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Yesterday, upon the stair,

I met a man who wasn’t there

He wasn’t there again today

I wish, I wish he’d go away...

 


—Antigonish


  ​ Chapter 0

 


Ben Little knew writing required great sacrifice, but he never thought it would cost him his life. The man in the black suit waved his gun toward the doorway. “Go.”

Ben’s eyes adjusted to the darkness of the shed. He saw shapes hanging from the walls. Farm tools. Handmade, old, their metal heads crudely forged, their handles made from crooked limbs smoothed with use and age.

He saw a hatchet with a chipped stone blade, saw what looked like a cat’s claw and heretic’s fork, and an entire wall of spiked clamps, corroded pincers and saws, and strange helmets equipped with various pieces of hardware meant to pry at or press different parts of the skull. Although from the shape, they didn’t look like they were designed for a normal human head.

“Down,” said the man in the suit, pushing Ben deeper into the shed with the barrel of his gun.

In the center of the wooden floor, Ben saw a darker patch. He had to squint before the stone stairwell revealed itself, leading underground.

The stones looked ancient, like ruins from medieval Europe. They reminded Ben of something, of the staircase from his dream; the staircase behind the rock.

“I can’t see a thing,” he said, taking the first step.

“Follow the wall.”

With one hand on the stone, Ben started down into the chill of the earth.

Soon the daylight filtering into the shed above dimmed to nothing but a distant ghost. With his free hand, Ben felt the air ahead, worrying he would run into something. He used his foot to search out every step, terrified that the next tread wouldn’t be there and he’d plummet down some terrible crevasse.

The wall stayed dry, dusty, and cold for several hundred feet before turning wet with what he assumed to be seep water, judging by the dank smell.

Something scuttled across his hand.

Ben recoiled.

“Keep going,” the man in the suit said, jabbing the gun into his spine. Carefully, Ben put his hand back on the wall and persevered.

He lowered his foot for the next step and the wall disappeared under his hand. It just stopped.

Ben cried out as he fell sideways—landing flat-footed on a floor. He stood there for several seconds, catching his breath.

From the shift in air pressure, he sensed he was in some sort of chamber. Ben wished he’d counted the steps so he’d at least have some idea of how far underground they’d dropped.

The gun prodded him again. “Almost there.”

Ben blundered along, groping ahead of himself. The smell of raw meat grew sharper, richer, like the smell of old copper.

“What—” he began.

His face smacked into something pudgy and wet. It started squealing and flailing.

Ben screamed.

He backed up.

What is it, what is it?!

He turned to run, but cringed back when directly ahead of him light flared with a woomph.

The man in the suit had lit a torch on the wall. He turned to Ben with a knife in his free hand; an old knife, like the farm equipment, only with an obsidian blade glimmering deadly in the torchlight.

“Take it,” the man in the suit said, tossing it onto the floor, where it clattered.

Ben grabbed it, hoping he might get a chance to use it on the man in the suit, but even if he saved himself, he knew he wouldn’t be able to save his family.

He turned toward the squealing, the screaming, and as he saw what was tied up in the shadows of the chamber, as the shadows themselves slithered and jumped, he wanted to scream as well.

Behind him, the man in the suit took the torch off the wall. “Stab her,” he said. “Kill her.”

He sounded like he was smiling.


  ​ PART I

 


“Most of us keep that inner-being locked up, hidden away. A fiction writer doesn’t have to do that.”

 


—The Dark Half


  ​ Chapter 1

 


“Daddy, can I eat one of your eyeballs?”

“What?” Ben Little asked.

“You sold out?” his wife, Alice, interrupted. She smiled at Ben’s empty booth.

Aside from some disgusting eyeball gummies, Ben’s convention table held nothing but some business cards and a few bookmarks promoting his debut thriller, The Mark.

Ben’s son, Owen, stood beside Alice, just tall enough in comparison to the tabletop that he could meet the gummy treats eye to eye. “Hi, Daddy,” he said.

“Hey, Owen.”

Alice was still smiling, shaking her head. “I can’t believe you sold out and didn’t text me!”

Ben glanced at the guy sitting next to him, who took up the adjacent booth with decapitated pig head figurines. Ben prayed the guy wouldn’t say anything. Because very soon, Alice would start asking questions she wouldn’t like the answers to.

“You’re early,” Ben told her, hugging her across his vendor table. She smelled great and had dressed in jeans and a nice blouse. She wore more clothing than most of the girls at the convention, who seemed to be made of nothing but black negligees, pierced tattoos, and pale smoke.

“Yeah,” Alice said, tousling their son’s hair, “we decided to come see Daddy at work, huh, Owen?”

The boy looked like an owl up at Ben. “Daddy, can I?”

“Owen, what do we say?” Alice asked him.

He pointed at the gummies and said, “The magic word.”

Alice laughed. Then she and her son said “please” at the same time.

“Please, Daddy?”

Ben snatched up two of the candies and held them in front of his own eyes. “Which one?”

“The green one!” Owen said, pointing.

Ben opened the packet and gave it to the boy, who eagerly tore out the gummy inside.

“Ew,” Owen said, squishing it between his fingers. He took a bite, and said, “Mmm, yuck.”

“Well?” Alice said, throwing up her hands, still smiling with that breezy, excited quality she got when she did something spontaneous, like show up early and unexpected at the worst possible time. “Aren’t you going to tell me how it went?”

Again, Ben met eyes with his neighbor, the figurine vendor with the bald spot and the ponytail. “Actually, babe, can you help me tear down? I want to get going. I’ll tell you on the way, I’m homesick.”

Alice looked at the figurine vendor and shook her head. Pointing at Ben, she said, “Master of suspense over here.”

The guy laughed.

Ben wanted to bury his head in one of the boxes.

“All right,” Alice said, “if you insist, I’ll help. Come on, Owen.” She came around the table to help Ben take his banner off the pipe-and-drape wall, while Owen stood near, poking at the remains of his gummy eye.

As Ben was stuffing the banner into its cardboard tube, Alice reached under the table to clear out the empty water bottles and coffee cups. Ben cringed when she picked up the cash box.

“Ooo, what can I buy with this?” Alice said, shaking the box next to her ear like a kid cheating on Christmas. Her smile quickly vanished, and Ben busied himself with stacking bookmarks as neatly as possible in their little cardboard box.

He had ordered a thousand of them, all out of pocket, as a promotion for The Mark, but he had managed to hand out less than a hundred during the event. Ben could only hope they would result in residual sales online, or at least a “Like” on Follow, one of the biggest social networks.

He was focused so intently on stacking, he didn’t notice Alice behind him until she reached over his shoulder with another brick of bookmarks. He took them from her and put them in the box.

Quietly, Alice said, “What happened?”

The figurine vendor glanced at them, and then went back to watching the Goth girls strut past in their swoon-inducing corsets.

“Can we talk about this in the car?” Ben asked.

“Did you spend it already, or what?”

Ben sighed. He would have to tell Alice sooner or later. And he planned to tell her everything, just not here in front of everyone; in front of Owen.

If I just tell her now, Ben thought, maybe it won’t be as bad. He decided to take a shot.

“Alice, I’m so sorry, I didn’t, uh...” Ben stopped when he noticed Jack Fleischer approaching the table, wearing a very nice suit.

“Ben Little?” Fleischer said, holding out his hand.

“Yes, hi.” Ben shook with him. The man’s palm was smooth, cold, and heavily moisturized. “We met earlier,” Ben said. “At your table, I think.”

“Hmmm, I don’t recall.”

Ben wasn’t surprised. Jack Fleischer had received the star treatment at the convention—multiple banners, piles of his books, and endless lines of fans.

“Hi,” Alice said, cramming trash into a plastic bag. “You know, you look so different on the back of your novels.”

“Hmm,” Fleischer said, frowning.

Ben blushed. He hoped his wife hadn’t insulted the man. After all, Jack Fleischer had consistently topped the New York Times bestseller list for nearly a decade. He was the ultimate connection.

His change in appearance hadn’t registered with Ben at Fleisher’s table, but now he realized Alice was right: the author looked different than the photograph printed on all of his paperbacks.

For one, the Jack Fleischer in the publicity photo had slightly graying hair and a goatee. The man standing in front of him now had black, slicked-back hair and a beauty mark; he looked a bit younger.

“I wanted to tell you that I attended your panel,” this slicker, clean-shaven version of Fleischer said, folding his hands behind his back.

“Oh, God, how embarrassing,” Ben replied. “I don’t even know how I ended up on that. I don’t know anything about screenwriting.” He hoped Alice was listening when he added, “Nothing has gone right this entire convention.”

“Actually,” Fleischer said, “I was impressed.”

“Really?” Ben didn’t remember doing anything impressive. He had just stuttered into the microphone a few times, and had felt put on the spot the entire hour. “Thank you. I really appreciate that.”

Fleischer nodded and looked at Ben’s bare booth. “I hear your shipment of books never arrived.”

Ben caught Alice’s look and knew the cat had just jumped out of the bag, claws out.

“Yeah,” Ben said, running a hand through his hair. “I’m not quite sure what happened. The hotel and event organizer said they have no clue. I even had the books overnighted from the printer, I finished it so late.”

“So The Mark is self-published?” the bestseller asked.

Ben had never blushed so much in a single night. Some professionals still frowned upon self-publishing, citing a lack of quality control and legitimacy. “It is,” he admitted.

Fleischer continued checking out Ben’s booth. He picked up one of the business cards and said, “Well, I hope you didn’t incur too much of a loss.”

Ben didn’t say anything. If he spoke, Alice would overhear, and she would realize how bad the situation was. So Ben simply set a new world record for blushing.

He didn’t understand why Fleischer had come over here in the first place. The bestseller had done more damage than his one compliment could repair, and Ben wanted to say something about it. But what could he say? He felt uncomfortable hanging on his own skeleton at the moment. He could only hope Fleischer would go away before Ben burned a ten-lane bridge.

But Fleischer didn’t go away. He just stood there, so straight in his suit you could use him as a ruler. He wanted something. Ben could tell, but he didn’t know what. He just knew a man this important didn’t stop by to make idle chitchat.

“Owen!” Alice cried, and suddenly she was scrambling out from behind Ben’s table, across the hall to the other side.

More vendor booths were lined up there, selling swords and tactical gear and zombie cupcakes. A banner hung over one of the tables: “DISTURBING. DISGUSTING. CLASSIC.” Owen was underneath it, digging through a stack of hardcore horror DVDs.

“Owen, no!”

The boy looked up, quickly dropping a copy of Cannibal Holocaust to the floor. On the back of the case, natives in little thumbnails noshed on human skulls.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” Alice said, sharing a laugh with the movie vendor, who said something like, “That kid’s messed up.”

“So,” Fleischer said as he watched Alice steer Owen away from the table. “That’s your son?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s wrong with him?”

Ben’s brow furrowed for a second. “Oh, you mean his legs?”

They both watched the way Owen walked. Since birth, the boy’s feet had been severely inverted, so that the toes of each foot pointed at each other. It looked uncomfortable, as if he were walking on his ankles. At times the abnormality made Ben cringe and feel terrible for his son. He was especially sensitive to people’s reactions.

“It’s called club foot,” Ben said. “It’s like pigeon toe, only worse. He’s had treatments for it, and surgery when he was barely a year old, but... he’ll need more.”

“Ah.” Fleischer stuck his hand inside his suit jacket and pulled something out. “Would you mind signing this for me?”

It was a copy of The Mark.

“Wow, where did you get this?!” Ben said, taking the copy and looking it over.

Fleischer handed him a pen. “I grabbed it the moment I saw it.”

“Wow, thank you! This is the first hardcopy I’ve ever seen. I didn’t even have time to order a proof of it.”

“Well, there you go.”

Ben laid the book on the table, open to the title page. “I don’t even know what to say.”

Peering down his nose at the page, Fleischer said, “You’re the mark.”

“Not bad,” Ben said, writing it in. “I like that.” He signed the page and handed the copy back.

Fleischer tucked the book into his waistcoat pocket. “Well, it was nice to meet you, Mr. Little.”

“Yes, nice to...” Ben began, but Fleischer was already walking away.

Ben watched him go. He caught himself wiping his hand on his pant leg, realizing his own palm now felt overly moisturized.

Bending over to usher Owen along, Alice glanced at Fleischer, then looked at Ben. “I can’t believe that was him.”

“Honey...” Ben said, ready to apologize, but Alice held up her hand.

“We can talk about it at home,” she said.

They finished packing up Ben’s things in silence, and Owen ate a few more gummy eyes.

When they were ready, the figurine vendor helped Ben carry boxes out to the car. “Nice meeting you,” the guy said. He cast a worried look at Alice in the driver’s seat and added, “Drive safe.”

“Thanks,” Ben said.

He really didn’t want to get into the car. Alice had heard enough bad news that day. She had yet to hear the really bad news. Ben wished he had something good to temper it all, but he had nothing.

Literally.

For better or worse, he thought, and he climbed into the passenger seat and shut the door.



* * *



“Daddy, why do we eat people?” Owen asked from his booster seat. He was looking down at his fifth gummy eyeball.

Alice, steering, glanced into the rearview. She hadn’t said much since leaving the convention. She focused entirely on driving, following the traffic rules to every T and right of way.

Ben turned around to look into the back seat. “Little dude, we don’t eat each other.”

Pulling his sticky fingers apart, Owen said, “Those movie people do.”

Ben turned back around. He had no idea what to tell his son about what drove people to eat one another. He had no clue what incited mindless violence.

Owen didn’t say anything more, and after a few minutes Ben looked back.

“He’s asleep,” Alice said.

Indeed, Owen’s chin now rested on his chest, and a bead of gummy-tinted drool dangled like a cobweb from lip to shirt.

“So,” Alice said, “your books never showed up?”

Here we go, Ben thought. He hated what he had to tell her, and how she might react. “Yeah,” he said, “even though I ordered them in the nick of time.”

“You paid for them then?”

“Yeah.”

“How much?”

“I put it on the credit card.”

Alice sighed.

“I thought I could pay it off,” Ben said. “I bought them for a lot cheaper than I planned to sell them, I’m sorry.”

Alice wasn’t saying anything.

“It wasn’t my fault.”

“I know,” Alice said.

“You do?”

“Yeah. I’m not angry.”

“You don’t sound happy.”

“Of course I’m not happy. Are you?”

“No,” Ben said.

“You know I’ve always supported your writing.”

“I know.”

“I’m just concerned, that’s all. I mean, there’s the cost of the hotel, and meals, and the cost of your pass and booth.”

“The pass and booth were comped,” Ben said.

“Yeah.”

“And the meals, mileage, and hotel I’ll be able to write off on taxes.”

“I know that. But it doesn’t really help. Not until next year.”

“True.”

Alice checked her rearview mirrors and flicked on her turn signal. “Like I said, I’m not mad. I’m just... concerned.”

“Me too.”

She steered into the slow lane on the freeway, and they didn’t speak for a couple of miles. Ben just wanted to get home and drink a beer.

A little voice from the back seat startled him.

“Daddy.”

“Yeah, little dude.”

Owen was half asleep, slouching in his booster seat. “You can have your eyeball back. Eating people makes me icky.”

“Okay,” Ben said and he took the gummy treat from the boy. No more than a minute later, Owen had fallen back to sleep.

The rest of the ride home was quiet.



* * *



At the house, Ben unloaded his boxes of promo materials while Alice put Owen to bed.

He grabbed a beer and went to turn on the TV for a while, but couldn’t get any channels. Alice told him the cable had been shut off.

“Not long after you left, actually.” She pointed out a stack of mail on the glass coffee table, and said, “That came for you, by the way.”

“Okay,” Ben said, looking at the leaning stack. He didn’t want to read through it, not tonight. The top envelope was only spam, and even that seemed like too much.

Alice went into the kitchen and started banging things around. Staring at the carpet, Ben said, “Hey, you know, I might be able to get a refund for the books.”

“Yeah.”

Ben sipped his beer and stared at the carpet for a while longer, until he fell asleep on the couch.

“I’m going to bed,” he said as he got up and passed the kitchen bar. “Night.”

“I’ll be in,” Alice said. “I love you.”

Ben paused in the hall and gave her a smile. He said it back.

She should have been pissed at him, should have been furious that he had wasted all that money. But instead, Alice stood by him, even if she was clearly upset. She was more upset about life in general, though, which somehow made Ben feel worse.

He woke up a few minutes later, having crawled into bed. His phone had just vibrated. A text message.

Ben opened it. The number wasn’t one of his contacts, so at first he didn’t recognize the sender.

“You write well,” it said.

“Thank you,” Ben texted back. He thought for a second, and then texted, “Are you someone from the con?” He wondered if a guest had gotten a bookmark and had found him online or something.

A reply came within seconds. “I can offer you $15,000 to co-write a novel with me.”

Ben sat up and stared at the screen.

As he was re-reading the message, another text came in. “I especially like your descriptions. You have an eye for detail.”

“Is this Fleischer?” Ben texted back, remembering the business card the bestseller had taken from his table.

He received another quick response, but the sender ignored his question. “I can give you $5,000 to sign the contract. The rest of the advance will be paid upon completion.”

Ben took a deep breath and tried to stop shaking. He reread the messages carefully. “Is this a joke?” he typed, but then erased it and texted, “Who is this?”

Again, the responder ignored his question. “I will need a yes or no before tomorrow in order to move forward.”

Got to be Fleischer, Ben thought. It was the only rational explanation. And maybe the bestseller wasn’t dodging the question. Maybe Ben’s cell provider was just dropping his texts again.

“If this is Jack Fleischer,” Ben wrote, “then I say yes and THANK YOU!” He waited for a response. This time nothing came in immediately.

Ben jumped a few minutes later when his phone buzzed. “Fantastic!!! My publisher will have the contract to you by tomorrow!!!”

My publisher, Ben thought. It was definitely a message from Fleischer. He looked again at the amount of the offer.

Fifteen thousand dollars.

Five grand of it up front.

Ben ran out of the room in his underwear and found Alice reading Abigail Pogrebin’s One and the Same on the couch.

“Babe, look at this!” He showed her the text messages, and she looked up at him.

“Is this for real?”

“Yes,” Ben said, “it’s from Jack Fleischer.”

“Oh my God!” Alice grabbed the phone from him and read the messages again. “You know what we could do with this kind of money?”

“Yes,” Ben said.

“Oh my God.” She read the messages one more time. Sitting there, gripping the little phone tightly in both hands, face flush with excitement, Alice looked like a kid on Christmas, the one who just found out the cash box was, indeed, full of gold.


  ​ Chapter 2

 


Ben awoke on the couch with Owen, who was watching Charlotte’s Web on an old VHS tape. They had curled up under a blanket out in the living room, as they did most early mornings after Owen came bouncing on the bed.

The vibration of Ben’s phone against the glass top of the coffee table had roused him. He reached over to pick it up, but Owen didn’t even budge, glued to the TV.

“Good luck today!” Alice had texted from work.

Ben blinked the sleep out of his eyes and tried to figure out what she meant. Good luck... with Owen?

No, he thought, the Fleischer thing. The contract would be coming today.

“Thanks!” Ben texted back. “I’m waiting right by the mailbox all day long. I’m not moving! Not even to the bathroom!”

He was only partially joking. Whenever he was expecting a response on a story submission, Ben would check his inbox hundreds of times a day. If he was expecting something in the mail, he preferred to be right there to intercept it upon delivery, too paranoid of mail theft.

A few minutes later Alice texted back. “I mean good luck at the job interview, silly.”

Oh, crap, Ben thought. He had forgotten about the job interview. “Are you sure that’s today?”

“Yep. At 9. Babysitter should be there soon.”

Nine o’clock, Ben thought. That meant he probably wouldn’t make it back home in time to catch UPS or FedEx, or whatever carrier service ended up delivering the contract; at his house they always seemed to arrive around the same time as regular mail.

“Nancy says don’t wear cologne,” Alice texted. “The boss hates it.”

Nancy, his wife’s friend, had gotten him an interview at Portable Magic when the bookstore wasn’t even hiring, so Ben trusted Nancy knew what she was talking about.

“How about deodorant?” Ben responded. “Or should I go au naturel?”

“Naked?!” Alice asked. “Ur hired!”

Ben chuckled and started pulling his arm out from under Owen. “All right, dude. Daddy’s got to get in the shower.”

The boy murmured something, too engrossed with Wilbur’s impending slaughter to speak or move.



* * *



For hating cologne so much, Randy, the boss, sure laid it on thick. The smell clouded the tiny office, half of which was taken up by Randy’s considerable girth. Ben could hardly breathe.

“So, Benjamin,” Randy said, looking over the résumé on his desk, “I noticed a gap in employment here recently.”

Ben tried not to squirm in his folding chair. “That’s true.”

“It says here you were laid off?”

“I was.”

“Can I ask why?”

“The economy,” Ben said. “The phone company had to downsize.”

“Interesting.” Randy kept staring at the résumé, tapping a hairy finger on his blotter. The guy had wiry black hair coming out of everywhere. The tufts in his ears had started to gray. Randy shook his head. “You writers.”

“Sorry,” Ben said, “I’m not sure I follow.”

“Always suckling at the taxpayer’s tit.”

Ben tried not to show any reaction to the crude accusation as Randy looked up from the résumé.

“Judging by this, you’ve been out of work for... long enough for unemployment to run out.”

“That’s true,” Ben said. “I was able to get the extension, but... It’s been hard finding a job. No one seems to be hiring.”

“Yep,” Randy said, “including us.”

Ben finally shifted in his seat. The folding chair creaked and wobbled at the joints.

After an uncomfortably long stare, Randy looked back down at the résumé. Ben stole a glance at the clock. He still had just enough time to get turned down for the job and make it home before the contract.

“Well, Benny,” Randy said, and even though Ben had seen this coming, he still had to hide his disappointment. “We’ll get back to you.”

With a loud snap, the folding chair collapsed. Ben tumbled to the floor, bracing himself with his forearm.

Randy just sat there, stunned. Then he burst into deep, booming laughter that shook the entire room. “Are you all right?!”

“Yeah,” Ben said, picking himself up. He was chuckling and blushing and trying to fix the chair.

“Forget about it,” Randy said, still laughing. He wiped at his eyes. “Ooooh, that was priceless.” He stood up and offered his hand. “Hope the rest of your day gets better.”

“Thanks,” Ben said, and shook with him, or rather was shook by him; Randy put his whole weight into it. “Thank you for your time.”

“Of course. And, uh... don’t let the door hit you on the way out—hah!”

Ben didn’t, but he certainly kicked himself. He waited to cuss aloud until he had shut himself in his car, and the engine was on and rumbling to cover up the expletives.

He pulled out his phone to check the time and noticed a text from Alice: “Did you get it?”

Ben threw the phone into the passenger seat and took off for home, speeding the whole way, and only partially because he wanted to catch the mail.



* * *



Five thousand just to sign, Ben thought. He scoped out the houses and sidewalks as he pulled into his neighborhood.

No UPS guy, no FedEx delivery truck. No packages on any of the stoops. His next-door neighbor Beverly Skelton’s cat was the only thing on her porch.

In the passenger seat, Ben’s cell phone vibrated and he glimpsed Alice’s name and part of her message in the status alert. “Nancy said...”

Of course.

Nancy said.

Ben didn’t even bother opening the message. He could imagine the text quite clearly.

Nancy said you fell flat on your ass in your interview.

Nancy said you’re a loser.

Nancy said I should divorce you and you’ll never make it as a writer. She also said you’re butt-hurt.

Ben zeroed in on the mailbox attached to his house as he parked on the concrete pad next to the rental. The lid of the black box had been left open, but no express mailer poked out.

He got out of the car and fast-walked to the box.

“Damn it,” he said, looking inside.

It was empty.

Nothing but a spider, spinning her web.

An empty mailbox almost never happened. At the very least, he always received something for debt consolidation, or coupons.

Ben heard a mailbox closing down the street, and saw, not the mailman, but a red-headed mail lady. She let herself out the neighbor’s gate and started down the sidewalk, away from Ben’s house.

“Hey!” he said, running after her.

She looked back, but kept walking.

“Wait!”

The mail lady stopped and turned around. Ben saw her hand creeping toward her pepper spray, so he slowed down. The last thing he needed today was to cry in front of a stranger.

“Can I help you?” she asked as he caught up to her on the sidewalk.

“Yeah, I was expecting something today. I thought it’d come FedEx or something, but... maybe it came Express Mail?”

“You’re number 409, right? You didn’t have anything.”

Ben sighed. “Yeah. I’m sorry to ask this, but... do you mind looking again?”

“Um...” Her hand hesitated near the mace as she studied Ben’s eyes. Then she smiled and said, “Sure, why not?”

“Oh, thank you. I really appreciate it.”

The mail lady sorted through her bag for a moment. “Nope,” she said. “I don’t... wait a minute.”

“What?” Ben stepped closer to see the envelopes inside. “What is it?”

“I can’t believe I missed this,” she said, handing a piece of mail to him.

Ben held it for a second, uncertain how he should react.

“Coupons,” he said.

The mail lady smiled. “Sorry I missed it. Have a nice day!” Then she started off.

Ben tried not to slam his door on his way inside the house. He threw the coupons down on the coffee table, knocking over the mountain of mail from earlier.

He could hear Owen laughing and playing with the babysitter outside in the backyard. He wanted nothing more than to join them and forget about everything. Randy had hoped Ben’s day would get better, and that’s what it would take: forgetting; running around and laughing like a child.

Or it would take beer.

Pints of it.

It was hard, though, when there was just so much to forget. He felt as if everything had hit him all at once, and it didn’t seem fair. But that’s how it was when things were allowed to pile up. It only seemed as if he were being hit with bad luck all at once.

Well, he thought, let’s get this over with, if I’m going to erase my memory later.

He sat on the couch and started sorting through the mail. Bill, bill, overdue bill, another credit card rejection, spam, and a collections notice. One of the envelopes came from Owen’s clinic in Philadelphia. The boy had undergone treatment years ago, but Ben and Alice were still paying it off.

He opened the envelope, thinking it would be a bill, but it wasn’t. It was a letter. The clinic wanted to schedule a consultation with the surgical team.

Ben laid the letter out on the table so Alice could read it later, then continued digging down through the stack.

The last piece of mail was their bank statement. Ben didn’t even bother opening it. He was certain they didn’t have enough in there to pay for everything.

His cell phone vibrated.

“I heard,” Alice texted. “U OK? Call me.”

He sighed.

At the kitchen window, Ben looked out at the backyard, where the babysitter was pushing Owen on the swing, his little legs kicking up in the air. The first surgery had done nothing for him, except leave scars, and yet Ben was devastated that they couldn’t even afford the second procedure.

Sometimes, he thought.

Sometimes he wished he could go out and live his life instead of work so hard to pay for it all.


  ​ Chapter 3

 


“Are we eating Wilbur?” Owen asked. He hadn’t even touched the meat on his plate.

“No,” Alice said, “that’s not Wilber, that’s poultry.”

The boy stared at the chicken beside the corn in horror and said, “Who is Pole Tree?”

Ben laughed, chewing his dinner. “That’s not a name, dude, that’s just the type of meat.”

Owen picked up his corn, still staring straight down his nose at the juicy breast.

Ben stopped chewing as he looked down at his own plate. His chicken had a vein in it. A cooked little burst of red. That happened sometimes.

A thought occurred to him, that Owen didn’t know yet about debeaking, beheading, and factory farms. The same way Alice didn’t know the true depth of their financial problems, not yet.

Ben drank some water, trying to uphold a promise to himself that he wouldn’t drink a beer. Abstaining was hard, because he knew a beer or two would make telling her later a lot easier.

Someone knocked on the door.

He and Alice shared a frown.

“Were you...?” he started.

She shook her head.

With burst corn kernels stuck to his cheek and chin, Owen turned around in his chair and shouted, “Come in!”

“Owen, stop!” Alice said as she got up to answer the front door. “Why do you always do that?”

The peephole, Ben thought as he watched Alice reach for the doorknob. She never checked it, even though he had asked her to check it at night when they weren’t expecting company. “You never know,” he had told her.

Alice opened the door. “Oh, Mr. Fleischer. Honey, it’s Mr. Fleischer!”

“What?” Ben threw his napkin down and got up. His legs felt wobbly as he walked over.

“Actually,” the man said from outside, “I’m not Jack Fleischer.”

“Hello...” Ben said, stepping in beside Alice and shaking the bestseller’s heavily moisturized hand. “Is something wrong, or...?”

“I represent Mr. Fleischer,” the man in the suit said. “I’m his agent.”

Alice smiled as she studied the man’s beauty mark and clean-shaven face. “See, I thought there was something different about you.”

“So you’re Fleischer’s agent,” Ben said, puzzled. He was certain he had seen the man working Fleischer’s table at the convention. Signing books even. “I’m so sorry; I saw you at the con and I just assumed.”

“No, it’s perfectly all right,” he said. “Sign this.”

Ben almost fell over catching the ream of paper the agent slapped down into his hand. Staring at the first page, he said, “This is my contract?”

The agent nodded and held out a red pen. “I have drawn an X on the last page where you need to sign.”

The document weighed so much, Ben almost had to hold it with both hands. “No wonder you couldn’t mail it,” he said, peeling back a few sheets.

“You’re not required to initial every page,” the agent said, still offering his ink pen.

Alice was beaming at both of them. “I’m so excited,” she said, “thank you.”

“Yes, thank you,” Ben added. “I’m going to need some time to pore through this though. Thanks so much for coming all the way out to deliver it.”

“No, you don’t seem to understand,” the agent said. “I need to take it with me.”

“Oh,” Ben said, surprised.

He had studied the business of writing for years, had read trade magazines and professional blogs. When it came to complicated contracts, each and every expert recommended the same thing: if you don’t have an agent, seek legal counsel. For some reason, Ben didn’t think the agent would be willing to stick around long enough for him to pick a lawyer out of the phonebook.

“I don’t know,” Ben said, “I really would like to take some time with this, if that’s all right.”

“Mr. Fleischer also sent me with this,” the agent said, whipping out a bundle of money from under his jacket. The brown paper band around the bills indicated a total of five thousand dollars.

“Oh, wow,” Alice said, staring at the stack of fifties. “We get that just for signing?”

“He has to sign, yes.”

Licking his lips, Ben tried to absorb everything on the top page of the contract as quickly as possible. He noticed something in the first paragraph, the preamble, which established the two parties entering the agreement with the publisher.

“Excuse me,” Ben said, “I see my name on here as co-author, but... I don’t see Fleischer’s.” Ben pointed out some German sounding name in the blank titled Author. “Just this guy.”

“Yes,” the agent said, “Stefan Koenig is Mr. Fleischer’s birth name. The name Fleischer is a pseudonym. Hence the use of né before his name.”

“Oh, interesting,” Alice said. “I didn’t realize he wrote under a different name.”

Who is this guy? Ben thought. Everyone he suspected to be Fleischer turned out to be somebody else. It was weird to have met a man only to find out you had never met him at all.

Peeling back the top page, he said, “I’m sorry, but can I... do I at least have, like, ten minutes?”

The agent checked his watch. “I have a flight to catch. You have just a couple of minutes.”

Not entirely relieved, Ben focused on the next few pages. The writing was weird. It was in English, but the legal wording made it difficult to grasp the meaning.

“Vacant property,” Ben read aloud from the third page. “What is that?”

The agent craned his head to read the sentence. “It’s a translation.”

From Latin? Ben thought. He knew Latin terms peppered contract law; vacant property could have been one of them. But the entire document seemed like a translation.

“Das Verlag is the publisher, right?”

“Right,” the agent said.

“Then am I reading this correctly? Because it sounds like the publisher gets all rights. Even the copyright.”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

Ben didn’t like the sound of that. Usually authors kept the copyright, and some other rights as well. Here, the publisher bought everything. They completely owned the novel.

He turned the page and furrowed his brow. “Wait a second.”

“What?”

“The page numbers,” he said, flipping back and forth between sheets. “They jump from page three to... page one hundred. I think it’s missing pages.”

The agent took a look. “That’s just a glitch in pagination, I assure you.”

“I don’t know,” Ben said, staring at the huge chunk of legally binding nonsense. “Did Fleischer sign this?”

“Yes. In fact you will find Mr. Koenig’s signature on the last page, beneath the X where you need to sign.”

“I don’t know,” Ben said again.

Alice chuffed. She took the agent’s red pen, handed it to her husband, and said, “There. Jack Fleischer didn’t seem to have any problems with five thousand dollars.”

“Actually,” the agent said, “Mr. Fleischer’s payment is much more substantial than that.”

“Oh, of course. That makes sense.”

Either way, Alice had a point. If anyone knew the ins and outs of a novel deal, it was the man who had written his weight in bestsellers. Ben just wanted to study it a bit more before signing away his career.

“I’m late for my flight,” the agent said, stuffing the cash into his pocket before reaching for the contract and pen.

“Wait,” Ben said, taking a step back.

“I can’t miss my plane, Mr. Little. I can’t.”

“Just sign already,” Alice said. She pulled the signature page out and laid it on top. He looked down at her and she looked up, smiling brightly, ponytail bobbing, and something came to him then.

Alice used to get her hair cut at a salon, back when they could afford it. Now she just cut and styled it herself when she had time, whenever she wasn’t scrambling around doing everything. To him, she still looked beautiful, breezy, even, as if she didn’t weigh a thing, but he knew for her it felt like giving up on herself.

Still smiling, perhaps even more brightly, Alice tapped the signature sheet, and Ben felt bad that it had taken him this long to bring home something she could truly get excited about.

There on the last page was Koenig’s signature, in red ink, completely illegible. And there was a space for Ben to sign as well. Alice pushed his hand down until the ballpoint of the pen pressed the blank line beside the X.

Ben could actually hear and feel his heartbeat against the drum of his ear. He was sweating. Something in the back of his mind told him not to do this, not to sign. But he could literally smell the money, it was so close and crisp and new.

“Okay, fine,” he said, and Alice released his hand as he drew a few flourishes.

“Excellent,” the agent said, taking the contract and pen. “And here is your partial advance, as agreed.”

Ben took the bundle of cash and instantly felt drunk, as if the whole room were spinning. “Thank you.”

“Yes, thanks,” Alice added. “It was nice to meet the real you.”

The agent nodded. “There is just one last detail. You will need to unpublish The Mark.”

“Excuse me?” Ben said.

“You need to expunge it from the Internet.”

“I don’t know, that doesn’t seem... That’s not in the contract, is it?”

The agent gave him a condescending smile. “Mr. Little, first novels are one of the biggest deciding factors in a writer’s future success. Would you rather be known for your bestselling debut with Jack Fleischer? Or for self-published pulp that managed to sell less than a hundred units?”

Ben stared at him for a moment. “I guess that’s a good point.”

“It is. And cheer up. You can always republish it later. I’m sure it will be a huge success.”

Ben shared a look with his wife and finally nodded. “All right. Okay. I’ll take it down.”

“Excellent. Mr. Fleischer will be in touch.”

As soon as the agent’s car pulled away from the curb, Alice jumped into Ben’s arms and screamed with joy.



* * *



“So,” Alice said, smiling over the brim of her wine glass, “what would you do if this book makes, like, a million dollars?”

“Huh?” Ben said, looking up from his phone.

The waitress stopped by, interrupting. “How is everything?”

“Wonderful,” Ben said, picking up his fork for another bite of cheesecake.

“Good. Let me know if you need anything.”

After the waitress left, Alice looked at her husband. “We get a babysitter so we can come celebrate, and all you do is play on your phone the entire time?” She was smiling, but Ben knew the comment wasn’t entirely a joke.

“I’m sorry, I just had to post something.”

“Bragging about your big book deal?” she said.

“No. I don’t know.”

“Oh, come on, it’s a big deal.”

“Yeah,” Ben said. “I just wanted someone who knows what they’re doing to take a look at a few things.”

The contract had been too convoluted to absorb it all, but Ben had remembered enough of the language to know he had legitimate concerns. He certainly remembered being forced to unpublish The Mark, undoing months and months of hard, constant, quality work. So he had posted some of the clauses on the member’s-only forum of his writers organization, the Thriller Authors Guild. Often the veterans there at TAG mentored fledgling authors.

Ben had considered asking Fleischer about the questionable clauses directly, but he was too worried he might make a fool of himself and prove he didn’t know what the hell he was doing.

“Well,” Alice said, “if you’re not going to celebrate, then I’m going to drink your beer for you.”

“I thought you don’t like the nutty ones,” Ben said.

Alice shrugged. “I like you, don’t I?” She smiled at him over her wine glass.

It was great to see her like this. Life had just thrown one thing after another at them, and as the years wore on, the weight of it all had begun to weigh on her smile. But tonight, there wasn’t a single thing keeping her down. Ben hadn’t seen this Alice in so long, it was like meeting her for the first time all over again.

“So is that what you’d do with a million dollars?” she said. “Play on your cell phone while your wife has all the fun?”

“No,” Ben said, putting away the phone; he hadn’t gotten any responses anyway. “I don’t know what I’d do.”

“Oh, come on. How many times have we played ‘What if we won the lottery?’ Isn’t this the same thing?”

“True.” The odds of an opportunity like this coming along for anyone, let alone an author at Ben’s level, were astronomical. He knew of countless authors who had spent their entire careers working for a novel contract with a major publisher, only to never land one.

He sipped his beer and thought about it for a second. “I guess the first thing I would do is pay off all our bills; get Owen’s surgery for his legs. Then maybe I’d buy you that Greek Revival you’ve always loved.”

“Hey,” Alice said, “I was going to say buy a house. You’re stealing all my ideas.”

Ben laughed. “Okay, what would you do then?”

“Oh, sure, put me on the spot.”

“If you could have anything you want, anything in the world, what would it be?”

Alice blushed. “I don’t know. My thing isn’t all that grand.”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s anything you want.”

“Well...” she said, looking down at the table, “what I would love to do is go on a second honeymoon. Same place, same everything.”

“Really?” Ben was pleasantly surprised. Their honeymoon had been small, just an affordable getaway to the beach at Stone Harbor, New Jersey. At the time, Alice had said it was perfect, but Ben had felt horrible that he couldn’t afford something better, some grand romantic gesture.

“Of course I would,” Alice said, “that was one of the best weeks of my life. And... you know. It’s like that small thing you want to do because it means more than it costs.”

“Yeah,” Ben said, “yeah. I would love that.”

Alice grinned at him, the corners of her mouth growing sharp. “Who says you’re going with me?” she asked.

They laughed, and Alice laid her hand on Ben’s.

“Well, cheers,” she said, holding up her wine glass.

Ben held up his beer and said, “To a whole new life.”

They clinked glasses and drank a few more rounds, laughing, flirting. Alice even tried the nutty ale and cheesecake, only to grimace and vow never to try either again.

The beer and the dessert and the candlelight in his wife’s eyes almost made Ben forget about that little voice at the back of his head, the one that kept insisting that something wasn’t right.

“Excuse me for a second,” Alice said as they were preparing to leave. Ben watched her go toward the ladies room, watched the way her hips moved under her skirt. She looked back and smiled over her shoulder at him.

Damn, he thought, grinning.

As soon as she was out of sight, Ben pulled out his phone. He checked the TAG forum, but no one had responded to his post about the contract. Yet.

Ben hit refresh and swigged the rest of his beer.


  ​ Chapter 4

 


On the drive home, Alice sat in the passenger seat, typing something with her phone. She kept rocking with the movement of the car, and Ben knew the wine had gotten to her.

“And, post,” she said, pressing a button emphatically the way drunk people do.

“What?” Ben asked.

Alice offered him a sloppy smile. “I’m so proud of you,” she said, rubbing his leg. “That’s all.”

Her hand found the inside of his thigh, and he felt the heat rising into his stomach. Alice leaned over and planted a messy kiss on his cheek, causing more blood to rush to Ben’s lead foot.

Back at home, their babysitter had already laid Owen down. Ben paid her, and the girl wasn’t even out the door before Alice was pulling him toward their bed.

“Come here,” she said, tugging him by the waistband, knuckles cool against his belly. “I’ll show you what else I’d do if I had a million bucks...”



* * *



Rolling over in the dark, Ben propped himself up on a spent, shaky arm and set his cell phone alarm.

“Night,” Alice said, breathless.

“Night,” Ben said. He started to set his phone on the nightstand, but noticed an email alert. Unable to help himself, he checked his inbox.

At the top, he saw a bunch of notifications. Apparently Alice had announced the book deal on Follow. Congratulations from friends and family had poured in.

“Guess what, everyone!” Alice had posted. “My awesome husband, Ben, just landed a book deal with the one, the only, Jack Fleischer!” She had even tagged the bestseller for extra exposure.

Ben smiled over at his wife, who had started to breathe heavily on her side of the bed. They really had tuckered each other out. With a few taps, he deleted the notices from his inbox, but then paused at the last notification. It wasn’t from Follow like the others.

Another guild member, Heather Avery, had responded to the contract clauses he had posted to the discussion board over at TAG.

Heather, who had worked as a writer for years, stayed active on the board. Ben had seen her posting often to help the newer, less experienced members of the guild.

The email notification included an excerpt from Heather’s latest post. “Seek legal counsel!”

Oh no, Ben thought.

There it was. The same advice he had seen in countless writing magazines and expert blogs.

Seek legal counsel.

He opened the discussion board app on his phone, but when he tried to read Heather’s full post, he discovered that the discussion no longer existed.

Perplexed, he sent a private message to Heather. “Thank you for responding, but I never saw your full post. Maybe a moderator deleted it? Anyway, just private-message me whenever you get a chance.”

He was sending the message when his phone vibrated. It was a text from Fleischer.

“My agent tells me you have posted part of our agreement on a public forum,” Fleischer wrote. “Please, do not disclose the details of our agreement to anyone.”

Ben’s stomach began to churn with cheesecake and beer. Before he knew it, his bed would be spinning and he’d be spewing green puke.

“I apologize,” he wrote back to Fleischer. “I thought it would be OK because it’s not a public forum; it’s private, members only. I really am sorry.”

While Ben awaited a response, he hid his face in his hand and shook his head. He wished he had known the agent was a member of the guild; he would have known better than to criticize a contract he had just signed with one of the most celebrated authors of their time.

Fleischer replied within minutes. “I’m confused why you didn’t come to me or the publisher directly. The terms are harmless, Ben. If you don’t trust me, Das Verlag can appoint a lawyer to help you out.”

“Thank you, but it’s okay,” Ben wrote back. Even as he was writing it, his phone was vibrating again.

“Also, it has come to my attention that your wife has made an announcement,” Fleischer said. “Das Verlag does not like us to promote projects that aren’t completed, and they feel you have violated their trust by taking our business relationship public. Please remove the post immediately. Tonight.”

Ben really was feeling sick to his stomach. He looked over at Alice. He didn’t want to wake her up, but he didn’t know how else he could remove the post.

Her phone, he thought.

Careful not to rock the bed or stress the springs, Ben reached over Alice toward her nightstand. His hand hit something cold and wet, and he cursed.

Alice’s water glass spilled to the floor.

Ben got out of bed and mopped up the bit of water with his polo shirt, which Alice had ripped off of him earlier. He picked up the tipped glass and then searched the nightstand for her phone. It wasn’t there.

It wasn’t on the floor either.

Alice really must have been drunk, because she had slept through the entire ordeal.

Throwing on his robe, Ben hurried to the coffee table in the front room, to Alice’s purse. He found her wallet, gum, and makeup in there, but no phone.

Where the hell... he thought, running his hand through his hair. Alice had been drunk, so she could have lost the phone anywhere. Ben tried to remember the last place he had seen her with it, tried to retrace their steps.

Ah!

Suddenly he was running outside to the car, forgetting his keys. He cupped his hands to the passenger window to block out the porch light as he peered inside.

“Damn it,” he said, rapping the glass with his knuckles. Unless Alice had lost it under the seat, she hadn’t left her phone in the car either.

Call it, Ben thought, but paled as he checked the pockets of his robe. He had lost his phone now as well. Apparently they both had drunk too much.

He had to fix this. He couldn’t lose his career the very day it had landed in his lap. Ben had already taken the five thousand dollars all the way to the bank.

Back in the bedroom, he searched his nightstand in the dark. No phone. He checked the coffee table out in the front room. No phone. He even looked inside Alice’s purse again, in the unlikely event that he had dropped it in there.

“Hey, babe?” Alice called from the bedroom.

Ben poked his head up, looking down the hall.

Alice called again.

“Yeah?” he said, peeking his head through the doorway. He could see her dark shape on the bed, holding something out.

“Here,” she said, and Ben reached for it, curious which phone it was. “It keeps vibrating.”

“Thank you,” he said, trying not to sigh in relief as he clutched his phone. “I was looking for that.”

“It was in the blankets,” she said, letting her head hit the sack.

That was the one place Ben hadn’t thought to look. He must have dropped it in the sheets when he spilled the water.

Stepping out of the room, he used speed dial to call Alice’s phone.

He heard it ring.

In the bedroom.

“Babe,” Alice called again.

“Sorry,” he said, slinking into the room. He found her phone mixed in with her skirt on the floor.

“What are you doing?”

“I, uh...” Ben stopped. They’d had such a great night, he didn’t want to ruin it. She would just end up feeling bad for making the announcement. But he didn’t want to lie to her either. “I’m just... fixing a few things,” he said.

Alice didn’t respond.

She was breathing heavily again.

Ben snuck out of the room with both phones and went to the couch. Fleischer had texted him a few more times, but Ben ignored the messages for now.

He turned on Alice’s phone, only to be confronted by a pattern lock. He tried a few simple swipes and got locked out for thirty seconds.

While Ben waited for the timer to count down, Fleischer sent another text. This time Ben read it. “If I don’t hear from you in the next three minutes, I will be forced to notify Das Verlag.”

You have got to be kidding me, Ben thought. He decided to respond. “I’m deleting it now,” he wrote. “Please give me a few minutes. Technical difficulties. Sorry.”

He tried cracking Alice’s pattern again, but got locked out for another thirty seconds. That was an entire minute down.

Two minutes to go. He had a feeling Fleischer hadn’t been exaggerating the deadline.

“Okay...” he said to himself as he tried Alice’s screen lock for the third time. The line segments of the pattern lit up red with every mistake. “Shit,” he said as the security measure locked him out.

One and a half minute gone.

One and a half minute left.

He looked toward the bedroom door, wondering whether Alice would ask too many questions if he had her unlock her own phone.

The living room light glinted off her screen protector, and Ben noticed fingerprints on the surface.

Getting right up beneath the 100-watt bulb, he angled the phone until he could see an entire web of oily smears. Most of the prints belonged to him, where he had tried to guess the pattern. His experimentation had erased any chance of tracing Alice’s finger movements.

Then he noticed a smaller print that began on the upper right dot of the lock. Starting his finger there this time, Ben drew a few patterns. They all failed.

His phone vibrated.

Another text.

He ignored it.

He had run out of time.

“Alice, honey,” he said, poking his head into the bedroom. He had to repeat her name before she lifted her head. “Can I get you to delete that announcement for me?”

“What? Why? I’m trying to sleep.”

“I know, but... apparently the publisher, um... apparently it’s too early to make that kind of announcement.”

She stared at him for a moment, then held out her hand for the phone. Ben gave it to her, and she unlocked it before handing it back to him. Then she lay back down and said, “Can you shut the door please?”

Ben shut it and stood in the hall for a second. He wondered how many wives would just unlock their phones and hand them to their husbands.

Quickly, he accessed Alice’s account and deleted the post.

“Done,” he texted to Fleischer, over a minute late. “I’m so sorry, my wife didn’t realize it would be a problem.”

He waited a couple minutes for a response.

“In the future,” Fleischer said, “never speak publicly about our work without written permission.”

Ben could finally breathe again. It wasn’t great news, but he would take it.

“Okay,” he said. “I really do apologize.”

He thought for a second, and then added, “I would like a copy of the contract, if it’s not a big deal. I like to keep a file.”

“It’s in the mail,” Fleischer texted.

“Okay, great.”

“Great!!!” Fleischer parroted. “Now that we have all of this setup out of the way... let’s get started.”

Ben had a hard time sleeping after that.


  ​ Chapter 5

 


Ben said, “Hold on, Owen,” and he tried to concentrate on the email Fleischer had sent that morning.

“Daddy,” Owen said, drawing the word out. “I’m hungry.”

“Okay, okay,” Ben said. He fixed his son an egg and some cantaloupe.

As the egg fried, he thought about Fleischer’s morning email. It included the outline for the first chapter of their book, which the publisher wanted finished ASAP.

“As I’m sure you noticed, the contract gives us a strict deadline,” he had written. “One month. It’s going to be crazy, but if we write a chapter per day, and the editor does his work alongside us, we should make it.”

Ever since last night, Ben had been burping up acid reflux. The smell and look of the frying egg made his stomach feel greasy. He had to wonder, what would Fleischer say if Ben admitted that he’d overlooked the tight deadline in the contract? What if he admitted that it scared him?

Stephen King wrote two thousand words a day. Dean Koontz worked an eighty-hour week. Ben Little felt lucky when he produced one hundred words in the right order. Here Fleischer was, asking him to produce eighty thousand words in a single bound.

To make the deal even worse, Ben had made it a rule never to work on weekends. He generally took those off, so he could spend time with his family, taking them to parks, or to the science museum, or wherever. He wouldn’t be able to do that as long as he was working on this book.

Ben cursed as he broke the yolk flipping the egg.

“I want the icky part,” Owen said when Ben tried to serve the egg to him anyway.

Usually, Ben would have been more firm; he would have convinced the boy to eat what was on his plate. But he didn’t want Owen to distract him from writing, so he just removed all objections and fixed another egg. Once his son was sitting down and happy with his yolk and Bambi on an old tape, Ben returned to his desktop computer.

He reread Fleischer’s email, and the summary of their basic plot. The book was a thriller, tentatively titled Cold Feet. It was about an ex-police officer taking on a crime ring after they killed his daughter, a powerful prosecutor.

In the first chapter, a county clerk on the mafia’s payroll was scripted to poison the daughter’s coffee at the courthouse, using untraceable ricin; the daughter was outlined to die three days later while her father was walking her down the aisle.

The title, Cold Feet, referred to the image of the daughter in a freezer at the morgue.

All right, Ben thought, opening the outline to write. Then for three minutes, he stared at the screen.

“Daddy,” Owen said, “I don’t like eggies.” He was picking at the runny yolk with his fork.

“What? You love eggies.”

Owen shook
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