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			Witness one Zachary Gold, 33. Youthful, tanned, long and lean, tensed over his laptop in the back corner of the coffee shop, one hand motionless over the keyboard. 

			Casual in a white Polo shirt to emphasize his tan, khaki cargo shorts, white Converse All-Stars. He grips the empty cardboard latte cup, starts to raise it, then sets it down. Should he order a third, maybe a grande this time?

			Zachary Gold, an author in search of a plot, begs the gods of caffeine to bring him inspiration. He is an author in the hold of that boring cliché, the Sophomore Slump. And his days of no progress on the second novel have taught him only that clichés are always true.

			Not a superstitious man, not a fanciful man. Practical. A realist. 

			But today he will welcome any magic that will start him writing. An angel, a muse, a shaman, a voice from beyond the grave, enchanted beads, an amulet, a scrawled message on a crinkled-up paper napkin. 

			Today … perhaps today that magic will arrive.

	No, Zachary Gold does not live in The Twilight Zone. He lives in a brownstone in the West 70’s of Manhattan, a building he bought with the abundant royalties from his first novel. 

	He tells interviewers that he never reads reviews. But he did read the piece in the New York Times that declared him the “once-and-future king of the new American popular literature.” 

	Does the once-and-future king have a future?

			Zachary succumbs to a third latte, skim milk with a shot of espresso, and resumes his throne in front of the glaringly blank screen. 

	The first book wrote itself, he recalls. I practically wrote it as fast as I could type it. And then I barely had to revise.

			A sigh escapes his throat. The hot cup trembles in his hand. If the first book hadn’t crowned him king, he wouldn’t be under so much pressure for the second one. 

	A lot of kings have been beheaded.

			And then he scolds himself: Don’t be so grim. A lot of authors have had this problem before you.

			Zachary has a sense of humor. His wife Kristen says it kept him alive several times when she felt like battering him over the head with a hot frying pan. Kristen is a redhead and—another cliché—has the stormy temperament that is supposed to come with the fiery hair.

			Two teenage girls at a table against the wall catch Zachary’s attention. They have their green canvas backpacks on the floor and their phones in front of them on the table.

	“Mrs. Abrams says we don’t have to read War and Peace. We can read the Spark Notes instead.”

			“Mrs. Abrams is awesome.”

			At the table behind them, a woman with white scraggly hair, round red face, a long blue overcoat buttoned to her throat, two shopping bags at her feet, slumps in her chair as if in defeat, jabbering to herself. Or is she on the phone?

			Zachary tells himself he needs the noise, the chatter and movement, the distraction of new faces, to help him concentrate. He wrote most of the first novel in this very coffee shop. He can’t stay at home. Not with the baby crying. And the nanny on the phone, speaking torrents of heated Spanish to her boyfriend. 

			He tried an app that a friend told him about. It offered background coffee shop noise to play through your home stereo. Like those sound machines that play ocean waves to help you sleep. The app had an endless loop with the clatter of dishes and low chatter of voices. But the sounds weren’t stimulating enough to force Zachary to beam his attention to the keyboard. He had to get out.

	And now he sits gazing from table to table. Studying the faces of those chatting and those caught in the glow of laptop screens. And he thinks how carefree everyone looks. Because they don’t have to write a book. Most people leave school and never have to turn in another paper. And they are so happy about it.

			Why did he choose to be a writer? Was it because he couldn’t think of anything else? Was it because his parents begged him to start a real career, to find something he could “fall back on?”

			Was it because the Howard Striver character came to him as if in a dream?

	Howard Striver, please don’t haunt me.

	I like you, Howard. No. I love you. I’ll always be grateful, old buddy. But I need to leave you behind.

	Zachary sips the latte, already on its way to lukewarm. A flash of an idea. What if an author’s character won’t leave him alone? Pursues him in real life?

			It’s been done. But it’s the start of something.

			Zachary leans forward. Shuts his eyes to allow his thoughts to flow. Prepares to type. A shock of pain as a hand squeezes his shoulder.

			He turns and gazes up at a big, broad man, fifties, maybe sixty, salt-and-pepper stubble of a beard on a jowly, hazel-eyed face. Sandy hair in disarray. The whole face is blurred, Zachary thinks. Like the man is somehow out of focus.

			A homeless man looking for a handout? No. He’s too well dressed. Pale blue sport shirt open at the neck, dark suit pants well pressed, polished brown wingtips.

			The hand loosens on Zachary’s shoulder. “We need to talk,” the man says through his teeth. The lips don’t move.

			The harsh tone makes Zachary lean away. “Do I know you?”

			“I’m Cardoza,” the man says. 

			“S-sorry.” Zachary has always had a stammer when he’s surprised. 

			“Cardoza,” the man repeats. The hazel eyes lock on Zachary. “Cardoza. You know me.”

			“No. Sorry.” Zachary turns away and returns his hands to the keyboard. “Please. I’m working. I don’t have time—”

			The man named Cardoza lunges forward. He reaches for the lid of the laptop and slams it down hard on Zachary’s hands. 

	Zachary hears a crack. Then he feels the pain rage over his hands and shoot up both arms.

			His scream cuts through the coffee house chatter. People turn to stare. 

			“You broke my fingers! I think you broke my fingers.”

			Cardoza hovers over Zachary. 

			Zachary frees his hands from the laptop. He tries to rub the pain off his fingers. “What do you want? Tell me—what do you want?”
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			“What do I want? Just what’s coming to me.”

			Cardoza pulls out the chair opposite Zachary and, with a groan, lowers his big body into it. His smile is unpleasant. Not a smile but a cold warning. He spreads his hands over the table, as if claiming it. Large hands, dark hair on the knuckles, a round, sparkly pinky ring on his right hand.

			Zachary rubs his aching hands, tests his fingers. They seem to be working properly. If this man intended to frighten him, he has succeeded. Zachary glances around for a store manager, a security guy, maybe. Of course, there is none.

			Why can’t he get the man’s face in focus? It seems to deflect the light.

			He slides the latte cup aside. “I really am working here. I don’t know you and I really think—”

			Cardoza raises a big hand to silence Zachary. His smile fades.  “I don’t really care what you think.”

			Zachary glances around again, this time for an escape route. The narrow aisles are clogged with people. Two women have blocked the aisle with enormous baby strollers.

			Two of his fingers have started to swell. Zachary rubs them tenderly. “You’ve attacked me for no reason. I have to ask you to leave me alone now.”

			The smile again. “Ask all you like.”

			Zachary doesn’t know how to respond to this. Is Cardoza crazy? If he is crazy and wants to fight, Zachary is at a disadvantage. He’s never been in a fight in his life, not even on the playground as a kid in Port Washington.

			He eyes the man without speaking. He knows he’s never seen him before. A tense silence between them. Zachary’s laptop case is between his feet on the floor. Can he slide the computer into the case and get ready to make his escape?

			Cardoza breaks the silence. He leans over the small, square coffee-stained table. “Having a productive day, Mr. Gold?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. He spins the laptop around, opens it, and gazes at the screen. “Blank? A blank screen? Again?”

			Zachary grabs the computer and spins it back around. “What do you mean again? What are you talking about?”

			The hazel eyes lock on Zachary, now with cold menace. “Isn’t that why you stole your book from me?”

			“Hah!” Zachary can’t help a scornful laugh from escaping. “Is that why you’re here, Cardoza? You’re crazy. You’re messed up. You need to leave now.” Zachary jumps to his feet as if to chase the man away.

			Cardoza doesn’t move. He clasps his hands together on the tabletop. “Word for word, Mr. Gold. Line by line. You stole my book. But I’m not a vindictive man. I just want a little payback.”

			Zachary’s mind spins. Once again, his eyes search the small room for someone who could rescue him. “Cardoza, you need help,” he murmurs. “You’re deluded.”

	This man is insane, Zachary thinks. But is he dangerous?

	And then: Do other authors have to put up with this kind of harassment?

	And then: Does he really think I’m going to give him money?

			“Please—leave me alone,” Zachary says softly. “I’m asking you nicely.”

			“I can’t, Mr. Gold. “I can’t leave you alone. I don’t know how you uncovered my manuscript. But you know I’m the one who created the Howard Striver character. He is based on my older brother, after all.”

			Zachary is still standing, hands on the back of his chair. “I’m begging you—” he starts.

			Cardoza shakes his head. “I’m not going anywhere.” He motions for Zachary to return to his seat. “I think you and I are going to develop a very close friendship.” That cold smile again. “Unless you want the world to know you are a thief and a fraud.”

			Zachary sees the women push out the front door with their strollers. This is his chance. He ignores his suddenly racing heartbeats, grabs the laptop in one hand, leaves the case on the floor, spins to the front and runs.

			“Look out!” A young long-haired young man carrying a muffin and a tall coffee cup leaps back as Zachary bolts past him. 

			Zachary is out the door. Nearly collides with the two strollers. The women have stopped to adjust the babies in the seats. They glare at him as he stumbles and skids to a stop, turns, and runs up Amsterdam Avenue.

			A mild, hazy day of early spring. The air feels cool on his blazing hot face. He dodges two men with handcarts, making a flower delivery to the store next-door. Runs past a man setting up his shawarma cart on the corner, a brief whiff of grilled meat as he passes.

			Zachary has to stop at the corner as a large Budweiser truck rumbles through the red light, horn wailing like a siren.

			Which way? Which way?

			He glimpses a dark blur behind him. Is Cardoza following him?

			Zachary shields his eyes with one hand and squints into the sunlight. Yes. The big man is chasing him. Head down like a bull stampeding a toreador. A glint of silver, a flash of light in his hand.

			Is he carrying a gun?
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	Maybe it’s a phone.

			Zachary darts behind the beer truck, crosses the street. 

	I can outrun him, but it would be better to hide. Especially if that’s a gun in his hand.

			The branch library stands in the middle of the block. The front window appears dark. Is it open? With the budget cuts, it’s closed a lot of days. Zachary trots to the door, tugs the handle. Yes. Open. He swings the door just wide enough to slip inside.

			Shouts outside. Is it Cardoza? The sound cuts off as the glass door closes behind him. 

			The librarian, a young woman, black bangs cropped across her forehead, red-framed glasses glinting in the light over the front desk, perched on a tall wooden stool, almost lost inside a loose camisole dress, very lilac, clashinges with the red eyeglasses. She sees Zachary enter, breathing hard, almost wheezing, probably sweat visible on his forehead and cheeks. 

	He struggles to look calm and collected, as if he intended to visit the library. Flashes her a smile, but she continues to stare warily. He’s holding the caseless laptop in one hand. Awkward. I didn’t steal it. Honest.

	She’s a librarian. She should recognize him. He was on the Times list for forty-two weeks in a row last year.

			Tucking the laptop under one armpit, Zachary makes his way to the reading room behind the front desk. It’s a big room, deep and wide, lots of dark wood, worn armchairs along one wall, interrupted by a nonworking fireplace. Eight or nine rows of long tables across the middle of the room. 

	Nearly empty in this late-morning hour. Two bearded Asian men in armchairs reading Chinese newspapers. A middle-aged woman with frizzy, blond-streaked hair, leaning over a table in the front row, seemingly enthralled by an old copy of People magazine. 

			Zachary hurries to the back. Listening hard for the front door to open, for a big man with a gun (or maybe a phone) to burst in, alert to every sound. He drops into the last chair in the back row and hunches low, waiting for his breathing to return to normal, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the pale light from the old cone-shaped fixtures high in the rafters.

			A good hiding place. Cardoza must not have seen him slip into the library. He would be here by now.

	Do I have to be afraid to leave my apartment?

			He opens the laptop. Wipes sweat off his forehead with the sleeve of his Polo shirt. His phone rings. His ringtone is an old-fashioned classic phone ring. It’s supposed to be ironic but now everyone has it.

			Startled, he tugs the phone from his shorts pocket. The Asian men don’t look out from behind their newspapers. The woman in the front ignores it, too.

			He takes the call. “Eleanor?” His agent. 

			“Zachary, how are you?”

			“Well … I’m having an interesting morning.” He turns his head and talks in a loud whisper. Obviously, phone conversations in the reading room are not encouraged.

			“Well, you know my main job. I’m the nudge. How is the sequel coming, Mr. Z?”

			He can’t hold back an exasperated groan. “I told you, Eleanor. I’m not writing a sequel. Do I have to tattoo it on my chest before you’ll believe me?”

			“Zachary, should I call back later? Sounds like you’re having a bad day.”

			“A bad day? I’m hiding in the library from a guy who chased me down the street because he says I stole my book from him.”

			“We all have our problems, Z. Know what my problem is? Getting you to write the sequel.”

			“Eleanor, please—”

			“Why do you think you’re having so much trouble getting started on the new book? Because you know your readers want another Howard Striver book. Zachary, why are you fighting it?”

			“Been there, done that. Ever hear that phrase?” He sighed. “I don’t want to be known as the guy who writes the Howard Striver books. I want to be known as an author. Period.”

			“Stubborn, stubborn. Let’s look at it one other way, okay?”

			“If we have to.”

			“Z, let’s talk money. You like money, don’t you? I know you and Kristen just got back from the Ocean Club on Paradise Island. That’s not-too-shabby a resort. You enjoyed it, right?”

			“Well, yes. But we had the baby and—”

			“Zachary, do the Striver book, and I can get you a million dollars for any book you want to do next. Seriously. Do the sequel. The next book is an instant check for a million dollars. Can you picture that?”

			“Of course. Don’t talk to me like I’m an infant.”

	The People magazine woman turns her head and squints at him. He turns his back and hunches lower behind the laptop screen.

			“How am I supposed to talk to you when you’re acting like a stubborn baby? Hey, think of your baby. Think of all the strained peas a million dollars will buy.” She laughs. “Organic artisanal local strained peas, right?”

			He didn’t reply.

			“One last thing, Z, then I’ll go. Think of all the new mind powers you can give Howard. Think of all the brain powers you haven’t touched upon yet. There have to be a hundred story possibilities.”

			“Well …”

			“Think of the story possibilities. And then picture that million-dollar check. Okay?”

			Zachary hears his reply as if it’s coming from some other body: “Okay, Eleanor. I’ll think about it.”
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	Zachary thinks about his first novel. The Cerebellum Syndrome is a science thriller. Part Michael Crichton, part Bourne Identity, with a hint of the sci-fi novels Zachary devoured as a teenager.

			Howard Striver is a brilliant brain surgeon and neurological explorer. Fascinated by the fact that seventy-five percent of the human brain is dormant, he sets about finding a way to stimulate the unused parts of the cerebellum.

			Unable to find volunteers, Dr. Striver experiments on his own brain—and succeeds in giving himself extraordinary mind powers. His expanded memory, his newly found kinetic abilities, his ability to retain encyclopedic amounts of knowledge make him a powerful superhero of the mind.

			Three different governments, including our own, send agents to kidnap Striver. They are desperate to analyze his brain and learn how to use his newly discovered mind powers for military purposes. He escapes again and again, a thrilling chase scenario. 

			But even while he flees his pursuers, Howard Striver continues his experiments. He knows he is going too far, expanding his abilities too rapidly to analyze what he has accomplished. 

			To thwart his pursuers, he escapes into his own mind. He begins living entirely in the unexplored spaces of his brain. He transforms reality into an internal reality of his own making.

			That’s the basis of the first book. Is it ripe for a sequel?

			At home, thinking hard, Zachary paces back and forth in his study, holding Emily, the baby, in his arms. Emily’s expression is serious, attentive, as if she can read the turmoil in his mind. She makes a gurgling sound. Zachary imagines she is trying to comfort him.

			He raises her head to his face and gives it a long sniff. Nothing smells as good as baby skin. He runs a finger gently under her chin, a soft tickle. 

			“Emily, you are so precious to me,” he tells her. “Should I give up writing something new? Write the sequel? For you?” Her pink mouth crinkles up. She starts to cry, thrashing her arms out stiffly.

			He hands her back to the nanny.

	I have to get out of here. I have to start writing. I have to think.

			He picks up his laptop and carries it outside, down the front steps of the brownstone. He decides to return to the reading room of the little library on Amsterdam. Quiet and nearly empty. He can sit in the back and start to outline a plot. 

			But before he can go half a block, he sees the heavyset man leaning on the blue mailbox on the corner. Cardoza. He steps up beside Zachary, matches his quick strides. “You have to acknowledge me, Mr. Gold,” he says. He keeps his eyes straight ahead. His big hands swing gently at his sides as he dodges a boy on a silver scooter to keep up with Zachary.

			“You can’t just walk away. You stole my book.”

			Zachary tries to sound casual. But his voice is shrill, suddenly breathless. “You have mental problems, Cardoza. Please don’t make me call the police.”

			“That would be a very bad plan,” Cardoza replies, still facing forward, keeping pace with Zachary step for step. “You don’t want to be exposed. You have only one reputation to keep.”

			“As I explained, I’ve never seen you before. My work … It’s my own.”

			Zachary stops as the Don’t Walk sign locks on red. A yellow cab swerves to the curb to let off a passenger. Zachary steps back and finally turns to face his accuser.

			But Cardoza has vanished.

			Zachary gazes behind him, then up and down the side street. No sign of the man. Zachary realizes he is sweating. Not because he feels any guilt. He knows he didn’t steal anyone’s work. 

			It’s the casual menace on Cardoza’s face. The certainty of an insane person.

	He knows where I live. He was waiting for me.

			The reading room is more crowded than the day before. People occupy the tables and the armchairs. One man has spread his papers over a table, taking up at least six places.

			Zachary glances behind him. Despite its size, the room suddenly seems more vulnerable. If Cardoza rumbles in, there’s no place to hide. Nowhere to run.

			Laptop tucked under his arm, Zachary walks along the aisle to the back. He recognizes the same two bearded Asian men, Chinese newspapers spread out in front of them. A broad stairway leads down. The steps are painted bright yellow, red, and blue. A hand-painted monkey on a poster points down. A dialogue balloon above his head: THIS WAY, KIDS.

	Zachary finds himself in the children’s room. Shelves on three walls jammed with books. Picture books are scattered on a low, round table surrounded by tiny wooden chairs. Tall cardboard cutouts of book characters stand watch. A bright blue Dr. Seuss creature. Tinkerbell dressed as a Disney princess. A Star Wars droid.

			Behind them, Zachary spots a long, dark wood table. Grownup height. Chairs on both sides. He positions himself behind the cardboard characters. Sets his laptop down. There is no one here, not even a librarian. The kids are all in school.

			Quiet. The air a little warm, a little stuffy and dry. But the perfect place to work, hidden from the world.

	He takes a moment to catch his breath. Glances at the framed book cover posters on the wall. All fairy tales. Rapunzel … Snow White and Rose Red … Hansel and Gretel …

			Dark, nasty stories, he thinks. 

	He opens the laptop and brings up his Word program. He likes to start a book by making random notes. Plot ideas. Characters to populate the story. Story twists. Stream-of consciousness thoughts. The research will come later. 

			To write the first book, he had to learn almost as much about the brain and its functions as Striver. He types the name: Howard Striver. He types: Book Two?

	Am I really going to write a sequel?

			He left Dr. Striver living entirely inside his own brain. Striver had expanded his consciousness enough that his inner world was big enough and interesting enough to inhabit without any outside stimulation.

			But a sequel could not take place inside Striver’s mind. Too constricting for even the cleverest, most brilliant writer.

	How do I bring Striver back? How do I pull him from living inside his own mind, into the world where he can interact with people once again?

	And once he is back, what will his mission be?

			Zachary knows he has already done all he can do in the government-agents-out-to-capture-Striver’s-Brain department. To pursue that plot would be writing the exact same book again. 

	What new brain powers can I give him?

	Time travel?

	Can the secret to time travel be locked away somewhere in the human brain, waiting to be discovered?

			“Too outlandish,” Zachary murmurs. “Too science-fictiony. Bor-ring.”

			He types: Do I really want to write a sequel? Am I fighting it because I know it won’t compare to the first book?

			He hears voices upstairs. A woman laughs. Chairs scrape the floor. The light shifts from the narrow, high windows up at street level. A gray shadow slants over the table. 

			Zachary checks the time on his phone. It is two hours later. He has been sitting here for two hours with nothing to show for it. Nothing on the screen. No idea in his head.

	Maybe I’ll become like Jack Nicholson in The Shining. Go crazy. Type the same phrase over and over. Even that is better than a blank screen.

			Suddenly weary, he shuts his eyes and rubs them.

			He opens them to find a beautiful young woman seated across from him. Round blue eyes, almost too blue to be real. Full red lips, wavy black hair flowing down past the shoulders of her pale blue top. 

			She reaches across the table and touches the back of his hand. “Can I help you?”
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	They’re making better-looking librarians these days, he thinks. 

			“I’m sorry if I don’t belong here,” he says. “I just needed a quiet place to write.”

			She smiles. “I’m not a librarian.” The voice is velvety, just above a whisper. 

			He gazes back at her. She is radiant. The high cheekbones of a model. He even notices her creamy skin, like baby skin. She isn’t wearing any makeup.

			She doesn’t blink. “Sometimes I help writers,” she says.

			“Help? What do you mean?”

			The cheeks darken to pink. The red lips part. “I … do things for them.”

	She’s teasing me. Coming on to me?

			She taps the back of his hand again. “I recognized you, Zachary. I loved your book.” 

			“Thank you. I—”

			“I can’t wait for the sequel.” She tosses her hair back with a shake of her head.

			Zachary shrugs. “I’m not sure there’s going to be a sequel.”

			She makes a pouty face. 

			He’s tempted to laugh. The expression is so childlike. “Look, I’ve been sitting here for two hours thinking about a sequel, and … well, I haven’t exactly been inspired.”

			“I can help you,” she says. “Seriously. I like helping writers.”

			“You want to write it for me?” he jokes.

			She doesn’t smile. “Maybe.” She tugs his hand and starts to stand up. “Come on. Let’s go talk about it.”

			He closes the laptop. “Where are we going?”

			“To talk about your book.” She has a clear, childlike laugh from deep in her throat. “You look so tense. Come on. Follow me. I can help you.”

			Outside, the afternoon sun is high in the sky. Two cherry trees across the street have opened their pink-white blossoms. The air smells sweet like springtime.

			She is more petite than he imagined. She can’t be more than five-five. Her slim-legged jeans emphasize her boyish figure. He wishes he was better at guessing a woman’s age, but he hasn’t a clue. She could be eighteen or thirty. 

			He likes the way she takes long strides, almost strutting, her hair swinging behind her. 

			She leads him to the Beer Keg Tap on the corner. A broken neon sign over the front promises steaks and chops. But the place hasn’t served food in thirty years. 

			Sunlight disappears as he steps into the long, dark bar, and the aroma of spring is replaced by beer fumes. Two men in blue work overalls are perched at the bar, bottles of Bud in front of them, arguing, their hands slashing the air as they both talk at once. A small TV on the wall above them shows a soccer game with the sound off. 

	The bartender is a pouchy, middle-aged woman with a red bandana tied around henna-colored hair, red cheeks, a long white apron over a yellow I ♥ Beer t-shirt. She leans with her back against the bar, eyes raised to the soccer game.

			Zachary and his new friend slide into a red vinyl booth at the back. He sets the laptop on the seat beside him. He gazes at the vintage Miller Hi-Life sign on the wall above her head. 

			“Maybe I’ll just have coffee,” he tells her. “It’s a little early …”

			“You’re a lot of fun,” she says. It takes him a few seconds to realize she’s being sarcastic. “Guess what I had for breakfast. Vodka and scrambled eggs. Breakfast of the czars.”

			“You’re serious?”

			The bartender appears before she can answer. “What are you drinking?”

			She asks for a vodka tonic. Zachary, a little stung by her sarcasm, orders a Heineken. He suddenly remembers: “I haven’t had lunch.”

			She smiles. “Then this is lunch.” 

			At the front, the two men walk out, still arguing. 

			She pretends to shiver, shaking her slender shoulders. “This is exciting, Zachary. We’re the only ones here.”

	She’s a groupie? An author groupie?

			“Tell me about your new book.” 

			“I told you. There’s no book. There isn’t a shred of an idea yet. I’m not blocked or anything. At least, I don’t think so. I am just so ambivalent about writing a sequel. I think I’m setting up roadblocks for myself.”

			The bartender sets the drinks on the table. “Need any nuts or anything?”

			“That’s okay,” he says. She walks back to the bar, the floorboards creaking under her shoes. 

			They clink bottle against glass.

	Then what do they talk about?

			Here’s where the time warp occurs. Zachary can’t remember. Yes, he remembers another beer. No. Another after that.

			He never was much of a drinker. 

			He remembers her red-lipped smile and the way those eyes penetrated his brain, like lasers, like he was the only one on the planet and she was determined not to lose him. 

			But what did they talk about? 

			And how did they end up in this pink and frilly studio apartment on the East Side? Such a girly apartment with pink throw rugs, and cornball paintings on the wall of children with huge eyes, and shelves of little unicorn figurines, and a pile of stuffed animals, mostly teddy bears and leopards.

			Zachary doesn’t remember a cab ride here, or a walk through the park. He feels okay, not drunk, not queasy the way he usually does after three or four beers.

			He’s sitting on the edge of her pink-and-white bedspread. She leans across the bed and starts to pull his Polo shirt over his head.

			When did she get undressed?

			She’s wearing only blue thong underwear. Her skin so creamy. Small perfect breasts tilt toward him as she works the shirt off. 

			And now she’s kissing his chest. Those full red lips moving down his skin, setting off electric charges. She’s kissing him. Licking him. Lowering her face as her lips slide down his body.

	Is this really happening?

	Oh, my God—it is!
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			Afterwards, Zachary pulls on his clothes. Glances at his phone. He’s late. Kristen is at a conference out of town. He has to get home to relieve the nanny. He feels light-headed. The girlish room tilts and spins. He feels as if he’s inside a pink-and-white frosted cake.

	I’ve never been unfaithful before.

	She watches him from bed, quilted bedspread pulled up to her chin. Her black hair is spread over the pillow. Is that an amused expression on her face?

	I held that face between my hands as we made love.

			“Zachary, my dear, I’m your muse now. No. I’m more than a muse. I’ll write that book for you. You can trust me.”

			The words rattle in his brain like dice clicking together. He can’t line them up to make sense of them. Can he be so wasted from three beers? Maybe it was four.

			Why is she talking about his nonexistent book? She can’t possibly think she can ghostwrite a sequel for him. 

			“Of course, there will be a price, Zachary,” she is saying. “Everything has a price, right?”

			He nods in agreement. “Okay,” he says. “You write it.”

			Later, he realizes he wasn’t as delirious as he acted. He just didn’t want to admit to the reality of what he had just done. 

			And he didn’t want to face the truth of what he was giving her permission to do.

			“Yes. Okay, okay. Write the book for me. I don’t want to write it. You write it.”

			“You understand it isn’t for free?”

			“Yes. You write it.”

			He tells himself there will be time to let her down easy when her manuscript is unacceptable. Meanwhile, the project will keep her close to him. Yes, he wants to see her again. 

	I’ve never been unfaithful before.

			He sits on the edge of the bed to tie his sneakers. The room suddenly feels steamy, swampy. His skin prickles.

			He stands up to leave. He feels unsteady, but not as unsteady as he’d like. If only he could blame his bad decisions on his dizziness. The little unicorns gaze up at him.

			She’s so beautiful. She didn’t hypnotize him but she could have. He knows he’s fallen under some kind of spell, just being near a creature so perfect.

			She doesn’t lift her head from the pillow. Just lies there watching him, her hair fanned out beneath her head. “Give me a kiss,” she says, pleading, teasing.

			He bends down to kiss her. She wraps her hands around his neck and holds him down for a long, thrilling kiss. “I’ll see you at the library,” she says when she finally lets him go.

			He starts to feel more like himself as soon as he is out of her apartment. The late afternoon air feels cool on his hot face. Long blue shadows slant across the sidewalk as the sun slowly lowers itself behind the tall apartment buildings across the street.

			Where is he? Zachary doesn’t recognize the neighborhood. He walks a few blocks, past a Gristedes supermarket, past a Duane-Reade, past a shoe repair store, until he finds a street sign. Surprised to find himself on 2nd Avenue. 2nd and 83rd Street? 

	How did I get way over here?

			He steps off the curb to hail a cab. Several pass with Off-Duty lights on their roofs. It’s change-over time. Most daytime drivers are heading to their garage. It might be hard to find a cab.

			Zachary suddenly becomes aware of a figure standing in the deep shadow of a building at the next corner. He doesn’t have to focus to know it’s Cardoza. 

			A shudder of fear snaps Zachary from any remaining cloudiness of his mind. All is clear now. The sight of this frightening pursuer makes Zachary alert, every muscle tensed for action.

	He is stalking me. He is determined to frighten me.

			He sees Cardoza begin to lumber toward him. The big man’s fists pump at his sides, as if he’s warming for a fight.

			Zachary turns, considers running. He doesn’t need to. A taxi pulls to the curb. Zachary darts to it, pulls open the door, and dives inside. 

			He breathlessly tells the driver his address. The taxi begins to bump down Second Avenue. Zachary turns and peers out the back window. Cardoza stands with his meaty hands on his waist, still as a statue, watching … watching Zachary escape.

			Zachary slumps in the seat, struggling to catch his breath, to slow his hummingbird heartbeats. Someone has left a water bottle on the floor of the taxi. It bumps Zachary’s foot. He makes no attempt to set it aside.

	Stalking me.

	How did he attract these two new people in his life? One accuses him of stealing his book. The other wants to write the next book for him.

			Zachary turns and stares out the back window again. He has to make sure he has left Cardoza behind. When he is satisfied that he has escaped, Zachary turns back, settles into the seat—and utters a gasp.

			He slaps the seat with his palm. He twists his body and looks behind him on the seat. 

			No. No.

			His laptop. 

			No. It isn’t here. 

			He left it in her apartment.
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			“Hello?”

			“Mr. Z, how’s it coming along?”

	“And how are you, Eleanor? How was your day?”

			“I’m hoping you will improve my day, Zachary. I need a yes from you.”

			“Eleanor, do you ever take a break to be a human? Do you ever stop working?” Zachary balances the baby in one arm, the phone in his other hand. Emily is just the right nestling size. He loves her lightness, the way her round bald head feels on his shoulder.

			“Stop working? I don’t think that would be fair to my clients.”

			Zachary laughs. “Just saying. The way you always cut right to business. Sometimes I wonder if you have a life.”

	“You are my life, Z. Enough about me. Now let’s talk about the Howard Striver sequel. I need a yes from you today. I wasn’t kidding about that million dollars.”

			“Yes,” Zachary says.

			“Yes? Did you just say yes?”

			“Yes, I’ll do the sequel.”

	Silence at the other end. She’s speechless for once. He can see the surprise on her face. 

			“Well, good,” she says finally. “I’ll let them know. We can have a lunch and discuss delivery date, etcetera.”

			Emily starts to cry, soft gulps at first, then full-out blasts. He sits down and shifts her to his knee. “Got to run, Eleanor. Baby’s crying. I think she’s hungry.”

			“I know the book will be a winner, Mr. Z. And maybe a sequel will help get the movie out of development hell. You never know.”

			Did she ever congratulate him or compliment him on the baby? He can’t remember her ever acknowledging this new addition to his life.

	She really isn’t human.

			 He clicks off the phone and tosses it onto the couch. He carries Emily to the changing table. Maybe that’s why she’s crying. 

	I wish Kristen would get home.

			He feels a flash of guilt. 

			And then more than guilt. He’s just promised a new book, and he doesn’t even have his laptop. And in a moment of sheer insanity, he told a woman, a total stranger, she could write the book for him. 

	How crazy was that?

			If he could undo the day … 

			Maybe he still can. 

			When the nanny arrives the next morning, he hails a taxi and returns to 83rd and 2nd. It shouldn’t be difficult to find her building. He passes the shoe repair store, the supermarket, the drugstore. He stops at the corner, shielding his eyes from the low morning sun. 

			Was it the redbrick building across the street? It doesn’t look familiar. He turns and gazes at a tall white apartment building on the east side of 2nd Avenue. Cars are parked in a short, circular driveway that leads to the entrance. 

			He doesn’t remember a driveway in front of her building. But the other buildings don’t look familiar, either. 

			He can’t ask for her, he realizes. He doesn’t know her name.

	I never even asked her name.

			He doesn’t know her name and he doesn’t know where she lives. And, of course, he was too dazed and besotted to get her phone number.

	Classic stupidity. But then the word library flashes into his head.

			“Whoa. Yes,” he murmurs. “The library.”

			She will return to the library and bring his laptop. Why did he go into such panic mode? Well, can you blame him? Writers don’t like to lose their laptops (or leave them with total strangers). 

			Zachary feels a stab of fear as a large man in a pale blue business suit rapidly crosses 83rd Street. Cardoza? No. Another broad-shouldered, sandy-haired man taking elephant strides. 

	You’re going to have to confront Cardoza. You can’t be afraid every time you leave the apartment.

			He studies the apartment buildings again. It’s useless. He takes a taxi back across town to the library on Amsterdam. The reading room is empty. He nods to the librarian at the front desk, who doesn’t look up, and makes his way downstairs to the children’s room. 

			Zachary glances around. No sign of the young woman. The room is empty, as before. A very slender man with tall spiked blond hair over a frog-shaped face, and square, black-framed glasses approaches him. “I’m the children’s activity director. Can I help you?”

			“Well …” Zachary hesitates. He plans to stay down here and wait for the young woman with his laptop. But it might be awkward sitting by himself in the children’s room. “I’m doing research on fairy tales,” he says. “Can you direct me to the right shelves?”

			He doesn’t realize this is only the beginning of a very long week.
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			For five days, he waits at the table in the children’s room, a stack of fairy tale books in front of him. He reads every collection, fairy tales from a dozen countries. He becomes an expert on witches and elves and princesses, evil spells, cauldrons of poisoned soups, power-mad queens, orphans lost in the forest, dragons and angels and talking owls. He spends the week in this terrifying otherworld, and the young woman doesn’t show up.

			Should he forget about her? Chalk the whole thing up to a crazy, weird experience? Buy a new laptop and get back to his life?

			He admits to himself that he really wants to see her. He wants to see her beautiful, almost perfect face and hear her whisper-smooth voice. Yes, he has sexual fantasies about her all the time. But he just wants to see the blue eyes, the red lips, the angel-white skin … 

			When she shows up at his apartment on a Monday afternoon, he freezes at the door, tongue-tied. He can feel his cheeks go hot and knows he’s blushing. 

			“You’re here,” he utters redundantly.

			She laughs. “Can I come in?” He’s blocking the door.

			She slides into the apartment. She’s wearing layers of t-shirts, pale blue and pink, and a short, pleated plaid skirt. Her legs are bare down to her white sneakers.

			She brushes her dark hair back with a shake of her head. Then she hands him the laptop. “Did you miss me, honey?” She draws a finger down his cheek.

			“Well, yes. I waited for you. At the library. I mean—”

			She gazes around the living room, then dives to the baby in the porta-crib on the couch. “Ooh, she’s so cute.” She rubs Emily’s head tenderly. “And she’s so bald.”

			“She had hair when she was born,” Zachary says. “But it fell out. Now she’s sprouting her real hair.” And then a question forces its way to his mind: “How did you know she’s a girl?”

	She gives the baby head a last rub, then turns to him. “Zachary, I know everything about you.” A strange smile, not warm, maybe ironic. “Today we’ll find out what you know about me.”

			He blinks. “Excuse me?”

			She points to the laptop. “I wrote the sequel for you, dear. I hope you like it.”

			He crosses the room to her. He has an impulse to toss down the laptop and throw his arms around her tiny waist. Instead, he squints at her. “You wrote the whole book in one week?”

			She giggles. “I’m very fast.”

			“But—”

			“And very good. It didn’t take long to pick up your style.” She pushes him to the couch. “Go ahead. Read it. I can’t wait. Read the first chapter. I want to see the look on your face.”

			He sits down beside the baby and opens the laptop on his lap. She gets down on her knees in front of the porta-crib and makes cooing sounds, petting the baby’s head as if she were a puppy.

			Zachary opens the file and starts to read. His mind whirs. He’s thinking of how he can tell her the work is not right, not acceptable, without making her angry and driving her away.

			He wants to kiss her. He wants to hold her. He’s aroused to the point of not being able to concentrate on the words. But he reads. Squinting into the glare of the screen, he reads the first chapter. 

			When he finishes it, he taps the screen with his fingers. “This is good. This is really good.”

			She smiles. “I thought you’d approve.”

	“Seriously. It’s excellent,” Zachary insists. He stares at her as if he’s never really seen her. This young woman is no-kidding-around talented.

			He taps the screen again. “Where is the rest? I need to see more. I’m excited. I think … I think you’ve really got it.”

			She climbs to her feet. Then she reaches down and carefully lifts the baby from the small basket. Emily makes no sound as she lowers her to her shoulder.

			“I will show you how to read the rest of the book, Zachary. But, remember, I said you’d have to pay?”

			He nods. “That’s no problem. We can talk about terms.”

			She rocks the baby gently on her shoulder. “Don’t worry about terms, honey.”

			“Then … what do you want?”

			The blue eyes lock on his. “You just have to tell me my name.”

			A laugh escapes his throat. “I …  what?”

			“You don’t know my name, do you?”

			“Well, I’m embarrassed. But …”

			“So go ahead. Guess my name. You want the rest of the book, right? Okay. Guess my name, and the book is yours. That’s the deal. Tell me my name. You have three chances.”

			He closes the computer but leaves it on his lap. “Seriously?”

			She doesn’t blink.  She taps one foot.

			Zachary realizes he has to play her game. Okay. No big deal.

			He guesses. “Uh … Sarah?”

			She shakes her head. He sees a flash of merriment in those cold blue eyes. “Two more guesses.”

			“Jessica?”

			“No. Think hard, honey. You’re down to your last guess. Make it a good one.”

	He squints hard at her, studies her as if trying to read her thoughts. What name does she look like? Well …

			“Ashley?”

			She lowers her head, hair falling over her face. “Oh, wow. Sorry, Zachary. That’s not my name. And that was your last chance.” She walks past him toward the door.

			“So, tell me,” he cries. “What is it? What is your name?”

			She sighs. “Zachary, didn’t we meet among the fairy tales?”

			“Yes.”

			“So you should have guessed. You really should have guessed. My name is Rumpelstiltskin.”

			He gasps. “Huh?”

			“My name is Rumpelstiltskin. You didn’t guess it. So now the baby is mine.”

			Zachary shoves the laptop to the couch and struggles to his feet.  But before he can stand up, she and the baby are out the door.
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			He tugs open the door and bolts into the hall. He listens for her footsteps on the stairs. But all he can hear are his pounding heartbeats. 

	She’s crazy, and she has my baby.

			He takes off, flying down the stairs two at a time. Out onto the stoop. He gazes up and down the sidewalk. No. No. Not here. Breathing so hard, it feels as if his chest might burst. 

	Don’t give yourself a heart attack.

			Did she have a car waiting? How did she disappear so quickly?

			He pulls himself back up to the living room. He grabs his phone off the couch. 

	I’ve got to call the police. She kidnapped my baby.

			But what will the police say when he tells them her name is Rumpelstiltskin? He can already hear the derisive laughter when he describes how he’s been living in a fairy tale. 

			“Oh, you lost your baby to Rumpelstiltskin? Why don’t you ask Goldilocks to help you find her?” Followed by: “Hawhawhawhawhaw.”

			Zachary vows to find her on his own. He knows he isn’t thinking clearly. He can’t really think at all. He only knows he has to run. He has to run across the city, run to the places she might be, run to anywhere he might find her.

			He’s too frightened, too horrified to stay in one place. If he does, the horror of what he has done will catch up to him and swallow him whole.

			He runs to the library. No one has seen her there. He runs to the East Side, back to her block. Which building? Which building? No. No sign of her.

			Where to look now? He can’t give up.

			He’s walking up 2nd Avenue almost, to 86th Street, when he sees her seated at a table in a coffee shop window. She has Emily on her shoulder. A plate of scrambled eggs in front of her. And sitting in the opposite chair—Cardoza.

			Were they working together?

			Of course they were. Cardoza’s job was to get him frightened, off-balance, vulnerable, ready for her to step in and do her thing.

			Rage overtakes him. He pounds on the window with both fists.

			They turn, surprise then alarm on their faces. Before they can jump up, Zachary is through the door, past the group of people at the cash register waiting for a table. 

			His fists cut the air as he strides up to their table. His head feels ready to explode. He can feel the blood pulsing at his temples. He glares at them, his eyes moving from Cardoza, to the baby, to the woman. 

			He opens his mouth to speak—and stops. He suddenly feels like a balloon deflating. He can feel the air whoosh from his lungs, feel his whole body sinking …  shrinking.

			He lowers his fists. His breathing slows. Finally, Zachary finds his voice. “I made you up, didn’t I,” he says softly.

			They both nod, faces blank.

			“I made you both up. You’re not real,” Zachary repeats.

			“Yes,” she answers in a whisper. “You imagined us.”

			“You’re in my mind. You’re a fairy tale. You’re not really here.” Zachary murmurs.

			They watch him expectantly. She holds the baby against her shoulder, her eyes, unblinking, on Zachary.

			“I imagined you,” he says. “And if I shut my eyes …”

			He doesn’t wait for them to respond. He shuts his eyes. 

			And when he opens them, he sees faces—unfamiliar faces—staring down at him. Faces hovering over him, features tensed, as if they’ve been waiting for him to do or say something.

			He’s lying on his back. He raises his head. “Where am I?” he asks.
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			“We put you in this room, Dr. Striver,” a chocolate-skinned woman in a pale green uniform replies. Her curly white hair pokes out from her nurse’s cap. “We thought you’d be comfortable here.”

			He nods and settles his head back on the pillow where it had been resting. Cardoza and Rumpelstiltskin linger in his mind. 

			A woman bumps the nurse out of her way. Her face hovers above his, her eyes disapproving, cheeks wet with tears. “You did it again, Howard,” Debra, his wife, says. “I … don’t understand. Can you explain it to me? Is living inside your own mind so much better than being with me?”

			“No,” he replies quickly. He reaches for her but she eludes his arms. The tears glisten on her cheeks. She makes no attempt to rub them away.

			“How long have I been out?” he asks.

			“Two days,” Debra says. “But we had no way of knowing how long you would be away this time.” Before he can reply, she continues. “Why do you keep doing this, Howard? Retreating into your own mind. You’re trying to escape from me. Just admit it.”

			“No,” he says again. “No. Really.” He pulls himself up to a sitting position. He gazes at the doctors and nurses who have retreated to the walls so that Debra can confront him. “The baby,” he says to her. “Is the baby okay?”

	She narrows her dark eyes at him. “Howard, we don’t have a baby. What’s wrong with you?”

			He’s trying to get clear. He has to sort things out before he can assure Debra, before he can win her back. “What about my book?” he asks. 

			She shakes her head. “You keep threatening to write a book about your discoveries. But you’ll never have time to write if you keep disappearing into your own mind.”

			He nods. He’s starting to feel stronger. He takes her hand and squeezes it tenderly. “I’m ready to make a new start, Debra. I’ll try not to escape again. I promise. Let’s make this a new beginning. Part two of our lives. The sequel. Yes, let’s start the sequel today.”

			She eyes him doubtfully, but she doesn’t let go of his hand.

			“Dr. Striver,” the white-haired nurse interrupts. “Those men from the Pentagon have been waiting for two days.”

			He scratches his head. “What do they want?”

			“Remember? They want to talk to you about how the military can make use of your brain powers? Dr. Striver? Dr. Striver?”

	Debra drops his hand. She shakes him by the shoulders. “I don’t believe it. Howard? Howard? Is he gone again? Howard—don’t do this. Howard?”
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