn’t hang out in bars as had Hemingway, hung out in coffeehouses. Roger twisted the sliver of lemon peel, eking a few drops of tangy oil into the dark bitter brew. He would have preferred sugar and cream, but that wasn’t how it was done.

Roger laid out his Moleskine notebook and opened it to a blank page, of which there was no shortage, as he had yet to write in it. He failed to understand what was so special about these notebooks and why Hemingway and other writers were so fond of them. His hadn’t done a thing for him. His Muse had been AWOL. Roger hoped that today inspiration would strike.

He waited for an idea, a phrase, to present itself, but nothing came. He sipped the espresso. What, really, did people see in this drink anyway? Roger wondered. He slid his gaze left and right. No one seemed to notice him. They were all busy talking, reading, texting, so he wrinkled his nose at the sludge in his cup.

He spent another minute studying the other customers. It was a suggestion that he read in one of the writer magazines to which he subscribed. “To get ideas for characters, go to a park or some other public place and observe the people around you.” But Roger failed to see anything noteworthy about the other coffeehouse patrons: college and high school students, chatty ladies in groups of two and three a few guys.

He drained his coffee but still had no clue as to what to write. He picked up the pencil, a Blackwing, and twirled it. He didn’t get what was so special about these pencils either. For the price he could have bought eight ordinary pencils but he bought it because it was favored by award-winning writers like John Steinbeck. The pencil had sharpened to a long, needle-like point which he had yet to dull since the instrument hadn’t inspired him to write a single syllable.

Roger put the notebook and pencil aside and fired up his tablet. He entered the coffeehouse’s guest password, logged onto the Internet and his email account. There was, of course, plenty of mail in his spam folder. One never knew, though; something important could have ended up there inadvertently, so he had to skim every one. Today it was all Nigerian money-laundering scams, offers for Viagra from online drug stores, and enticing invitations to check out porn sites. 

He scanned the senders of legitimate mail. Quite a few were new issues of digital writer magazines and links to fresh postings on writer blogs. Roger always read those in hopes of picking up useful tips for getting published. He was about to dig into one when a sender name caught his attention: editor@ardentvalleymag.com. It was a reply from an editor to whom Roger had submitted a query. Caffeine from the espresso hadn’t made his pulse race quite as fast. He opened the mail.

“Thank you for contacting Ardent Valley Magazine with your proposal,” the message read. “We only accept queries regarding completed work. We invite you to contact us again when you have your story written.”

What? What was it with these arrogant editors with their noses in the air, their heads up their asses? How could they have not responded eagerly to what Roger knew was a brilliant idea for a story?

His face warming with anger and embarrassment, Roger deleted the message.

Contact them when the story was completed? What was the point in that? No way was Roger going to go to all the trouble of writing something just to have it rejected.

His stomach churning, the bitter coffee turned to acid, he slammed the tablet closed and pushed his chair back so hard that it fell over. He scooped up the tablet, glared at the notebook and pencil. To hell with those useless pieces of crap, he thought. He tucked the walking stick under his arm and stormed from the coffeehouse.

From the service side of the room, Mercedes spied the empty cup and saucer and wheeled the bus cart to the abandoned table. She frowned and wondered if it would have killed the guy to carry his dirty dishes to the bus bin. Not only that, he left some things behind.

Mercedes grabbed up the notebook and pencil and jogged to the door. She dashed out into the coffeehouse’s parking lot. The man with the cane opened his car door. “Sir, sir,” she called. She waved the notebook. “You forgot your stuff.”

The gesture that he returned was dismissive. “Keep it,” he yelled. He got into his car, pulled the door shut, and roared away.

Mercedes looked at the book, baffled. The notebook’s black thread-bound cover had a rich feel. She opened it to find that it had an expandable inner pocket. That would be handy for storing receipts or coupons, she thought. A sewn-in ribbon bookmark would hold one
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