This story focuses on Claudia Marcus, a writer who may have seen her better years behind her. A helpless addict of the bottle, Claudia feels the pressure of the publishing industry to get things done yesterday, contemplating ending it all. But she’s about to receive an unusual guest list to position her in the right direction. For June 2026, I offer you…
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Claudia Marcus was scrambling through her scrambled brain on the proper opening of her latest mystery. Using her penname Millicent Ambrose, Claudia stared at her blank desktop screen for what appeared to be eons, but in essence was only two minutes old.
Damn! How do I begin this?
Claudia continued to be transfixed at the snowstorm screen of a picture. You would think using the pseudonym Millicent might have stimulated her brain cells to push the cursor forward with ease. Not a chance. Claudia stared at the white canvas as if it were a January storm in Nome, Alaska. 
Wham!
Claudia slammed her fist on the table holding her desktop up. Her brain was as lively with ideas as an ivory-colored nondescript wall. And if that wasn’t enough…
Ring!
Claudia stared at her iPhone, which read Amy Ehrlinger, her literary agent. Claudia knew full well why Amy was calling. The writer was reluctant to answering the bell, but it was better to face the music.
“Hello, Amy,” Claudia deadpanned.
“And a good morning to you, too! Do you realize what time it is?”
Claudia wrenched an eye open at the corner of her monitor. She exhausted a blast of air, suddenly realizing the lateness of the hour.
“It’s nine forty-eight.”
“Whoa! I’ll give you a gold star for recognizing the time! Crystal Mason of Random House just gave me a jingle, wondering if you came back with a revision of the opening of the third chapter of The Branches Tell All. I gave you that revision eight days ago! What gives?”
Claudia stared at her whiskey bottle, which was almost wiped clean of previous gulps.
“I…I’m almost finished with it.”
“What? The revision or the fifth of Jack Daniels?”
Claudia gave the empty bottle of bourbon a cold stare. In her anger, perhaps at herself, Claudia swiped the bottle, startling herself that it didn’t shatter after the impact with the hardwood floor. 
“Claudia, are you okay? What’s going on over there?”
Claudia didn’t know how to respond to Amy’s questions. She rubbed her forehead, a vain effort to massage the demons of the libation that ivied around her brain. 
“I’m sorry, Amy. I…I dropped something on the floor. No harm was done to it or the floor.”
“Yeah, but I can imagine the harm it’s doing to your creative soul.”
“There’s nothing going on here, I assure you.”
Claudia wanted so much to believe her own rubbish, but a clenched fist spoke volumes. Fortunately, she wasn’t on FaceTime or a Zoom call where Amy could easily decipher one of her star writers was kicking the barn door down. After a brief moment of silence, Amy released an exhaustive sigh.
“You are becoming deadweight to me, do you know that?”
Claudia scrunched her face as if eating a lemon.
“Do you know who you’re talking to, Amy? It’s me. Claudia Marcus…or Millicent Ambrose. I’m a New York Times Bestselling novelist!”
“And that was five years ago. I hate to burst your bubble, but this is a savage industry. What have you done lately?”
“I had one panned review and now you’re making me out to be a has-been.”
“Well, I apologize, Madame Ambrose, but it’s my job to light the fire under your ass and have you churn out quality work, and on time.”
“Actors can give a mediocre performance in the theater every once in a while. But that’s not to condemn them to the glue factory.”
“You know. Maybe it’s just the gullible side of me convincing myself to keep you on as a client. I keep saying to myself ‘Claudia is going to write her next masterpiece’. And then comes the big letdown. Do you know how many query letters I get every single day? A gutful. Yet, I retain you with the hopes of turning your life around and squeezing out one more gem. God! I turned away people like Leah Dillon, Matthew Lambert, and Bella Crestwood. And now you can’t walk into a Barnes and Noble without seeing a new work of theirs on display.”
“Are you inferring that you’re going to drop me as a client?”
“No. But I am putting you on notice. Now, I expect that revision to be done today and I want to see it in my in-basket in my email. It’s high time you received a wake-up call from me rather than from Crystal. You’ve got less than seven hours to prove me wrong. Don’t blow it!”
The resounding click on the other end told Claudia that Amy was finished with her lecture. She reclined back to soak up all of Amy’s bitterness as she glanced at her digital desk clock nearing the tenth hour. Oh, well. Maybe she was resigning herself to skip lunch in order to meet Amy’s deadline. But there was nothing wrong to take a swig of some firewater was there?
Claudia wrenched her body to a standing position, to which she immediately trotted over to one of the cupboards above her food prep countertop. Her eyes darted back and forth in search of that spare flask of Jim Beam. Her anxiety level rose as she frantically whisked away boxes and spices of every kind to get her hands on the bourbon. Claudia began to hyperventilate, coming up empty in her desperate search. The corners of her eyes sagged as a tear emerged. 
Then, as if someone slapped her across her face, Claudia jerked her head back as she suddenly remembered having her safety valve eliminated nights before. Still trembling having lost her crutch, Claudia meandered to her desktop computer, only to become mesmerized by a blank screen.
Slapping her right hand against her forehead, Claudia slowly dragged the palm down the front of her face. She stopped the downward motion until her hand dropped to her hip. In her frenzied state of mind, Claudia pounded the desk with such force, it was a wonder that her PC didn’t fall down from the heavy vibration.
Claudia buried her face in her palms. A few tears and a slight whimper followed, heightening her angst in reaching the finish line.
Her face was a shade of crimson as her head emerged from the cocoon of her hands. Claudia inhaled one last sniffle before ratcheting herself into a standing position. A slight tilt back of her head pronounced her gaze at the nearby window of her six-story Upper Westside apartment. 
Claudia advanced toward the window with slow, measured steps. Ambivalence raced through her mind as she considered giving up on the world. She pulled the latch to the window in the opposite direction until a soft click signaled it was time for phase two. Claudia gulped an ounce of air as she attempted to open the window as far as it would go. A little more elbow grease was needed to finish the trick, no doubt as a result of idleness with central air and heating. But Claudia did manage to complete the task.
It was a perfect sixty-three-degree spring day with the sun making up for lost time from a long winter’s chill and April rain. Vehicles of all sorts paced the street below, a few with their operators honking the horn incessantly as if that was going to expedite their travels much. Claudia observed there weren’t too many passersby below. Good. She didn’t want to fall on anybody and take their lives, too. The foliage of the elm tree that shaded the first four floors of her building stood as obstacles. But Claudia figured she can guide her body so that the limbs wouldn’t play a part in breaking her fall. Yeah. Just aim your body for the concrete blocks in the sidewalk.
She closed her eyelids and muttered what was her final prayer before meeting her maker. Claudia then placed her left foot on the window sill for leverage.
“Don’t do it, Millicent!”
Claudia sprung her eyes open and swung her head around like a lighthouse beacon on a gloomy seaside night.
“Please! Don’t do it!”
Claudia recognized the voice to be that of another woman. And the voice called Claudia by the first name of her writing moniker. Her eyes darted back and forth in search of the interloper. Her furrowed brow accented her curiosity.
“Who? Who’s there?”
No answer. Perhaps she was imagining voices to thwart her present objective. But by now, Claudia was more inquisitive of the mystery woman than carrying out her own execution.
Before her astonished eyes, Claudia began to gawk at an image that suddenly materialized. It was that of a woman in her early thirties, more than a generation before Claudia’s age. The woman’s strawberry blonde’s locks draped her shoulders. She had a dazzling smile to go with her perfectly shaped face of beauty. Her provocative attire wasn’t quite that of a street urchin, but one that would grab the attention from any man with a heaping amount of testosterone floating in his sacks.
“Gee,” the seductive woman bemoaned. “You mean to tell me you’ve forgotten all about me? It’s Desiree Haglund. You know. That floozy you created from your novel Seduction by Bourbon?”
“’Seduction by’…oh, yes,” Claudia exclaimed. “Wow! That was six novels ago.”
“Well, I haven’t forgotten. How can I? It’s immortalized in writing.”
“I just don’t understand. You’re just a fictional character.”
“Here I am! In the pink. Sort of. And can you please shut that window! You know I can’t take the cold. That’s why I did quickies with my men. Flash the flesh and a quick orgasm.”
Claudia scrambled to shut the window. But the very moment she spun around, Claudia noticed that Desiree vanished into thin air.
Claudia stepped back for a moment. Perhaps she had one last belt too many, thus resulting in the instant appearance of a character from her literary past. She reexamined herself, coming to the odd conclusion that a little fresh air from street level might clear her senses. Claudia grabbed a light jacket and scampered out of her apartment.
Her first act was to head to her source of libation. Claudia came under the disillusioned notion that alcohol was the chief stimulant into writing an enchanting tale. She beelined to her favorite source to light a fire for the next bestseller. 
As she rummaged through aisle after aisle, Claudia spotted a bottle of Johnny Walker Black Label. She was ready to clamp down on the distilled drops of salvation, when Claudia heard the voice of a man clearing his throat.
“Put it back, Millicent.”
Claudia twirled around and spotted a young black man, donned in turn-of-the-century finery – complete with a sharp tan-colored bowler and a checkerboard vest with a natty red bowtie crowning a dazzling starched white shirt.
“Joe Robertson,” Claudia deduced.
“That’s Joe ‘Slick’ Robertson. You forgot the nickname you gave me. I do like it, though.”
“Yes. I remember. Bowery Nights.”
“Correct. Now, just what were you going to do with that flask? Drown your sorrows away? C’mon! You’re better than that.”
Claudia stared at the bottle, as if hypnotized by its intoxicating power. 
“But…I have to correct a passage of my latest story.”
“And you expect the whiskey will catapult you to finish. Who are you kidding?”
“But it’s my way to reconnect with the story.”
“It’s your way to turning your story to crap. Let’s go, Millicent! You’re better than this!”
As if on command, Claudia placed the bottle of the potent drink back the shelf from whence it came. Slick widened his mouth to flash the pearly whites of two thumbs up.
“Now, that’s what I’m talkin’ ‘bout. Miss Millicent! Self-control! You don’t need that garbage. It’s in you!”
Slick pounded his chest to accent his point. Claudia massaged her chest. Her gasps of air elevated to a dangerous level. Her heart began to beat outside her chest. Beads of perspiration formed across the top of her forehead. Claudia gulped what might have been the last gasp for most. But she composed herself to put the bottle back on the shelf. But when she turned around, Claudia noticed Slick had vanished. She jolted her head back and realized that Slick’s image disappeared into thin air. Perhaps for good reason.
With a coquettish smile, Claudia exited the liquor store, but without a bottle of any sort associated with it. She made tracks to her Chelsea apartment, walking out of the elevator while wondering what to experience next.
Claudia unlocked her apartment door, only to find two more unexpected guests. Esmerelda and Harold Covington. They were the wayward couple who went separate ways, only to reunite as husband and wife. Claudia backpedaled by the surprise visit, beginning to wonder how they got in. But she suddenly shook her head, realizing Desiree made a similar appearance without going through the front door.
“Esmerelda. Harold. Not you, too.”
“That’s right, Millicent,” Harold chirped while flashing his bridgework. “You certainly remembered writing about us in The Brooklyn Parallax.”
“How could I forget.”
“And it was you who brought us back together,” Esmerelda added. “Having our mutual friend and tax accountant Regina calling us to get together because of a so-called oversight on our taxes two years before. A little sneaky I might add, but a clever way for Regina…and you for making the reuniting aspect possible.”
“You see, Millicent,” Harold added. “If it weren’t for you injecting the hoax by Regina, Essie and I would’ve remained our separate ways. Don’t you understand the power you possess?”
Claudia stared off in a different direction, but she nodded with pushed lips, realizing what Harold said made a whole lot of sense.
“You know something? You’re right. I do have that power. That makes me sort of like a divine being or something.”
“Not quite,” Esmerelda piped in. “But you get the idea. Now, for that change they’re wanting. Let’s see if we can all put our heads together and come up with what the publisher is looking for. And don’t worry. Harry and I are not looking for any percentage of the royalties. Realistically, what can we spend it on?”
“You’re both right. Please excuse me for one minute.”
Claudia marched over to the window and turned the metal handle so that both the lower and upper panes clicked together in unison. That was the stamp that she had gotten over her anxieties. 
Without hesitation, Claudia plopped herself down in front of the desktop screen.
“Okay, Amy and Crystal. Here comes your revision.”
Claudia fired away with astonishing alacrity as if surged by an electric current to make that change in the chapter.
Many authors look back at their previous works for ideas. Not to repeat them, but to extract elements that may be conducive to their current workload. It’s just that Claudia needed a push from people that existed only in the microscopic fibers of her brain synapses before exposing them to the reading public. 
But it all meant that the world would get to enjoy another great read by Millicent Ambrose. And for Claudia to thank her lucky stars to come that realization.

THE END








