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Dedication

To Carson Buckingham


In the hushed hush of a modest office, where the glow of a lone monitor mingles with the soft buzz of incoming emails, you have been the unseen hand that coaxed these pages into light. Between drafts and deadlines, you whispered the rhythm of Critics’ Requiem into the margins, polishing each line until it sang.


Your quiet diligence may often slip past the applause of the wider world, but know this: every sentence that now shines carries the imprint of your keen eye and generous spirit. You are more than an editor; you are the steadfast lighthouse guiding a fledgling manuscript through the fog.

Thank you for believing in this story, for catching the stray notes, and for turning a draft into something spectacular.

Michaela Riley











"A critic’s pen is mightier than a sword, but I prefer a plot twist."

Arthur Penwright


Chapter One




The world depended on his words. At least, that was the intensity that governed Arthur Penwright’s approach to the page. He didn’t just sweat the commas and line breaks; he wrestled them, retyping entire paragraphs with the single-mindedness of a monk transcribing holy scripture. His desk, a battered IKEA markdown with a faint coffee ring and one short leg shimmed with a folded New Yorker, hunched against the window of their Roxbury townhouse like a loyal, beaten dog.

Outside the Roxbury townhouse, the spring chill pressed against the glass, but inside, the air was thick with the scent of old coffee and the quiet desperation of a man living two lives at once. At six feet, Arthur could have passed for an off-duty gym instructor. His knotted arms looked absurd holding a Bic Cristal; the cheap plastic was almost comical against the trembling leaf of printer paper. He wore a threadbare MIT hoodie, an affectation from his days on campus and his current tenure teaching computer programming at Roxbury Community College. When he wasn’t writing or teaching, he was a digital mercenary, researching disability claimants for insurance companies. It was a shitty job: a soul-crushing necessity, but the freelance checks were put in a savings account for the future home and life he wanted.


On the desk sat a fresh, perfect brick of paper: The Echoing Silence. Four hundred and thirty-nine pages, every line a survivor of six years’ attrition. Arthur paged through, his eyes laser-focused, hunting for weak verbs or metaphors that might embarrass him in the afterlife. Each fix felt profound. He was a craftsman, but also a surgeon, and the book was both patient and child. Seventy-two versions. A thousand mornings where he had chosen the novel over sleep, over love, over everything.



The kitchen stirred to life behind him as Maia Walsh began her morning. For six years, she had been his partner and his anchor, her life set to a precise, comforting rhythm. Between her classes as an instructor at Bunker Hill Community College, she taught creative writing while pushing through the final stages of her own MFA.
The microwave hummed with oatmeal, the kettle built to a whistle, and yesterday’s forgotten tea found its new home as fertilizer for the miniature yellow rose in the kitchen window.


She carried herself with a gentleness that seemed to soften the apartment’s hard edges. Her burnt umber eyes flicked first to her phone—nothing; then to Arthur, measuring the barometric pressure of his mood before venturing into his creative storm.

“Anything catastrophic?” she said, sliding into his periphery, steaming bowl in hand.

He kept his eyes on the manuscript. “Catastrophic would be an improvement. The metaphors on page thirty-eight have officially unionized and are demanding better conditions.”

She snorted. “I’ll call the governor.”

Maia leaned her hip against the edge of the desk, and Arthur was aware of her watching him. He’d become sensitive to that gaze. The way she could read the tension in his shoulders, the set of his jaw, and divine exactly how close he was to burning it all down. She didn’t say anything, just let him work, and he was grateful for it.

He finished the page, circled a phrase in red, and closed the document with a decisive snap. “You’re up early.”

“First period is the only time they’re still lucid. Any requests for dinner?”

He considered, then: “I’ll grill later. You’ll be home?”

“Four, maybe five. Grading if I survive the freshmen.”

She set the bowl beside him, and when she left, her presence lingered—the faintest trace of her perfume, something clean, petrichor with a note of jasmine settling into the space. The apartment felt empty in a way that alternated between freeing and existentially bleak.

He eyed the manuscript, then powered up his ancient ThinkPad and pulled up his email. There were four new rejection emails in the last month. Two form, two personal. Each rejection slip was a thin, white confession of a world that wasn’t ready for his voice. “We regret to inform you…” and “Not a fit for our list.” Arthur read them all, catalogued their unique flavors of disappointment, and archived them.

This was the routine: write, hope, receive rejection, iterate. He did it with the discipline of a pentathlete, or an addict. Yet he never stopped writing. He rewrote, deleted, started again, each new page a small bleed onto paper, each sentence a desperate plea for someone, anyone to listen. The only interruption came at 10:11 a.m., the clang of the mail slot, followed by a heavy envelope dropping onto the mat. He ignored it at first; no one important ever wrote letters. Only debt collectors and politicians still believed in the sanctity of the printed word.

But at 10:14, as if compelled by curiosity and a sentence that just wouldn’t behave, Arthur found himself at the door, the paperweight of inertia suddenly gone. The envelope was thick, embossed with a logo he recognized: Blackwell Publishing. Their catalogs, mailed monthly, were the gold standard of the literary world, a litmus test of what “good” meant this year.

He carried it back to the desk and examined the return address. Not the generic acquisitions department, but the direct line to Victoria Blackwell herself. He peeled the flap with the slow dread of a cancer patient opening biopsy results.

He unfolded the letter. The letterhead was thick enough to deflect bullets. The typeface was old money, but the prose was efficient and straight to the point.

Dear Mr. Penwright,


Thank you for submitting your manuscript, The Echoing Silence. Your work demonstrates an uncommon mastery of narrative tension and a meticulous attention to language rarely seen in debut fiction.


I would like to invite you to meet with me in person at our offices in Hobart, New York, to discuss your future as an author.

Please confirm your availability at your earliest convenience. I look forward to the possibility of our working together.

Sincerely,

Victoria Blackwell, CEO

He reread the letter twice. There was no mistake. Victoria Blackwell…the woman whose red-inked rejection notes had become legend, whose endorsement could launch a career, actually wanted to meet him. Not to reject him. To discuss his future.

His hands shook, a tremor starting at the base of his wrist and radiating outward until it found the pen and set it spinning across the desk.

Maia returned home later that afternoon, with her phone pressed to her ear, a stack of handouts under one arm. Arthur was still sitting at his desk with a half grin on his face. She paused when she saw the envelope, her eyes narrowing just enough to signal concern. “Anything fun?”

Her brow creased when she saw the letter. He handed it to her without a word.

She read, lips moving silently, then set it down with an exhale somewhere between relief and awe. “Oh my God, babe.” Her hands found his shoulders, fingers squeezing tight. “This is it.”


He wanted to believe her. He did. But he felt a panic, sharp and sudden, the fear that he’d been seen through and would now be exposed as a fraud. Maybe it was imposter syndrome; maybe it was just self-doubt. Either way, he couldn’t take in that she really wanted to meet with him.
Maia hugged him from behind. “You did it. You did it, Arthur.”


He nodded, letting the words settle in. The moment felt fragile, as if a wrong move would shatter it and leave him worse off than before.

He turned in the chair, taking her hands in his. “Can you come with me?”

She smiled, her eyes soft, and kissed him on the forehead. “Always.”

Arthur pressed his forehead to hers, the manuscript forgotten for the first time in weeks. He let himself imagine, just for a second, that maybe the years of solitude and stubbornness had been worth it—that maybe something good might finally happen.

###


Arthur had imagined a dozen times how he’d enter the publishing world, but never with his shoes squeaking against the polished floors of a converted Catskills high-rise, nor under the fluorescent gaze of a receptionist who looked genetically engineered to repel unscheduled visitors. Maia, waiting in the car with her grading, had squeezed his hand until the bones creaked before letting him out at the curb. Now it was just Arthur and his own reflection, ghosting in the elevator’s mirrored walls as he rode to the top floor.
The lobby of Blackwell Publishing was glassed in on three sides, brushed steel on the fourth; it felt less like a business and more like an installation. Every element in the waiting area had been curated for maximum psychological leverage: the leather chairs stiffer than some religions, the signature smell of petrichor and sandalwood wafting from invisible vents, the towering bookcase of Blackwell special edition titles, all matching in custom leather. The kind of place where even the dust motes were only allowed in the air every alternate Thursday.


A woman in a charcoal suit approached. “You’re Mr. Penwright?”

He stood. “Arthur, yes. Thank you for –”

She was already halfway to the glass door. “This way, please. Ms. Blackwell will see you now.”


The hallways were silent but for the faint whir of climate control. The walls were hung with enormous black-and-white portraits of past literary giants: some dead, all published by Blackwell. Arthur recognized a few faces; the others watched him with the above-it-all expression of those who had yet to realize they’d outlive their own relevance.
Victoria Blackwell’s office occupied the entire northeast corner, an aerie designed to intimidate. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panoramic view of the city. The desk, a slab of walnut so perfect it seemed unnatural rather than milled, was free of everything except a stack of paper, a crystal pencil cup, and a brass object shaped like a vintage typewriter key, the letter X. It gleamed in the slant of early afternoon, simultaneously inviting and accusatory.


She was already standing when he entered. “Arthur Penwright,” she said, as if testing the phonics for toxicity. “Please, sit.”

Her handshake was cool and precise, her gaze assessing in a way that made him wish he’d gotten a haircut and had his teeth whitened. She was taller than he expected, maybe 5’10”. Add to that her four-inch spike heels, and her six-two height exuded authority.

Her hair was black with a shock of metallic silver at the temples, and it framed her face in a chin-length bob, not a strand out of place. The red of her lipstick was exact, a pantone of power.

Arthur tried not to feel judged, but it was like trying not to flinch during a tetanus shot.


Victoria adjusted her glasses and gestured toward the cityscape. “Beautiful, isn’t it? Every writer who sits in that chair hungers after a view like this, thinking that having it will be life-changing. It never is. What matters is here.” She tapped the manuscript, then her temple, and here.
Arthur had rehearsed a greeting, but it failed him. He sat, arms drawn in, eyes on the desk.



“I read The Echoing Silence in a single night,” Victoria said. “I don’t do that, usually. I made it to page thirty before I decided to cancel three meetings and the rest of my evening.”



He looked up, unsure if it was a compliment.
She leaned forward. “It’s good. Disturbingly good, in places. But you don’t need me to tell you that.”


He hesitated, searching for a safe answer. “I try to be honest. I don’t know if I’m good –”

Victoria’s eyes flicked to the brass X, then back. “Writers who believe they’re good rarely are. You hate yourself just enough, Penwright.”


He almost laughed, but didn’t trust the context.
Victoria opened a folder with the deliberation of a surgeon.


“Here’s the offer. Three books. Editorial control, within reason. Standard advance, unless you surprise us on the first print, in which case we renegotiate. You’ll be expected to make media appearances, book tours, all the ritual humiliations. Is that tolerable?”

His heart punched at the words “three books.” He felt both weightless and underwater. “I…yes. Yes, that’s more than tolerable.”

She slid the contract across the glassy surface. “We can go over the specifics, or you can have your agent do it. My advice? Sign now, unless you enjoy self-flagellation.”

He dared not admit he didn’t have an agent, but he suspected she knew that. Arthur scanned the pages, not trusting himself to process the legalese. He took the pen and, for a moment, his hand shook. Not so much that Victoria would notice, but enough for him to feel it.

He signed.

She capped the pen and regarded him, a smile twitching at the corners of her mouth. “That’s it, then. You’re a Blackwell author.”

Arthur sat back, the surreal aftertaste of it making him feel faintly fraudulent, mostly happy, and faintly nauseous.

“Thank you,” he managed.

Victoria took up the brass X and rolled it in her palm. “You know why I keep this?” she asked, without waiting for him to answer. “It’s from my old typewriter. The X. After my hundredth rejection, I hit it so hard I broke the arm clean off. Took it as a sign: some of us are meant to erase, not create.”


Arthur wasn’t sure if she wanted sympathy, awe, or just the silence of acknowledgment. He gave her the latter.
She set the X down, heavier this time. “Don’t make me use it on you.”


He found himself smiling, despite the threat. “I’ll do my best.”

Victoria rose, signaling the end of their meeting. “You’re a careful writer, Arthur. Maybe too careful. The trick is knowing which rules to break. Welcome to Blackwell.”

He left the office, contract clutched in one hand, the smell of her amber perfume trailing him down the hall. The view from the lobby, once intimidating, now looked navigable. It was just another landscape he’d have to learn to write his way through.

Arthur walked out of the Blackwell building, his shoes squeaking on the polished lobby floor, and didn’t stop until he reached the car. He climbed into the passenger seat, his suit jacket tight across his shoulders, and looked straight ahead.

“Drive,” he said. “Just get us out of here.”

Maia started the engine, her eyes darting from the rearview mirror to him. “Arthur? What happened? Did she hate it? Is it over?”

“Just drive,” he repeated, his voice low and tight. “I don’t want to jinx this, and I definitely don’t want anyone from that office looking out a window and seeing me acting like a crazy person. Wait until we cross the line into Massachusetts.”

Maia white-knuckled the steering wheel, pushing the car onto the highway and away from Hobart. She stayed quiet through the first hour, but as the ‘Welcome to Massachusetts’ sign finally flickered in the headlights, she couldn’t take it.

“Arthur. Talk to me. Now.”

Arthur let out a breath he’d been holding since the Catskills. He reached into the folder and touched the heavy paper.

“It’s a three-book deal, Maia.”

She nearly drifted into the next lane. “Three? Arthur, three?”

“And the advance,” he whispered, finally letting a grin break across his face. “It’s enough. It’s more than enough. We’re finally getting out of Roxbury.”

Maia let out a jagged, breathless laugh, her eyes shimmering in the dashboard light. “The savings account, Arthur. The ‘one day’ account. It’s actually happening.”

“It’s not for ‘one day’ anymore,” he said, the reality finally piercing the shock. He loosened the tie, the first gesture of a man who no longer had to answer to anyone but himself. He looked out the window as the first Boston signs appeared. “We’re moving, Maia. Somewhere with a view. Somewhere with glass walls and a view of the Charles.”

She crinkled up her nose and let out a scream, “Can we actually do this Art?”

“Yes, we have to wait until the book is released and close to launch…but yes, yes and yes!”


The next six months played out not as a narrative but as a series of jump cuts, each one jarring, improbable, and barely plausible to the man living inside them.
The first cut: Arthur hunched at the kitchen table, surrounded by stacks of manuscript printouts, every margin scabbed with red ink and flagged with adhesive tabs. His inbox flooded with round-the-clock editorial emails, each one a polite but direct affront to his previous sense of completion. The editors at Blackwell were ruthless and efficient, wielding notes like scalpels, and Arthur responded in kind–line by line, night after night, until even the digital copies began to fray. Between teaching and the edits, his dreams were reduced to lexical puzzles and scenes he no longer recognized as fiction.


In the rare hours when the apartment was silent, Arthur could hear his own self-doubt ticking, a metronome in the spaces between keystrokes. After a particularly savage round of notes, he considered burning the manuscript outright. Maia found him standing in the backyard, box of pages and a Bic lighter in hand, staring at the sky with the look of a man planning arson.


“Don’t you dare,” she said. Her arms circled his waist, gentle but final. “Finish first. Burn later.”
He did as he was told, because Maia had a way of making the impossible sound like a reasonable Saturday chore.


Cut to: Blackwell’s art department. A far cry from the faceless e-commerce part-time jobs he’d worked after attending MIT, this was a fevered den of design nerds, every wall cluttered with color swatches and style boards. Arthur sat through hours of cover consultations, learning that every decision: font, color, the way a line crossed a page was a referendum on his soul. The first designs were as loud as a casino carpet; he vetoed them all. In the end, he picked a cover so spare it looked like an accident, matte black on matte black with a single blue line scrawled across a field of black. “It’s negative space,” the art director explained, as if he were a five-year-old. Arthur nodded, not because he understood, but because the alternative was admitting defeat.

The photo shoot came next. They dressed him in variations of himself: casual with a hoodie, collared shirt, a sports jacket and instructed him to look “approachable but mysterious.” The photographer positioned Arthur’s arms like chess pieces and told him to “soften” his jaw. The only moment of levity came when Maia, standing behind the lighting rig, pantomimed a pout so exaggerated he snorted, ruining two frames but salvaging the rest. In the final image, Arthur looked as if he’d just solved a very old but inconsequential equation.

He endured Zoom meetings with marketing teams who spoke only in metrics and “projected engagement.” Every appearance was scripted. They wanted him to start a Twitter account, or at least a newsletter, but Arthur refused, knowing full well that the best way to guarantee a public meltdown was to court the public.

The beta reader feedback arrived in a PDF, annotated with track changes and color-coded highlights. Most were raves, some were measured, but all were real, and Arthur read every word, searching for proof that he wasn’t being punked by an elaborate literary con. When the early reviews started to trickle in, some enthusiastic, some pointedly not; he cut and pasted the best lines into a secret document labeled “Emergency Use Only.”

Through all this, Arthur and Maia developed rituals to celebrate. Every finished round of edits earned a dinner out, even if it was just burritos eaten on the stoop. Champagne was reserved for milestones: the acceptance of final proofs, the arrival of the first printed galleys, the day an advance check landed in his account; Maia wept, not from greed, but from sheer relief.

For all their celebration, Arthur never entirely believed it was real. He expected a last-minute phone call, an error discovered in the contract, or a freak accident to void it all before publication. But the galleys became books, and the books grew in number, until boxes crowded the living room and the townhouse smelled perpetually of fresh glue and paper.


Maia read the final copy in one sitting, curling on the couch with a blanket and a pen, and when she finished, she pressed the book to her chest, eyes bright. “It’s good,” she said, her voice a notch above whisper. “It’s so, so good.”
He let her say it twice, even three times, before he believed it.


One night, after answering emails, Arthur found himself alone with the book, running his thumb along the embossed black-on-black cover they had decided on after long and lengthy discussions. He opened to the dedication: For Maia, who always believed I could, and let the words settle. Finally, the future felt more than theoretical. The future unfurled before him like pages not yet written: launch parties with champagne flutes catching the light, his signature repeated until his wrist ached, hotel rooms in unfamiliar cities. And after that, what?  Another book that might never match this one. Still, for the first time, Arthur let himself believe that whatever came next might justify all those sleepless nights.

###

Arthur and Maia’s world shifted again, this time vertically. The elevator at 145 Charles Street ascended with a smooth, pressurized hum. Beside them, the real estate agent—rail-thin in bespoke navy with a haircut that cost more than their old monthly rent—watched the floor numbers climb in silent approval. The doors glided open, and they stepped across the threshold, feeling the weight of their past fall away as the penthouse foyer materialized. The beautiful, gleaming surfaces and untouched potential, the security panel’s green light winking a high-tech welcome to the heart of Beacon Hill.

Arthur looked over at Maia and noticed she had tears in her eyes. He grabbed her hand and held it to his heart.

“We’re really doing this!”

The agent beamed, his smile refined by years of trust-fund skepticism. “You picked the perfect location, Charles Street stands alone,” he said, gesturing toward the expansive windows. “The perfect marriage of federal-period tradition and modern transparency. This evening, you’ll see why we command premium prices for these western exposures. The Charles turns to liquid gold when the sun hits it from this angle.”

“Go ahead and do your walk-through. I’ll be here if you have any questions.”

The foyer alone was the size of their entire Roxbury kitchen, flooded with sunlight from the high ceilings. The air was climate-controlled to a fraction of a degree, and a hidden speaker looped ambient jazz, as if Miles Davis were the patron saint of Beacon Hill real estate. Maia moved toward the kitchen, her eyes widening. She was already mentally planning meals on the massive stone island, her finger tracing the cool, seamless edge. Arthur watched as she opened the Sub-Zero refrigerator, like a child on Christmas Day opening presents. It was as if she hadn’t seen the penthouse several times before. He didn’t think he could ever get tired of seeing her this happy.

This was theirs. All the years of disciplined saving and their quiet, modest life had been traded for this. Arthur had used the bulk of his book advance and every cent of their savings to bridge the gap between “aspiring” and “arrived.”

In the center of the living area, the spiral staircase coiled upward: sculptural, floating steps with no risers that seemed to lead into the sky itself. They climbed it together to the master suite. Here, the windows stretched from floor to ceiling, wrapping the room in daylight and framing the Charles River and the Longfellow Bridge in impossible, crisp focus. In the master bathroom, the soaking tub was deep enough to drown in; Maia stood in it, arms outstretched, laughing as Arthur watched from the threshold.

She said, “Tonight, after we close and our things arrive, we are taking a long, luxurious bath.”

Arthur smiled, “We need to get out of here before I close the door and make love with you right now!”

She walked over and passionately kissed him. “Okay, what are you waiting for?”

He picked her up off the ground, “We have a realtor waiting for us. If you ever want to christen this bathroom or any other room, we need to go and sign the papers.”


“Okay, but let’s go see the rooftop before we go.”
Then, they stepped through the door onto the private oasis. The wind off the basin lifted Maia’s hair in soft, ragged pulses. She turned a slow circle, arms wide, and for a moment the sun caught her, turning her black hair blue and her laughter weightless. Below them, the Antiques District hummed, the muffled sound of tourists and the distant, rhythmic thrum of the Red Line train crossing the bridge. Arthur watched, grinning, as the agent appeared and looked on with the practiced discretion of someone who had seen every flavor of happiness.


The agent stepped onto the deck. “If you’re satisfied, we can do the closing in an hour. I’ll meet you at the office then.”

They both nodded, and the agent left. The door closed with a pneumatic hush, leaving them in a silence that echoed with possibility. Arthur could almost hear the heartbeat of their old life—the narrow rooms and the ceaseless negotiation of space. Here, every inch was theirs.

Maia slipped her arms around his waist. “We made it,” she whispered. “I think we really did.”

Arthur, who had always thought of arrival as an illusion for people with less fear, rested his chin in her hair. Through the glass, the city pulsed: indifferent, endless, and for the first time, within reach. In a few hours, the movers would arrive with the cardboard boxes of their former existence, each labeled in hasty Sharpie.

But for now, they were exactly where they were meant to be. “Yeah,” he said. “We did.”


Chapter Two




The insistent morning sunlight woke Arthur with the rude sharpness of a burglar’s flashlight. He'd read somewhere that the higher up you lived in a city, the earlier the sun found you, as if altitude reduced the protective lie of the horizon. Even with the blackout curtains half-drawn, narrow columns of light sawed across the bed, striping his forearm with gold.

He lay there, rigid and attentive; the unfamiliar luxury felt slightly fraudulent, as though the concierge or perhaps an underpaid detective would burst in, demanding proof of purchase. He rolled over, half-expecting to see Maia, but found instead a sprawl of pillows and, on her side of the nightstand, an abandoned hardcover with one of the Arthur Penwright bookmarks that Maia had surprised him with peeking out of it.

His own phone, dutifully charging on the floor to minimize blue light before bed, buzzed with such a fevered staccato it sounded like an anxiety attack rendered in Morse code. Arthur reached over the edge, and pawed the phone from its tangle of wires. The lock screen was a mural of notifications: social media mentions, group texts, a flood of Gmail alerts, and, most ominously, the red circle above the Badreads app promising triple-digit activity. The sight induced a tension somewhere south of his ribs: exhilaration, dread, and a hunger for validation.

He gave himself a minute to stare at the penthouse ceiling, which in this morning’s light looked less like the blank slate of possibility and more like a white flag.

Then he swiped into the onslaught.

First, a cluster of WhatsApp messages from his college roommates, all capitalized exclamation and animated GIFs of champagne bottles exploding. Then, a string of Instagram DMs from high school classmates he’d forgotten existed, their names as sharp and hollow as empty soda cans. Arthur skipped past them to the looming Badreads icon, feeling the familiar spasm of self-loathing that accompanied every such masochistic ritual.


He flinched as he opened the app, his heart pounding like he was facing a firing squad instead of book reviews. "The Echoing Silence is a future classic," gushed the first five-star review. He scrolled through the digital applause with growing unease, each glowing review feeding not his confidence but his imposter syndrome. When the lone one-star appeared with its terse verdict "Derivative. Bland. Unoriginal." it struck with the peculiar comfort of confirming his worst fears. He wasn’t going to let it bother him. Today was his day!



But as he toggled to #EchoingSilence, finding his literary soul reduced to backdrop prop for influencer coffee shots and sleeping cats, Arthur felt the hollowness spreading inside him. He liked the posts mechanically while a voice whispered: How long before they all realize I'm a fraud?


What terrified him most wasn't the criticism but the praise; because someday, inevitably, that chorus would fall silent, and then what would remain of Arthur Penwright?

Arthur got up, feet landing on the cool lacquer of the hardwood. The new penthouse felt like a stage set still under construction: boxes labeled “KITCHEN (SORT)” and “BOOKS—DONATE?” still crowded the hall, and a massive, half-assembled bookshelf lurked in the corner like a toppled obelisk. Through the panoramic windows, the Charles shrugged its way east with a brownish-yellow froth and sunlight, and beyond it, the city ticked awake with the caffeine-drenched choreography of a weekday morning.

He padded into the living room, where Maia had already begun colonizing the space.

“Morning, Art,” she called, without looking up from the screen. “You’re up before ten. Is this part of your new persona, or are you just nervous?”

“Paranoid, mostly,” he said, rubbing at his eyes. “Also, I think my phone’s developed Stockholm syndrome from all the notifications.”

Maia smiled at the laptop, then rotated in her chair to look at him properly. “You’re a published author, Arthur Penwright. Today’s the first day of the rest of your life.”

Arthur grimaced. “Maia, I love you, but you are not allowed to use clichés within my hearing...ever.”

Maia only grinned, and stood to meet him. She kissed him on the forehead, her lips warm against his skin, then gestured at the kitchen with an elegant flick of her wrist. He smiled and looked at her as if seeing her anew: the way her shoulder-length dark hair caught the morning light in blue-black waves, those intelligent brown eyes. The MIT sweatshirt she stole from Arthur, threadbare at the cuffs and sliding off one honey-brown shoulder, hung in stark contrast to the precision-fit charcoal yoga pants that traced the lean muscles of her thighs, a perfect marriage of scholarly comfort and architectural discipline. Something caught in his throat as he watched her move through the sunlight, this woman who could still remember which box contained his favorite mug.

“Coffee’s ready. I even found the fancy mugs. Don’t say I never do anything for you.”

He followed her into the kitchen, which still bore the territorial scars of their move: knives in a ceramic flowerpot, a colander as centerpiece, the fridge unadorned except for a magnet declaring “THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX (but also unpack it).” Maia handed him a steaming mug, watching as he took his first slow sip.

He’d always preferred his coffee black, hot enough to burn the tongue, but today he added a slosh of milk and a few of the sugar cubes Maia bought. The drink settled his hands, which were already beginning to tremble with the day’s unknowns.

Maia leaned against the marble counter, her toned arms crossed over her chest, the sleeve of the hoodie riding up to reveal the small infinity tattoo on her wrist. She tilted her head, eyebrows raised in that familiar challenge. "Are you going to spend all day doomscrolling, or will you actually enjoy this?"

He smiled, remembering their first meeting outside the campus library. When she smiled back, the familiar crinkle at the bridge of her nose made his chest tighten with a tenderness that still surprised him after all these years.

“I’m not doomscrolling,” Arthur protested. “I’m—curating. Gauging reader sentiment in real time. Building the authorial brand.”

“You’re spiraling,” Maia corrected, “which is your brand. But I like it. It’s very on-theme.”

Arthur smiled, but the phone itched in his palm.

He scanned the river view, then, as if to reassert ownership, surveyed their new home. The penthouse was not quite double the size of their old place in Roxbury, but the floor-to-ceiling windows and cathedral ceilings tricked the eye into feeling as though they had much more space.

Maia took his hand and guided him to the small breakfast table they’d placed by the window. “Sit. Eat. I found a Danish in one of the boxes. It might be from last month though.”

He sat, not hungry but obedient, and broke the pastry in half. Outside, sculling teams swept downstream in insectile formation, cutting through the river haze with metronomic precision. Arthur envied their focus.

“So,” Maia said, peeling a tiny triangle of wax paper from her pastry half, “tonight’s the big pre-launch. Still sure you don’t want me to hire someone for crowd control?”

Arthur snorted. “If by ‘crowd’ you mean the six people contractually obligated to attend, then no. We should be fine.”

“Victoria says the RSVP list is full and there will be about 40 people attending. Did you see the catering bill?”

Arthur cringed. “Yes, and I’m happy that Blackwell is taking care of this and all of the arrangements. We get to host our very first event at our penthouse. We need to get moving and get this place ready for our guests, and I need to put that bookshelf together!”

Maia smiled and sipped her coffee. “What were we thinking when we agreed to this pre-launch right after moving in?”

He laughed out loud. “I don’t know—we need to have this place shining before Victoria gets here. Something tells me her crew will be here to fix everything. She likes to be in control.”

Arthur took a bite of Danish and tried not to think about how his stomach had been borderline queasy since he’d woken up.

Maia grew serious. “You’re afraid people won’t come?”

He considered. “No. I’m afraid they will, and then I’ll have to be…this.” He gestured at himself, at the phone, at the whole contraption of his newly-created public self.

Maia finished her coffee and set the mug down with more force than strictly necessary. “You wrote a beautiful book, Art. People love it. They’ll love you, too. You just have to relax and let them.”

Arthur wanted to believe this. He wanted to wear it like a suit of armor. But there was a difference, he’d discovered, between being loved for something you’d created and being loved for who you were. Though both were exhilarating, the former was a tiny bit terrifying too.

He reflexively checked his phone again.

One new review: “Inventive. Raw. Couldn’t put it down.” Five stars.

Maia reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “Promise me you’ll try to enjoy tonight. Just a little.”

Arthur smiled, “I’ll try.”

She kissed him once, quick and businesslike, then returned to her work.

Arthur stood by the window and watched the river for a long moment. He thought of the reviews he’d read, the words both kind and cruel.

Maia looked up from her laptop, saw him staring, and smiled. “What are you thinking about?”

Arthur hesitated, then said, “Whether the penthouse will ever feel like ours. Will readers buy my book? Will I survive the launch without making an ass out of myself—you know the small stuff.”

She nodded, her eyes softening with understanding. "First of all, readers love your book. Of course you won’t make an ass out of yourself. You are very charismatic and handsome.” She walked over and put her arm around him, stopping to admire the Charles. “Our penthouse is home already. A place becomes yours after you've marked it with living like wine stains on the carpet, teardrops on the kitchen counter, laughter bouncing off new walls." She glanced at her watch. "Speaking of which, could you handle the alarm system before tonight? We should update those default codes and make sure it won't start wailing when the guests arrive."

Arthur nodded, but in his mind the penthouse already hummed with the ghost of every future success and failure.

“Tonight’s going to be great,” Maia said. “I believe in you.”

Arthur believed…almost.

He held the mug in his hands, warming his fingers, and let the day unfurl toward him, full of sun and possibility and the quiet, relentless beat of his own heart.

The hours between breakfast and the pre-launch party sluiced past in a blur of unchecked boxes and jittery premonitions. Arthur tried, at first, to lose himself in the muscle memory of finishing the unpacking: hauling crates of hardcovers into the study and placing them on the newly assembled book shelf. Then ferrying empty shipping boxes to the recycling chute in the hall. But no matter how many times he circled the penthouse, the nervous energy kept ricocheting inside him, refusing to burn off.

He retreated to the study and clicked into his email with the mechanical precision of an addict. Seventeen unread. He skimmed the subject lines, heart lurching every time his own name appeared.

Most of them were routine, publishers, publicists, a few predatory speaking invitations from academic associations he’d never heard of. But three stood out, each red-flagged by Victoria Blackwood herself:

— Pre-Launch Prep: Media Schedule Attached

— Quick Interview Confirmation Needed

— Re: Re: Re: Party Details and Headcount (action required!)

Arthur inhaled, as if bracing himself against high winds, and started with the last one.

Victoria’s style was both brisk and affectionate, like a headmistress who tolerated genius but not lateness. Her email unfolded in polite bullets:


	
Blackwell’s team will arrive at 4:00 pm to assist with setup. 


	
PR team recommends at least two selfie stations (??) 


	
Please place signed copies by the window table; we’ll swap them out during event. 


	
No reading reviews tonight—just mingling! You promised. 


	
If you need anything at all, text me directly. Will be on-site at 6. 


	
Stop reading the reviews and don’t engage with reviewers. 





At the end: “This is your night, Arthur. Breathe. And wear something worthy of the dust jacket photo.”

As he stood to go help Maia, the phone rang. The old ringtone: his mother. He debated letting it go to voicemail; after all, she’d see him later tonight…but guilt, that chronic second shadow, won out.

“Hi, Mom,” he said, instinctively pitching his voice two notes warmer.

“Oh, Arthur! I was just calling to say how proud I am. How proud we both are.” In the background, he could hear the staticky sound of TV game shows, and the subtle rise and fall of his father’s snores. “Your father is so excited, he asked me to pick out a tie.”

Arthur pictured his parents in their tidy duplex in Newton, the living room heavy with houseplants and dustless antiques. “He hates wearing ties,” Arthur said, relaxing into the familiar rhythm.

“Well, it’s a special occasion.” She paused. “Are you nervous?”

“No more than usual,” Arthur said, though he’d been fighting the urge to crawl inside a utility closet since sunrise. “Just a lot of last-minute stuff to get ready.”

“You’re going to be wonderful,” she said. “Do you remember when you won the middle school essay contest? You refused to go up on stage, so the principal had to read your paper for you. But it was still the best one.”

He laughed, genuinely. “Thanks, Mom. Tell Dad to go easy on the cologne this time.”

“Oh, he won’t listen to me.” A pause, then, “We love you. See you tonight.”

“Love you too,” Arthur said, and for a moment the dread subsided, replaced by something softer and less definable.

The doorbell rang before he could dwell on it. Maia called from the kitchen: “Flowers! For the famous author!”

Arthur ducked into the entryway, nearly tripping over a misplaced yoga mat. Maia held out an armful of white lilies, blue delphinium, and a single lurid orange tulip. The card, written in green Sharpie, read: “Break a leg tonight, Penwright. Don’t let them take you alive. —Jules.”

Arthur grinned. “I haven’t heard from Jules in years.”

Maia studied the card, then gave a knowing look. “You two were…?”

“Friends. Very competitive. He always beat me at Jeopardy.” He fished out the Lalique vase that Victoria had given him in celebration of his officially joining Blackwell.

She smiled. “Now, go shower and put on the clothes I picked out for you. And if you try to sneak a look at Badreads while you’re in there, I’ll know.”

He stood and saluted, then ducked into the bedroom, leaving Maia to her own quiet empire before the Blackwell onslaught began.

As he slunk into the shower, Arthur allowed the water to cascade over him, trickling down every inch of his skin until the steamy temperature transitioned from scorching hot to teeth-grit cold.

Maia stood in the doorway, the bathroom mirror reflected Arthur's silhouette through the shower glass. She leaned against the doorframe, allowing herself a private smile at the sight of him; this man who could write sentences that broke her heart and still fret about a book party. Later, she would remind him of other talents he possessed.

He toweled off and opened the closet, where Maia had hung a black merino wool turtleneck and a herringbone sports coat with black pants. Arthur dressed in the new clothes and checked himself in the mirror. He looked less like an author and more like an underdressed best man, but the effect was not unpleasant. He practiced a smile, then abandoned it for a wry half-grin that felt more honest.

Back in the kitchen, Maia whistled and made a show of straightening his collar. “You clean up nice, Penwright.”

“Don’t let it get around,” he said.

He tried to remember his own talking points, the ones Victoria had drilled into him during “media training,” but all he could summon were a series of blank, blinking teleprompters.


In the living room, chaos had begun. A tall, demanding woman presided over a team of assistants, all in muted business attire and identical wire-rimmed glasses. Furniture migrated: couches angled for optimal “flow,” bar stools stacked to make room for the hors d’oeuvres table. Two interns unfurled a canvas banner above the windows, The Echoing Silence: A Pre-Launch Event; with font so massive it was visible from the Charles.


Arthur watched, half-entranced, as Maia slipped between the crews, answering questions and delegating tasks with the offhand authority of a general.

He tried to offer help but was gently rebuffed. “You have one job, Art,” Maia said, not even turning her head. “Look authorial. Exude genius. Sign things when people ask.”


So, he retreated to a corner and practiced his signature on the inside covers of his own novel, pausing to admire the embossed title: The Echoing Silence, by Arthur Penwright with a smile.


Time became choppy and disjointed, measured in small tasks and quick glances at the clock. At 4:00 p.m., the catering team arrived, all tattooed forearms and stainless steel trays. They set up an array of miniature lobster rolls, crab cakes, and tiny desserts that looked more like modern art than food. Arthur wandered over, tried to swipe a tart, and was intercepted by an intern wielding tongs.

At 4:30, a last-minute email from Victoria’s assistant arrived: “Media arriving at 6:15; please be available for photos by the window.” Arthur’s heart rate doubled. He ducked into the guest bathroom, ran his hands under cold water and splashed some water on his face.

As he stepped out, Maia was waiting, holding out a lint roller like a baton. She ran it over his sleeves and shoulders, then straightened his collar with both hands. “You’re overthinking,” she whispered.

“I’m not,” he lied.

Maia smiled. “Don’t worry. Just pretend they’re here for the free food.”

She moved to leave, then circled back, lowering her voice. “Remember: don’t let Victoria get you drunk before the interviews. Last time she did that, her author ended up debating Kantian metaphysics with a lifestyle blogger.”

“Duly noted,” Arthur said, feeling the edges of his panic rounded by Maia’s deadpan.

The light in the penthouse changed as the day edged toward evening, with the walled views of the Charles River Basin turning a deep orange and gold.

By 5:30, the place looked nothing like the home they’d moved into. It was a stage set, humming with the low, electric thrum of anticipation. Arthur took a breath, looked around, and for the first time felt something like excitement.

He retreated once more to the bedroom, stood in front of the mirror, and rehearsed his smile. It looked crooked, so he practiced a neutral expression, then an earnest one, then the half-smile Maia called “his thinking face.”

He tried out a few lines: “Thank you so much for coming.” “It means the world.” “I’m just grateful to be here.” Each sounded both over-rehearsed and utterly insufficient.

Outside, he heard the first guests arriving: a scatter of unfamiliar voices, the clink of glasses.

Maia popped her head in, her own party outfit perfect and unfussy. “Ready?”

Arthur closed his eyes, exhaled, and nodded.

Maia grinned, then linked her arm through his. “Let’s go, genius.”

They stepped into the glow of the living room, the air sharp with perfume and anticipation, and Arthur let himself be drawn into the slipstream of the night.

He had always suspected that the real point of parties was the moment just before they started: that taut, silent inhale, the house hung with expectation, self-poised like a diver above a crowd. Now, standing by his own door as Maia checked the last tray of canapés, Arthur could feel the world wobbling on its axis.

Victoria Blackwood arrived at exactly 6:00, lipstick the color of wet roses, heels sharp as exclamation points. She swept into the room with her PR lieutenants in tow and kissed Arthur on both cheeks.

“Arthur! You look divine. Look at this place!” she said, turning slowly in the foyer, arms spread. “Maia, you’re a miracle worker. I’m stealing you for every launch from now until retirement. Thank you for graciously suggesting we have the pre-launch here. It is breathtaking!”

Maia grinned, pausing her frantic straightening of cocktail napkins. “We work for espresso and validation. You have both in spades.”

Victoria snapped her fingers at a pair of assistants, who immediately began stacking books on the display table, each one positioned with the sort of geometric exactness only seen in airport bookshops or Apple stores. Arthur watched them, awed by the efficiency, and wondered how many launches Victoria had orchestrated to perfection before tonight.

Within minutes, the doorbell was a steady pulse. Arthur’s former grad school advisor, a stately woman with eyebrows like bent wire, arrived with her wife and presented him with a bottle of artisanal bourbon. Then came a Pulitzer runner-up with a handshake like a grappling hook, and even two local journalists, already comparing their voice memos before anyone had taken a single sip.

His parents materialized in the crowd, catching him off-guard with a double embrace that smelled of his father's cedar aftershave and his mother's familiar perfume. "Our son, the author," his mother whispered, her voice thick with pride. Later, across the room, he spotted Maia chatting with them, somehow managing to refill champagne flutes and direct caterers while nodding attentively at whatever story his father was telling.
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