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“Whither goest thou, America, in thy shiny car in the night?”

- Jack Kerouac
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"I think we need to rethink this whole idea of getting published."

"What are you talking about Bill? You either write something good or you don't. That's the crux of the matter." Walt leaned back in his chair and sent a stream of smoke from his cigarette toward the ceiling. Walt had a pompous manner about him, and his opinions were often punctuated with puffing on cigarettes and blowing smoke upward, as he watched it curl toward the ceiling.

"Bill is onto something, you know," Steven said. "Epublishing. It's coming. Fast and furious. In fact, it's already here. I heard about some guy who self-published his own coming-of-age story and the dollars are just flowing in."

We all looked at Steven. He was the grinder among us. He'd spent the past three or four years working on the same novel. He wanted to get it perfect, he said.

“What do you think Katrina?" I asked.

Katrina, with her fishnet stockings and miniskirt was the true bohemian among us, although we all seemed to put up the front that we were somehow edgy, the second or third coming of Jack Kerouac and the Beats.

"Screw it," she said. "You guys waste more time trying to figure out how to get published when you should be back in your miserable little apartments banging out your magnum opuses." 

"Well what precisely do you know about it?" Walt said. "With your greeting card prose and your occasional features on your theater friends you submit to the local rag."

"Hey. At least I'm making some money from my writing." Katrina looked at me and smiled. "Oh sorry Bill."

"Right. I'm the newspaper guy banging out boring school board meetings and my own drivel."

"My point is, you guys, should quit trying to figure out what these freakin' publishers want. Hell, they probably don't even know what they want."

"Er ... you forgot the literary agents," Walt said. "Those damn gatekeepers of the industry who have a little bit to say to about what gets published."

"Fine," I said. "Who here even has had an agent?" I looked around the table. Of course, no one raised a hand. 

We called ourselves The Crazy Writers Group. Our little writers gatherings had been meeting here in Stanley's Bar for the better part of three years now. It was a bi-monthly thing, you might say. Real informal. We'd usually order a few pitchers of beer, get about half wasted, and moan about our miserable literary failures. Of course, our failures were measured by our lack of collective success in getting published. The fact that none of us had even secured an agent made the idea of ever becoming a published author seem like an impossible dream. 

Some months we met just about every Tuesday. Other months, perhaps not at all. But if truth be told, we met quite often. We had all become friends in recent years and often ran into each other at Stanley's or one of the other barrooms dotting the downtown landscape of Grimleysburg, the small eastern Pennsylvania city we all called home.

We were all on the other side of thirty, old enough to be painfully cognizant of some of life's harsher realities. For me, that harsh reality was being stuck in a job I didn't really care for, that of a newspaper reporter. 

Walt crunched numbers for some accounting firm. It fit his precise nature, but his real dream, like the rest of us, was to write the great American novel. Steven, who still lived at home with his mother, worked at the local mall, waiting on customers for one of the chain pharmacies. It was a job he loathed to the very bottom of his soul. As I said, he was still working on the same book, the story of which remained rather mysterious to all of us. 

Katrina was fun and sexy and resembled Pat Benatar from the 1980s. Walt and I had both been to bed with her, a fact that she wasn't shy about admitting to. That neither of us had fallen head over heels for her was a testament, I suppose, more to Katrina's fun-loving nature and that of not taking anyone or anything too seriously than anything else.

I was just beginning to feel the effects of my second or third beer of the night. Happy hour drew a lot of downtown workers just getting off the job. On this November night, just before Thanksgiving, the bar had a warm, comfortable glow, a kind of festive ambience.

"Ebooks are the only way for you goofies to go," Katrina said. She looked around at each of us before her eyes stopped at Steven. "When are you going to download that War & Peace tome into cyberspace Steven? You know, it's probably like sex. You never really know how it feels until you do it."

Steven averted his eyes from Katrina and quickly grabbed his beer. Steven was the virgin among us, a fact he'd confessed one night a couple of years earlier under the influence of too much alcohol when The Crazy Writers Group’s topic of discussion had gotten away from the talk of books and publishing and literary efforts. 

Katrina had somehow managed to draw this private information out of him and that very night had offered her body to him. Softly grabbing his hand and looking into his eyes, she had asked if she could be "the fair maiden to deflower you" once and for all. That Steve had rejected her failed to discourage Katrina, and she was forever sending flirtatious messages his way that her offer remained.

"So what do you say guys?” she asked. “Epublishing?"

"The hell with that,” I said. “Anyone can write some crappy book and download it into cyberspace."

"Bill is quite right. One needs to take the traditional route to publishing." Walt took another drag on his cigarette, tilted back his head and blew smoke toward the ceiling.

"Screw that noise fellas," Katrina said. "You're going to be sitting her twenty years from now still whining about how you can't get published."

"Well ... why don't you do it then?" asked Steven.

Katrina suddenly turned to Steven and batted her eyes at him. "Why don't we do it then. Is that what you're asking Steven?"

A lopsided grin creased Steven's face as he quickly reached for his beer.

"Aw come off it Katrina," I said. "You know what he's saying. Any Joe Blow can download a book and become a published author."

"And your point is?"

"I think what Bill is trying to say," offered Walt, "is that one needs to be traditionally published in order to have one's work considered subjectively by those in the publishing industry."

"O-kay," Katrina said. "The same people who've closed their doors to you like virgins crossing their legs will continue to shut you out.  Right." She rolled her eyes and looked with disgust, first at Walt and then at me. "I thought you two might feel different about this whole epublishing thing. At least you showed a little adventure, a little spunk, with me."

"Oh my Lord," Walt said, shaking his head.

"Grow some balls," she said. "Or haven't any of you guys written anything you feel comfortable about sending out to the world?"

"What do you think I've been doing for the past five years or so?" I said, aware now of the whine in my voice.

"Bill is quite right," Walt added. "Why, I can certainly show you reams of rejection letters sent to me from agents, from publishers."

"And that's my point," Katrina said, pounding the table now with her small fist. "What you nimrods have been doing all this time isn't working."

We all sat there staring at her. From out at the bar came a collective cheer. And then, one of Stanley's young waitresses was coming out from behind the bar with a cake lit with candles. In the next few moments, nearly the entire bar was singing Happy Birthday. Katrina was half turned around in her seat watching the waitress place the cake down on a table. And then she turned back to us with a look of disgust. "So, go through the rest of your lives not daring to try anything. Let the celebrations go on in others' lives." She stood up and reached into this huge black bag for some bills and threw them on the table. That's my share for the beer. I got a date with a guitar player. Ciao." We all watched her ass move away in her tight little miniskirt as she left us there in the bar.  

We ordered more beers and got ourselves good and sloshed. Even Walt, who was always careful about his alcoholic intake and all other matters for that matter, drank beyond his usual quota of beers. Katrina's words had ignited yet another discussion about epublishing versus traditional publishing, the miseries of being a writer and a lot of self-loathing. Walt perhaps summed it up best for us all, when he launched into a long barroom speech about famous novelists and their miserable lives, who ultimately ended up penniless and unappreciated by the masses, despite their genius, the world-shaking things they had to say. 

"My Lord," he said. "Just stop and consider for a moment the great writers who came to such horrible ends, their lives cut short by alcohol, by depression, no doubt caused by literary frustrations spurred by an unappreciative readership. Hemingway and Poe and Kerouac and Fitzgerald, just to name a few of the literary luminaries from that pantheon of novelists."

"So why do we do it?" Steven asked.

"A fine question indeed my friend," Walt said. "Why indeed."

"Writers all have egos," I said. "They have this need to be heard, to be read."

"Well I can certainly subscribe to that," Walt said.

"Er ... so ... you have a big ego Walt?" Steven asked.

Walt raised a single brow and gazed at Steve. All at once, a goofy smile creased his face. "Ego is a big part of all of us. I think Freud had some pertinent things to say about that, but that discussion is perhaps for another night." Walt was still considering Steven as if our usually shy friend had just come up with one of the keenest insights uttered during any of our Crazy Writers Group get-togethers at Stanley's. Walt raised his beer to his lips and took a sip. Lowering the mug to the table, he nearly spilled it. "And I think I'm getting a little drunk," he added.

"I’m feeling it too," I said. It was past eight o'clock, usually the end of happy hour, but it appeared even more people had come into Stanley's. It had to have grown nosier, but with all the beer I'd had, the din from the bar was muffled. 

"I have to work early tomorrow," I said.

"Righto," Walt said. "I should be heading home as well." He allowed himself a grin. "It's going to be a bit hard to rise at 6 a.m. to get in my writing tomorrow."

Walt was right. I didn't relish the thought of how I'd feel in the morning dragging myself to the computer for another round of writing. "Screw it,” I said. “I may skip the writing tomorrow."

"It's almost Thanksgiving," Steven added.  "We deserve a break."
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As it turned out, I did blow off work on my novel the next morning. The dregs of a hangover followed me to the coffee pot and lingered into the short commute to work. I groaned at the thought of the workload awaiting me at the newspaper. There was an interview at 11 a.m. with a school superintendent. His school was facing budget cuts, and our paper had run various stories that detailed what jobs might be on the chopping block. I was sick of school stories and going to evening board meetings. If truth be told, I was sick of the whole job.

I had gotten into journalism with dreams of being the next big investigative reporter. After graduating from college, I had sent resumes to newspapers everywhere hoping I'd be discovered as this incredible writer that everyone was panting to hire for their staffs. Alas, it didn't work out that way. The only paper that had really shown any interest in me was here in Grimleysburg ‒ my hometown. 

I didn't relish the idea of landing back in the place where I'd grown up. I had visions of living in New York or Washington or Los Angeles where I'd be this hotshot big city reporter. But I took the job offered me by the Grimelysburg Citizen as a lowly general assignment reporter, covering everything from fender benders to local festivals. Hell, I even covered a garden club party or two. I vowed throughout my twenties to get the hell out and become a real writer, to write about things that really mattered. I wanted to be the next Woodward or Bernstein, probing Watergate-like stories and bringing the big guys down, an irritant to the rich and powerful. And of course, I wanted to get the hell out of Grimleysburg. But the journalism would only be a prelude to writing the great American novel and living out my dreams and finding that one girl ‒ that elusive and gorgeous creature that would make my life complete. 

The night I met Cat I was with the gang ‒ Walt, Steven and Katrina. As usual, we were whining about our longings to be writers and to get published. Somehow the talk then veered into other matters, as it often did. This time we were talking about sex, or lack of it, among the guys. Katrina was taunting us, letting us know there were plenty of girls eager and willing to meet guys and go to bed with them, "if we would just show a little balls" and quit sitting around drinking beer and moaning about our fates.

"If they’re not married, they’re only interested in the guys with money," I said, looking around the barroom on this Tuesday night. It was past happy hour, and most of the crowd had left for the evening. That's when I spotted Cat sitting at a table with some other young women. They were attractive, and all of them looked like professionals, women who worked as lawyers or at other well-paying jobs, probably right here in downtown Grimleysburg. Cat, I thought, was the best looking of the four women. When I first spotted her, I couldn't help but notice her dark hair, and her smile. She looked radiant there in the barroom. The women were all having a good time. Every so often, laughter would come from their table, and Cat would throw back her head. She looked to be having the best time of all.

"What about one of those women over there Keister?" Katrina threw me this sort of challenging look.

"What?" I said.

"Why don't you go ask one of those women out?"

"Oh certainly," Walt said, shaking his head. "You expect Bill to merely waltz over there to a table of strangers and ask out one of those lovely creatures?"

Katrina narrowed her eyes in on Walt. "I'm not talking to you nebbish."

Walt raised a single brow. "Well now. Excuse me."

"You're excused," Katrina said, turning her attention back to me. "C'mon. You say women aren't interested in guys like you."

"Not those kinds of women," I said.

"What's so special about them?"

"Oh c'mon. Look at them? They're nice looking. They're obviously professionals." One of the women, the single blonde among them, suddenly put a laptop on the table and opened it up. The other three women got up from their seats and gathered around her to stare into the screen. All of them, I could now see, were trim and appeared even more fetching than ever.

"Out of our league," Steven said grimly.

"Steven is quite right," Walt added. "There is positively no chance for any of us with those lovely lasses."

"Jesus," Katrina said. "These are girls. Nothing special. Get them out of those business suits and that makeup and what have you got?"

"Naked girls," I said with a laugh. 

"Bingo," Steven added.

Walt, I noticed, merely sat in his seat, his eyes behind his glasses staring at those girls.

"You guys are hopeless," Katrina suddenly shouted, standing up from her seat. And then, she was heading to their table. We all sat there watching Katrina, dressed on this night in tight black leotard pants and a short-sleeved, low-cut blouse which accentuated her small, pert breasts and displayed the big rose tattoo on her upper arm. Katrina was holding her beer and doing all the talking. She pointed to our table, at which point each of the women looked our way. It was obvious she was trying to get them to join us. The blonde, I noticed, shook her head and smiled. The other two sat quietly as Katrina talked, apparently undecided, but likely a bit leery. Only Cat, the dark-haired and particularly lovely one, seemed even mildly interested. She sat with her face leaned into her hand, looking from Katrina to our table with this mysterious smile. I could immediately see she was not only quite attractive, but also smart and something special. 

Katrina took a step toward our table and suddenly turned back to the women, who remained in their seats. And then, she made a gesture with a single hand for them to follow her over to us. Cat looked at her friends, made a little shrug and rose. I felt my heart race as she followed Katrina to our table. 

"This is Cat," Katrina said as they both sat down. "And this is Walt, Steven and Bill ‒ all of them looking to write the great American novel."

"Oh. You're writers?" Cat said. I loved her smile. It seemed so genuine. I had met many girls at Stanley's and in other bars over the years, many so vapid, pouring their hearts out to me about their lives, and the others, interested only in how much money you made or what job you had, or the people you knew.

"Yes. We like to think of ourselves as the next voices of our generation," Walt said. 

"Cut the shit Walt," Katrina said. "I already told Cat that all you guys are brilliant."

Cat looked around at each of us, and if I wasn't mistaken, her eyes lingered a moment or two longer when they came to me. God. I was smitten. 

"I loved American Literature in college," Cat said.

Walt came to attention in his seat. Here, clearly, was his opening. "Well now, and your favorite author was?"

"J.D. Salinger."

"Ah ... The Catcher in the Rye."

"Actually, I liked his short stories best. Funny, but tragic in many ways too."

"A Perfect Day for Banana Fish," Walt said.

"That was my favorite," she said, grinning widely.

Walt was clearly scoring the most points with her. I was biding my time, waiting for just the right moment to dazzle her with my own little gems from American Literature.  

There was a sudden lull in the conversation. Once again, Cat looked around at each of us smiling. Shit, I thought, let's not lose her. I had nothing to add about the works of J.D. Salinger. If truth be told, I never understood the hoopla over Salinger. Even Catcher in the Rye, which Walt always championed as the true great American novel, never resonated with me. I was more into Richard Brautigan and Trout Fishing in America and Jack Kerouac and On the Road ‒ stories about true outsiders. But hell, how would that go over with this woman? She was part of the downtown business community, probably conservative. For all I knew, she voted Republican.

"And what is it you do?" Katrina asked her.

"I work downtown here at Grimleysburg National Bank. I'm chief loan officer."

"Mmmm ... impressive," Walt said.

That was it. Clearly, this woman would not be interested in me. And why should it matter? We had nothing in common. And yet ... and yet ... I wanted to know her. 

"Banking huh?" I suddenly blurted out.

And now Cat looked my way. She was smiling. If I correctly read that smile, she was almost embarrassed about it. 

"Yes ... well. I know it's not the most exciting job. But I like it."

"And what is it you like about it?" Katrina asked in her challenging tone. Cat turned her eyes to Katrina, prompting Katrina to raise her hands. "What I mean is, I guess you have something to say about what people can borrow from the bank."

Cat shook her head. "Just a little bit."

"I guess my point is, we're still in a recession. Obama has been in office ... what? A year? And we're still looking to get this nation back on its feet after the great crash, created by the damn banks."

Cat threw back her head and laughed. "Well now, that's one theory. And I suppose there's some truth to that."

Shit, I thought. Damn Katrina was going to chase this woman away. 

"Katrina dear," said Walt. "I do believe the housing market had a bit to do with that economic unpleasantness that began two years ago."

"Banks, housing ... it's all the same," Katrina said. "But enough of this shit. What are you drinking there Cat?"

Cat stole a look behind her where her friends remained at the table. “Actually, I think I left my drink back there, and I probably should return.” She looked around at each of us and smiled. "It was nice meeting you all."

Damn you Katrina, I thought. You’re chasing this gorgeous creature away. I wanted to scream for her to stay.  

"But we haven't finished our discussion on literature and the economy," Walt said. 

"Perhaps another time," she said, standing up from the table.

"Wait," Walt said.

At this, Cat stopped and looked at Walt.

"I ... I'd like to get your number, or perhaps your email?"

"Smooth," Katrina said, rolling her eyes.

I couldn't believe it. Had Walt consumed enough alcohol that he had suddenly become so brazen, so intent on going out with this woman, the same woman who had so thoroughly bedazzled me? For a moment or two she held Walt with a suspicious smile. I was hoping, praying she wouldn't reach into her purse and give Walt a card. 

"Ah hell, give it to him honey," Katrina said. "He's a nice guy."

"No," I suddenly blurted out. "Don't do it."

Everyone was now looking at me. Cat stood across the table frozen, her hand in her purse, unsure what to do. "I think I should go," she said softly.

We watched Cat take her seat back at the table with her friends, now leaned across the table toward her. Obviously, they all wanted to know what had transpired over there where the three goofy guys sat with the one crazy girl.

"And what, may I ask, prompted you to do that?" Walt looked at me, his eyes angry, demanding an answer.

What could I say? I wanted her? He was invading my territory? There had long been an unspoken agreement between Walt and me. When we were both at Stanley's or any other bar
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