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“Want to go with me to the museum tomorrow?” 

Stretched out on the sofa, Arlo Priestley glanced up, shaken from his reverie. He peered over the flimsy back cushion and blinked at his wife. “What?”

Joanna hovered over a white compact four-burner electric range almost as old as herself. When advertising the apartment, the landlord had claimed its oven large enough to cook a Thanksgiving turkey. And it was—if that turkey was the size of a grapefruit. His wife had learned that truth the hard way. Their first Thanksgiving in the apartment, she brought home a big fat bird for their holiday feast only to be forced to cleave it in two and tediously bake each half separately.

As time went on, Arlo learned that the landlord had a penchant for such hyperbole. Like the time he said the plumber would be up to fix the overflowing toilet bowl before he, Arlo, could even hang up the telephone. Three miserable days later, an overweight, under-enthusiastic plumber showed up at their door, took a rheumy-eyed glance at the problem, told them to “go buy yerselves a goddam plunger,” hiked up his sagging jeans, and left, without so much as having lifted the toilet seat.

Arlo sniffed the air experimentally. A mixture of a little bit of this and a whole lot of that punctuated with lumps of pale chicken and sliced green beans sizzled in a cast iron skillet. The overpowering aroma of lemon and garlic engulfed the room, and not in a good way. At least it would keep the vampires at bay. New York has a lot of vampires. And ghouls. Plenty of ghouls. You only had to cruise the sidewalks after midnight to realize that.

Steam wreaked havoc on his wife’s makeup, making her look part racoon. Not that he’d say that to her face. Besides, it was the end of the day so what did it matter? 

Joanna spit out the strand of hair that jumped into her mouth looking for someplace to hide. “I said, ‘do you want to go with me to the museum tomorrow?’” Feet planted in what the landlord optimistically called the kitchen meant she also stood smack in the front entry—always a problem if somebody, usually him, walked in unannounced while she was in the middle of cooking. The apartment was that small. Even by New York City standards. 

“Okay.”

“Okay, you’ll go?”

“No, no. Okay, I understand what you’re asking.” He clutched the back of the sofa to keep himself from sinking.

Joanna wiped her hands stiffly against her sides in frustration. “So do you?” 

She gave him Look #7. Arlo labeled this her patented Why-the-hell-do-I-even-talk-to-you look. Over the many years of their marriage, he’d developed quite a list of Joanna Looks. Up to 42 now, at last count, if he remembered correctly. He kept the password-protected file on his laptop. 

“It’s my day off. Might do you good to take one too, Arlo.” Joanna persevered against her husband’s silence. “Get your nose out of your work.” 

Arlo’s eyes were on the tired two-dimensional doppelganger aping her jerky movements on the door of the not-so-stainless-steel refrigerator. She was the same thin and pale woman with lusterless brown hair and pale green eyes looking like they’d been punched from past-their-prime celery stalks, that he’d met all those eons ago. Just a few new lines and sags. 

The day had taken its toll on her work outfit, black slacks and a green polo shirt that looked like they’d been through a supermarket skirmish. Peach knockoff Crocs kept the cold from creeping in through the soles of her feet.

“Sorry.” No, I’m not. “Can’t, dear. I’m having lunch with Howard, remember?” replied Arlo. 

Born on the Upper West Side, Joanna’s parents had owned Swann Books & Stationary, so living in the city was all she’d ever known. Arlo met Joanna at Swann Books oh so many moons ago. She helped out on the cash register and shelved books part-time after school and weekends. He used to rummage around in the one-dollar bargain book bins her father ritually rolled out on the sidewalk every morning to lure in customers. Occasionally, Arlo sprang for one. 

The pair began dating in high school. They’d gotten to chatting over refreshments the bookstore offered guests after a Saturday evening conversation and book signing featuring Robert James Waller, hot off the success of The Bridges of Madison County. Joanna had been surprised to see teenage Arlo in an audience filled mostly with older women and the husbands she suspected they’d strong-armed into tagging along with them. That night was when she learned Arlo was an incurable romantic. One of the qualities about him that she said she’d fallen head over heels for—he wasn’t like the other high school boys.

That much was probably still true.

After they’d had sex the first time, in the backseat of her aunt’s ginger-colored, 1970-something Ford Granada—steaming up the opera windows in their unbridled youthful passion—parked along a desolate stretch of waterfront, Joanna told him that her mother had warned her about him. Nowadays, she just told him maybe she should have listened. 

Arlo and Joanna were now in their forties and he held no misconceptions about his own physical state. His dark brown hair was graying like a gorilla’s butt. He hid what muscles he possessed under layers of flab. No surprise, the only exercise he performed was climbing the stairs to the apartment, and that was only because he had no choice in the matter. 

On the plus side, his eyes were just as blue as they’d ever been but his eyesight was losing ground every day. Love and romance had faded from a brilliant nova to a slow burn. Maybe that was for the best. At least, that was what he told himself.

Clad in an old pair of Lee jeans and an equally aged white cable-knit sweater scarred with a couple of stubborn coffee stains, that’d always been too loose around the collar but he’d only paid ten bucks for, Arlo was stretched out on the banana peel, his nickname for the three-cushion yellow-velvet sofa bed far too big for the space—gifted to them by one of the few neighbors in the building he knew by name. John something...He’d been moving out and needed someplace to dump it because it was too big for his new location. 

Black and white cat hair, the personal property of John’s cat, embedded in the sofabed’s fabric was an unlucky part of the bargain. Now and then, he and Joanna would get ambitious and painstakingly attempt to remove some sticky cat hair using the vacuum cleaner, a lint roller, and even Joanna’s tweezers. All to no avail. The damn hairs were as stuck as if they’d been sewn into the fabric itself by the Vietnamese laborers who’d crafted the lumpy couch while maintaining a strict five percent tuxedo cat hair per square yard of velvet ratio. 

On the plus side, this sofa was six inches wider than the old sofabed it replaced. And the fold-out mattress was firmer than the thin mattress living in the bowels of the old sofa. So, as a bed, it was superior. As a piece of furniture, definitely inferior, and a compromise in both form and function. 

Living in a studio apartment, meant everything was a compromise.

For instance, Arlo’s fleece-lined brown slippers pointed toes up, heels down on the dining table/coffee table/ottoman. With space at a premium, everything in the apartment did double duty at the very least. A suitcase he’d been lugging around from apartment to apartment since his teens, weighted down with its bowels filled with books, served as a bedside table. 

Positioned under the apartment’s lone window, his desk was a strictly maintained exception to the double-duty rule. Arlo worked here and valued his space. That meant: Hands Off. The desk was only to be used for his creative endeavors. He didn’t want to find bills, correspondence, or spare feminine products in its drawers.

Arlo needn’t bother asking which museum Joanna was inquiring about. Not that she didn’t like them all. No doubt his wife meant The Frick. She almost always meant The Frick. Living near the corner of First Ave and East 63rd Street, the museum sat less than a mile away, hovering nearby like a constant threat. Arlo hated museums. She adored them. Why, he couldn’t imagine. Why she’d want to spend her day off at The Frick, he could imagine even less. 

He couldn’t fricking care less about The Frick. 

“Fine. I’ll go by myself,” Joanna replied. “Dinner’s ready.”

“Hmm,” said Arlo, already returned to his reverie, which in this case meant thinking about the characters wandering around in his latest novel-in-progress accompanied by the musical score coming from the kitchen.

Scrape. Tap tap. Scrape. 

Joanna divided up the chicken and green beans, giving him slightly more than she gave herself. Anxious police cars, a fleet of them judging by the chorus of wailing sirens, screamed past on the street below echoed through the apartment. “Sometimes I really get sick of this place.” 

“Sure,” Arlo said. A useful word sure, could mean just about anything. 

Crossing in front of the TV and Arlo’s beloved Mets, who were up to bat, Joanna nudged his knee with the side of her thigh and said, “Move your feet.” 

“Sure.” Yep, very useful. Arlo took his proffered plate and fork. 

Squeezing in beside him, she balanced her plate on her lap. “Listen to that.”

“I’m trying.” Arlo wriggled over a few inches. 

“The noise, not your ballgame.” 

On the street below, it now sounded like some jerk was seeing how long he could blow his truck’s airhorn before the poor thing expired. 

“I’m sick of this apartment. This city.” 

Arlo shrugged because, really, what more could he do? “We both are, dear. You say it every day. We both do. Half of New York probably says it too.” 

He mouthed a forkful and chewed. Tasted about as usual. Joanna had never been a good cook but at least she hadn’t gotten worse. Tomorrow would be his turn to cook. Maybe he’d make some nice Italian. Joanna’s favorite. “We complain but what can we do? This is where we live. Where we were born.”

“Yeah. Rotten luck that,” Joanna replied. “A lifetime of rotten luck.”

Arlo said nothing. He couldn’t argue with her about that. Things weren’t exactly going to plan. Not for either of them. Joanna was a sculptor and painter. At least that was the dream. Instead, she spent her days working in the fresh market downstairs. 

When was the last time she’d even picked up a paint brush or one of those thingamajiggy sculpting tools she had so many of? For her thirtieth birthday, Arlo bought her a big forty-two piece set of pottery and clay sculpting tools. Where was it now? Buried in the closet probably.

Joanna spent her creative energy arranging trays of fresh fruits and vegetables in the Lenox Hill Grocery store windows, all designed to lure in the customers. Colorful, sure, but hardly the stuff that hangs in museums. Forget museum quality, the produce in the shop on the corner was barely human consumption quality, unless you were one of those pot-bellied pigs he’d see being paraded around the streets on rhinestone leashes by their ditzy owners. He’d heard they’d eat anything.

Joanna being out of the house during the day gave Arlo the time and space to do what he did for a living. Novel writing. He’d sold his first novel at age twenty-two, and thought he’d hit the big time. Then reality reared its ugly two-faced head.

Yeah. He spent his days sequestered away in a studio apartment earning just enough per book to keep the lights on. And that was only because Joanna worked a full-time job to boot. NYC was eating them alive and all they could do was watch it chew.

“Twenty years of living and working and nothing to show for it.” Joanna stabbed her fork into a slimy chunk of chicken breast with her fork. “Except this chicken.”

“But, like they say, we’ve got each other.” Arlo absently patted her knee. “Right, babe?”

“Arlo, you are still an incurable romantic.”

“That’s what the critics call me.”

“Too bad the critics don’t buy books.” Joanna switched the TV channel over to HGTV and he didn’t argue. Not with the mood she was in. “Maybe we could go upstate for a couple of days. I’ve got sick time I haven’t used.”

“Yeah, we could do that. Sure.” Arlo rubbed his whiskers. He didn’t really feel like going out of town right now. Not when he was starting a new book. 

“Where could we go?” Joanna asked during a dog food commercial.

“You pick.”

She hesitated. “We could go see my parents.” Her folks had retired to Bath, Maine.

“They don’t like me.”

“Sure they do.” How could she tell him they simply didn’t like what he had become?

“I’d rather go to Florida.” Or hang myself.

“We can’t afford Florida.”

“Right.” The last time they’d gone to Florida was five years ago. The occasion had been the death of his mother who had only outlived his father by three months. Not a pleasant trip. Not a pleasant year.

Arlo felt the trap closing in. Like it or not, Maine here we come.

“Hey,” he bubbled, mustering far more enthusiasm than he felt. “Like I said, I’m meeting with Howard tomorrow. Hopefully, he’s got some good news. I mean, he wanted to meet and everything.” 

He forced a smile, opening large fault lines in his face. Wrinkles hadn’t weaseled their way onto his flesh the way they had Joanna’s. Sure, he had a few spidery webs around the edges of his eyes but nothing more. She complained that it wasn’t fair. That her entire body would shrivel like a prune before she was fifty. But what could he do? It wasn’t his fault—although she might argue otherwise.

“Maybe,” allowed his wife, snatching the remote and switching over to House Hunters.

Howard Swank, Arlo’s first and only literary agent in his entire writing career, was shopping his new romance novel. Arlo had high hopes for this one. She wasn’t so sure. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe in him. It was only that she was beginning to think that real success was simply not in the cards for him.

“He called me. His idea. He wouldn’t do that unless he had something good, some good news to report.” Arlo had known Howard for more than twenty years too. So he knew better than anyone what BS that line was even as it spilled from his lips.

But maybe, right? 

If Howard indeed had good news, Arlo would pick up a nice bottle of red wine to go with tomorrow’s meal. Something Italian but cheap. An inexpensive Sangiovese.

“Something better happen,” warned Joanna vaguely. She urged the young couple on the TV screen to pick house number two. “House number two. House number two. The other choices make no sense at all. One’s the complete opposite of what they said they were looking for. Why’s the agent even wasting their time with that one?”

“Beats me.”

“I don’t know how much more I can take.”

“We can change the channel back to the game.”

“I’m talking about this.”

“This?”

“The big picture. Life.” She waved her fork, launching rice and green beans into the air. 

Arlo scooped up the mess and dropped it on the edge of his plate. Why not, it had landed in his lap after all. He glanced across the apartment, eyes flying across his disorderly desk and out the third-floor window. A ten-story, orange brick building hovered over them, peering in at their lives. Probably bored to tears. On a good day, with a little imagination, the side of the building was a movie screen upon which the stories of his imagination played out. 

“Idiots.” Joanna turned the TV channel back to the ball game. 

Arlo grinned, silently thanking the house-hunting Wisconsin pair who’d chosen the only house without a lakeview, which was the one thing they’d insisted was a must have at the top of the show. 

Joanna jumped to her feet. “I need something sweet. Let’s go out for an ice cream.”

Arlo didn’t want an ice cream. He wanted to get back to work on his novel, reread his pages from the day. That was how he warmed up for the next morning’s session. His daily ritual. What was life without ritual? 

Chaos.

But the Wisconsin TV couple had a young daughter so he knew what his wife was probably thinking, what gloom she was probably sinking into now. Because he and Joanna had conceived a child once. Also a daughter. That daughter had died at birth. Never had a chance to live.

And they’d never tried again. Joanna was adamant about this even though he attempted now and then to change her mind. She wasn’t willing to take a chance. She didn’t want to hurt that badly ever again. 

So it remained just the two of them. 

Not a cat—she claimed allergies. Not a dog—she declared only a fool kept a dog in the city. Not even a pet fish. That time he suggested the goldfish, she suggested he see a psychologist.

So...just the two of them, rattling around this apartment the size of a monkey cage. And the unseen warden, who possessed the one and only key, seemed to have disappeared.

No, Arlo did not want ice cream but what could he do?
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Twelve-thirty the next afternoon, the subway disgorged Arlo in Brooklyn. Earlier rain left the sidewalks damp and the pedestrians crabby. He zipped his black jacket up to his neck in an effort to frustrate the cold’s effort to penetrate his chest like a well-placed butcher knife. 

A palette of misty gray and brown colored the day. Arlo met up with Howard, as prearranged, at Leo’s Sandwich Shop in Carroll Gardens, a short walk from his agent’s two-bed condo. 

Stained dark wood paneling clung to the walls in desperation and the dropdown ceiling looked like it might just do that. But the food was always good and sometimes the service actually came with a smile.

Howard draped his charcoal overcoat over a brass wall peg inside the front door, revealing a neat gray wool suit, white dress shirt and Dodger blue necktie. The blue tie was the agent’s nod to the Brooklyn Dodgers, once the area’s hometown team. In the early sixties, the stadium went bye-bye and apartments sprang up. Howard had rented an Ebbets Field apartment when he was starting out in his career as a literary agent. 

Howard Swank’s career started in the mailroom at MacMillan Publishers. He quickly worked his way up the ranks to become their youngest associate editor. From there, he bounced around at a couple of publishing houses until being unceremoniously fired when a bigger fish gobbled up the fish then signing his paychecks. Unable to secure a new position, he contacted several of his authors and presto! Howard the agent was born. 

Shouldering up to the counter together, Arlo ordered the hot turkey hero and a cup of the soup of the day, minestrone. Howard went with the chicken parm. His agent did not offer to pick up the tab. No surprise. That rarely happened.

The two orders arrived at the other end of the counter on black trays. A sign on the wall touted the trays as being made of an unsavory combination of discarded food waste—plant and animal—recycled plastics, cardboard, paper and even old diapers. Unappetizing as it sounded, Arlo couldn’t argue with the sentiment behind the dubious innovation.

Settling themselves and their plastic trays at a two-top near the window offering an unobstructed view of the construction site bustling with workers across busy Smith Street, the pair got down to business. 

Howard extracted a stapled contract from a manilla envelope and slid it across the table. “Congratulations. We’ve got a deal.”

“That’s great.” Arlo felt the room grow visibly brighter. 

“You can always count on me.” Howard attacked his chicken parm hero with a wide mouth and lots of teeth.

“Mmm.” Arlo adjusted his reading glasses as he scanned the contract. “This can’t be right. The advance, I mean.”

“I’m afraid it is.” Howard swirled his iced tea and took a sip. “Seventy-five hundred.”

Arlo blinked twice. It was no good. Reality refused to budge. The numbers on the contract his eyes were glued to did not change. Not so much as a decimal point. “Seventy-five hundred?” His breath had all the strength of a corn husk. “That’s not enough to live on.”

“I know, right?” his agent said with a chuckle, “With the cost of a decent casket and a track of dirt, that’s not enough to die on.” He waved to the server and ordered another glass of tea with extra lemon. “You want anything?” 

“More money? A new agent?” Arlo lifted the slender contract by the edge and turned the pages, looking for something, anything that might make this deal better. But there was nothing. He sighed. “Joanna’s gonna be pissed.”

“Tell her it’s the best I can do. You know what it’s like, Arlo. The publishing business is tough these days. Money’s tight.”

So’s your ass. “But that’s a third what I got for my last book.”

Howard handed Arlo a gold pen. “But that book never earned out its advance.”

“Don’t remind me.” Terminal Love was the heart-wrenching tale of two teen lovers who drop out of high school to spend their last days together when the boy learns his girlfriend has terminal brain cancer and less than four months to live. Ultimately, their fierce love for each other wins out, seemingly defeating the cancer, and they return to school to graduate with the rest of their classmates. Then, as a last-minute twist, the girl suddenly dies in her lover’s arms a week later. And the critics slammed him for the ending. Too schmaltzy, too expected, they said.

Sometimes he told himself he ought to try to write one of those blood-and-guts thrillers that were so popular right now. Those always got good reviews. Nothing like some grisly serial killing, raping and sensationalism to earn an author some high praise.

But he wasn’t equipped for it. Mr. Incurable Romantic, like his wife said, that was him.

“Are you sure this is the best we can do?”

“If you’d rather, we can wait. I can shop the manuscript around some more. But I’ve already knocked on all the doors, Arlo.” The agent rapped his knuckles against the table. “Some of them twice.”

“No. I want to get started.” And I need the money. Now. 

Arlo signed his name and his life away. All to spend a year writing a novel for a lousy $7500. “This won’t even buy groceries.”

“Geez, Arlo. Stop complaining. Joanna works in a market. Groceries should be the least of your problems.”

“She doesn’t get the food for free, Howard.” Arlo ignored his turkey sandwich. His soup had gone cold. Like his heart. Like his soul. His stomach was too busy performing high platform dives into an empty shotcrete pool for him to eat. “She has to pay retail for everything she brings home from the market.” The owner was too cheap to give an employee discount.

Arlo slid the signed contract across the table. “And I have to pay you fifteen percent.” His brow shot up with hope. “Any chance of a discount?”

“No can do, Arlo, buddy.” Howard shook his head in the extreme negative. “It’d be unethical. I’m a union man, you know.”

“Right, sure. Unethical.” Arlo combed his fingers through his hair. He leaned back in his chair. “Tell me, would strangling my agent and/or editor be unethical?”

Howard chuckled and slapped a five-dollar tip on the table and slid it under the corner of his empty glass. “Depends on who you ask.” Arlo handed him his pen and he returned it to the inside pocket of his jacket. “Cheer up, Arlo. Maybe this novel will be the breakout book you, we, have been waiting all our lives for.”

“I wish.”

“Sure, sure. Think positive. All you’ve got to do is knock this one out of the ballpark.” Howard clamped his hands together and swung an imaginary baseball bat with such exuberance that the passing server he smashed in the ribcage exhaled a yowl of pain. The server, clutching a tray loaded with dirty dishes, soiled napkins, and glassware, teetered, sneered at the agent, then recovered and continued on his initial trajectory. All of which Howard paid no mind to as he went on talking. “Knock this one out of the ballpark and your advances will go sailing out of the park too, believe me.”

“I’d like to.” The truth was that Howard Swank was not the most believable guy Arlo had ever met. Oh, he sounded like the most believable guy in the world but that was why Arlo was always so easily taken in by his words. And his promises. 

Maybe he should switch agents. Joanna was always hounding him to look for a new one. But where would he start? He’d heard horror stories about writers trying to find an agent period. Better to have a bad one than none at all, wasn’t it?

Or maybe it was his writing that was bad. Or maybe worse, mediocre. These days, everybody was a critic, make that criticizer. There was a difference but such people didn’t seem to get that distinction.

“Listen to me, Arlo.” Howard’s head shook side to side. Tall and thin, with eyes the color and hardness of chestnuts, his limbs moved like he was part ostrich. An unnatural plume of dark brown hair, richly pomaded to mask its natural dullness, topped a long face that might have fit better on a horse. His close-set eyes seemed always to be searching the next deal. He avoided sunlight and marriage. “You’re not getting the big picture.”

“What’s the big picture?” Arlo’s voice was flat. Deflated like a week-old balloon. “Midlist romance novelist starves to death in Lenox Hill apartment?”

“Come on, dude. Did you even read the new contract?” 

“Sort of.” Arlo nudged the contract. Writers didn’t write contracts. Lawyers did. “How am I supposed to understand this crap?” How was anybody? “What am I missing?”

“I got you an option.”

“An option?”

“For book two.”

“What’s book two?”

“The sequel, Arlo. Man, do I have to spell it out for you?”

“Yes, Howard. You do.” Arlo’s brain swam. In minestrone. He stuck his spoon in the cold cup of soup and stirred, watching bits of tomato, pasta, butter squash, carrots and green beans drown with him. “Go ahead, enlighten me.”

“Okay, you’ve got a great story here. The publisher loved your outline. I love it,” said Howard. “I smell a sequel. The publisher does too. You earn out your advance on this one—” He snapped his fingers twice. “What’s it called?”

“A Thousand Nights Together.” A tale of two star-crossed, second-chance-in-life lovers who meet on the shores of Cohasset, Massachusetts. But what they do not realize is that their fate is to share only one thousand days and nights together. Then the woman dies.

“A Thousand Nights Together.” Howard grinned ear to ear. “Love that title. Love it. Sticks with you, you know? Very romantic.” 

Arlo bit his lip. He didn’t think Howard had a romantic bone in his body but held his tongue. Sooner or later, the guy was bound to get to the point.

Howard stuffed the remainder of his sandwich in one side of his mouth and talked out the other. “Gonna haff to come up wiff an equally good title for the follow-up.” A pink tongue rolled over his lips, catching every last crumb.

“There isn’t going to be a follow-up, Howard. No sequel.” Arlo crossed his arms over his chest.

“Don’t be so pessimistic. This book of yours has bestseller written all over it. Of course there is going to be a sequel.”

“Howard, did you read my outline? My draft first chapters?”

Howard pinched his brow. “It’s a love story, right?”

“They are always love stories, Howard. That’s what I write. That’s what I’m known for. Sort of.” Using his thumb and index finger, Arlo extracted a rubbery slice of turkey from his sandwich and chewed on it. “But in this one, one of them dies at the end. They die, Howard. Dead. No sequel.” 

Howard leaned across the table. “Who is it, the girl that dies? Right?” 

“That’s right.” 

“Hmm. Let me think.” Howard’s silence was broken a minute later by a smug smile. “Make her a ghost.”

Ghost of a chance of that. “I don’t do ghost stories.”

“Ghosts are hot. Ghosts sell.”

“Do they buy books?”

“Ha-ha.” Howard slapped his lips with a napkin. “You let me worry about the selling. And the buying. You worry about the writing.” The agent threw his crumpled napkin down on his plate.

“I’m more worried about paying my bills.” And what Joanna’s going to say when I get home.

Howard sighed. “Always the pessimist. Cheer up,” Howard said. “Can’t write uplifting and inspiring love stories if you feel like crap.”

“Don’t I know it.” And he was going to feel even worse when he got back to that stupid little Lenox Hill studio apartment he shared with his wife and she reamed him out about the crummy advance he was getting on his next book. As if there was something, anything, that he could do about that.

Such things were out of his hands.

Everything was out of his hands.

Maybe Joanna could fix him up with a part-time job at the market bagging groceries. He’d make some tip money too.

“But, Howard, I also can’t write a book if I’m worried about money. About starving.” The couple the next table over shot him pity eyes and he blushed.

Howard snapped his fingers. “I got it!”

“I don’t think I want to hear it.”

“You’re gonna love this.”

“Howard, no offense, but so far I haven’t loved a damn thing you’ve said today.”

Arlo’s agent shooed away the barb with a wave of the hand. “I guarantee you’re gonna love this.” Before Arlo could refute him, he pressed on. “You know Colm Finn?”

“Of course, I know him. He was one of my literary heroes. Still is.” Colm Finn was one of the reasons Arlo started writing. Finn’s novels were a major influence. They had inspired him, kept him going in the face of rejection after rejection. Then, without a word of explanation, Colm Finn had stopped writing, disappeared.

“Yeah, well, did you know he’s one of my clients?”

“You represent Colm Finn?” Howard Swank’s approval rating went up in Arlo’s estimation.

“I used to. Colm stopped writing, what? A decade ago, I guess.” Howard scratched behind his ear.

“Yeah? Whatever happened to Finn? He was so good. No one writes like him. Not even me and I damn well try, I don’t mind admitting. Colm Finn. Nobody does it better than him. Love Is A Bridge is one of the best romances ever. One of the best novels ever written. Period.” 

Arlo’s heart pumped with renewed inspiration. Finn’s words glowed like polished gems and practically leapt from the pages. “So what happened? Why did he stop?”

“Personal stuff,” said the agent, waving his fork. “Not important. What is important is that he’s got this cabin down in Carolina.”

“North or South?”

“North.”

“And?”

“And it’s just sitting there.”

“That’s what cabins do,” Arlo couldn’t help quipping. “He living there?”

“No, not exactly.”

“Vacation home?”

“Nope. The cabin is sitting there empty. In fact, there’s a second house on the property too.”

“Who lives there? The caretaker?”

Howard looked down at his plate. “Both places are empty.”

“Okay. I’m still waiting for you to get to the part you guarantee I’m going to love.”

“Right.” Howard cleared his throat. “Like I said, the house is empty. I mean, it’s not too big. Cozy, you might say.”

“You’ve seen where I live. Cozy I’m used to.”

“Right again.” Howard was smiling way too big and way too much for Arlo’s comfort. “The point is that you could stay there. Colm’s been bugging me to find somebody to take care of the place.”

“So he’s still alive?”

“Yeah, sure. And you’d be doing the guy a favor. A big favor.” Howard leaned back and cracked his neck side to side. “Hey, maybe he’ll even blurb your new novel, The Thousand and One Nights and, uh...”

“A Thousand Nights Together,” corrected Arlo. Maybe I should think about changing the title.

“Right. That.” Howard grinned. “Love that title. That title alone ought to be good for fifty thousand units. I can see the orders flying in and the books flying off the shelves. Just you wait and see,” he said, wagging his finger at Arlo.

“You really think Colm might blurb me, Howard?”

“Why wouldn’t he?” 

Arlo rolled that intriguing tidbit around in his mind. Wouldn’t that be something? A blurb from Colm Finn himself.

“Let me get this straight. You are suggesting that I move to—” Arlo paused. “Where exactly did you say this cabin is in North Carolina?”

“Somewhere north of Asheville.”

“Somewhere north of Asheville,” echoed Arlo. “Kinda vague.”

“It’s a cabin, Arlo. Asheville is the nearest city of any size. The cabin might be in some census designated place or something. I dunno. It’s out in the woods,” Howard snapped with impatience. “And it’s free.”

“Right, free.” Arlo pulled on his lower lip. “And you’re sure Finn is okay with this?”

“Yes, Arlo. I wouldn’t suggest it if he wasn’t.”

“You’ve already talked to him about this?”

“Not recently, no. And not about you, in particular, before you ask. Authors,” Howard rolled his eyes and glanced at the ceiling, “everything’s always about them.” 

“I’m only asking—” Arlo rebutted. “I don’t want Finn angry with me.”

“How many times do I gotta tell you? He won’t be. It’s not like he uses the place. I don’t think he’s stepped foot on the property in years.”

“Why doesn’t he sell?”

Howard shrugged. “You know what writers are like. Quirky. Colm only communicates with me via the rare email.”

“Maybe it’s their agents and editors who make them that way.”

Howard frowned. “So what do you say? A little Carolina adventure?”

“But my book doesn’t take place there. I set it in Cohasset.”

“So?” Howard appeared genuinely surprised. “You’re the author. Change it. The publisher won’t care. You could do for western North Carolina what Nicholas Sparks did for the Outer Banks.”

“I don’t know.” Arlo managed a couple spoonfuls of soup. What the hell, he’d paid for it. Might as well get some nourishment in return. He could hardly carry a bowl of soup home. 

“I’m your agent, I know. Trust me. This is just what you need—a change of scenery will do you both good.”

Arlo still wanted to know, “Why doesn’t Finn live there anymore?”

“Long story. The point is the place is sitting there empty and it’s yours for the taking. So take.”

“How much?”

“I told you. It’s not going to cost you a cent. I mean, you’ll have food, water, electric. That kind of stuff to pay for. But that’s it. Hell, out there in the country, you can probably grow your own damn vegetables.”

“Joanna might like that.” Growing her own vegetables had to be better than arranging endless bins of them in Lenox Hill Grocery.

“And,” continued Howard, “you could sublet your apartment.” He grinned. “How about that? That would bring in some extra cash. That’s gonna help you out. Doesn’t that sound good?”

“I suppose.” Arlo nodded thoughtfully. “It does sound good.”

“If you two like it, maybe Colm will sell it to you. No money down. Easy installments.”

“You think?”

“Sure, why not? You’re a writer, he’s a writer. He might dig it.” Howard tapped Arlo on the wrist. “What do you say? You can settle in there and write your next bestseller in the quiet and comfort of the countryside. No distractions. Escape from all your worries and cares.”

And my agent.

“I say I’ve got to ask Joanna. This is big.”

“Of course. You ask her and let me know.”

“How large is this property?”

“Nearly a hundred acres. That enough room for you?” asked Howard. “And I seem to remember a lake or a river or something. Hell, maybe both.”

“You’ve been there?”

“Once or twice. Business. Colm doesn’t like the city much.”

“Where is he living now?”

“Wish I knew.” Howard winked. “You find him, you let me know. He still owes his publisher a book.”

Arlo breathed deeply, inhaling the aroma of the pastrami being devoured at the next table. 

“I’ll bet Joanna could even source her own potting clay there. Dig it right up out of the ground with her bare hands. Feel the earth between her fingers.” Howard turned his hands palms up and curled his fingers. “You can tell her I said that.”

“I will.”
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Buried in thoughts, Arlo rode the subway home after his meeting with his agent. The somewhat unsettling meeting with his agent.

What was Howard thinking? First, he gets him a measly advance on his latest novel and then he tells him he should uproot himself and Joanna and play mountain man in some remote North Carolina cabin?

Then again, this wasn’t just any cabin. This was Colm Finn’s cabin. This was the man’s home. The place where, according to Howard, he had written his previous three novels.

Why had Colm quit writing? Had his fire burned out? 

Is my fire burning out?

Maybe this little adventure, as Howard characterized it, was just what the book doctor ordered. An escape from the city. A new start. A fresh perspective. That could be what was missing. He was in a rut. 

Hell, he’d just walked from the subway stop to his building without even thinking about where he was going for one single minute. His feet knew where to take him. No brain power needed at all.

“Couldn’t hurt to shake things up a bit.” Arlo paused at the battered door to his building. “I need a drink,” he mumbled to no one and everyone. And he knew right where to get one. He scurried back down the front steps and headed up 63rd Street to Lift Your Spirits, a bar with an attached liquor store less than a block from home. He could pick up a
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