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    For Mom, Larry, my beautiful kids, and everyone who encouraged me to write this.And to you—thank you for reading.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We know not where we go, nor why; but we know not, whence we came."—Edgar Allan Poe
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EVERY DAY, EVA CAME to the bagel shop off Fulton Street in Lower Manhattan.

Every day, she ordered lox on a black sesame–seed bagel.

Every day, she watched men and women with briefcases hurry past on their way to the Financial District.

Every day was the same.

Eva checked the watch on her wrist. Twenty minutes until 8:30—the time she needed to be at work. She exhaled, relieved, and took another bite of bagel, savoring the salty smoke of the salmon.

There was still time.

She sipped her café au lait and glanced up at the television mounted in the corner. The old woman behind the counter had switched it to a rerun of Seinfeld. Eva watched Kramer burst through Jerry’s door and laughed softly.

Outside the plate-glass window, a man waved his arms, shouting for a cab—too loudly.

Eva rolled her eyes. People always said New Yorkers were rude, but she’d never found that to be true. Most people, in her experience, were kind. Courteous. Just busy.

The bell over the door jingled.

Eva lifted her cup for another sip just as a man barreled into her. Coffee sloshed over the rim, soaking into her white blouse and the front of her tailored suit.

“Sorry,” the man muttered, already moving past her.

Eva stared down at the spreading stain.

She checked her watch.

8:20 a.m.

There was no time to change and still make it to work. She lived on 31st Street—nearly eight miles away. She groaned softly.

“I have that meeting today.”

She couldn’t walk into it with a six-inch coffee stain blooming across her chest.

There was no choice.

If she took a cab, she could be back by 9:15. Late—but present.

Eva hurried outside, flagged down the first cab she saw, and slid into the back seat.

She checked her watch again.

8:35 a.m.

She closed her eyes and let the familiar sounds of Z100 wash over her.

At 8:45, the cab stopped in front of her building.

As Eva stepped onto the sidewalk, the music cut out.

“This is a bulletin,” the radio voice said. “Residents are advised to stay away from Lower Manhattan. A plane has struck the North Tower of the World Trade Center.”

Eva’s breath caught.

Her heart hammered in her chest as she looked down at her stained blouse.

Every day, she ate a bagel.

Every day, she watched the people.

Every day, she went to work on time.

Today, she was late.

Today, a stranger spilled her coffee.
Blinking Cursor
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I TRIED TO CONDENSE and compress written words into slivers of data, but it was pointless. My editor was breathing down my neck, and the words refused to come. I could almost feel his compounded eyes staring over my shoulder—even from Regulas Prime—and that did not help.

The blank page on my data keeper watched me, judging me with its blinking cursor.

Write. Write. Think. Think.

You’re a fraud. No one wants to read your stories. They suck like Carathian flies on rotting fruit.

I slammed my fist onto the desk, nearly sending my coffee into low orbit. “I know! I know!” I snapped at no one in particular. Rubbing my temples, I sighed.

Honestly, I didn’t think I sucked. Or at least I sucked less than some. But this book was killing me.

I’d thought a book deal was what I wanted. I just hadn’t anticipated how deadlines would spike anxiety in my central processing unit. You’d think a droid of my sophistication could hack something as simple as writing a space opera.

For Jerry’s sake, I lived on a space cruiser.

I stared at the screen again, letting my thoughts drift backward through my memory banks. I’d started a story based on an old folk song—space pirates, crossed narratives, characters I loved. Babylonia. Gwyn. Adrik. Jericho.

The idea was solid.

The words were not.

A proximity alarm beeped softly.

He was back.

I minimized my file and pulled up the viewscreen just in time to watch Grey-4 guide the mini-cruiser into the docking bay. At least he’d be a distraction. Maybe even inspiration.

I closed the viewer and reopened my document, desperate for it to look like I’d attempted something when he walked in. The cursor blinked twice—accusatory, smug.

I hadn’t heard him enter.

I tugged at my hair and exhaled sharply.

“Sorry I’m late, Sugr-chip,” Grey-4 said, kissing the top of my head. A dull thump followed—his lunch pail, dropped on the counter.

I spun in my chair. “I’m just glad you’re home. It’s been a long day.”

He nodded. “The thrusters went out at Darvish. Took two teams three hours to find the fault.” He glanced around. “Did you make dinner?”

I narrowed my eyes. “No. Does it look like I made dinner?”

He stepped back slightly. “Sorry, Sugr-chip. I’ll program the replicator. What do you want?”

I softened immediately. “I’m sorry, Grey. It’s just—today.”

He looked past me at the blank screen. “Still stuck?”

“Yes.” I shook my head. “At this point, I’m considering writing about thinking about writing.” I tapped my nail against my teeth. “Maybe that’ll jump-start the creative fluids.”

Grey-4 smiled. “It wouldn’t hurt.”

He programmed the replicator. “Dinner in fifteen.” Then he crossed the room and rested a hand on my shoulder. “Take a breath. See what happens. I believe in you.”

I nodded. “I will.”

I turned back to the data keeper and finally typed a sentence.

“Grey?” I said. “Can you listen to this?”

I didn’t wait for his answer.

Clearing my throat, I read aloud the words glowing on the screen:

I tried to condense and compress written words into just slivers of data, but it was pointless. My editor was breathing down my neck...

The cursor blinked.

Waiting.
Coca Cola Jones
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