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“The Writers Retreat” (7,500 words) is a short story which I am currently 

submitting to various publications and contests, you may read the opening 

below: 

 

The Writers Retreat 

 

The Vermonter train left New York’s Penn station at 11:33 AM and would 

arrive at the Northampton station in Massachusetts at 3:57 PM. 

Thalia sat next to an empty seat in the mostly empty car and consulted the 

schedule, then glanced at her watch. Setting aside a few minutes for freshening 

up and a visit to the lounge car for a snack, she had about four hours ahead of her 

– more than enough time to finish reading her book, organize her notes, and steel 

herself for the unavoidable interaction with other writers. She really had nothing 

to worry about, they would all be busy with their own projects, she’d meet them 

once a day for dinner, where she’ll spend most of her time chewing. She would 

have her own cabin as well, so even if the others chose to socialize, she could stay 

away and focus on her work. They would all think she’s a snob, but she won’t 

care, she won’t get sucked into the revelry, intrigues, and pointless conversations. 

She’s working towards a deadline and she’s going to take full advantage of this 

prestigious weeklong retreat in Somewhere-or-Other, New England. 

Her train of thought was interrupted by a redheaded man in a tweed sports 

jacket who leaned towards her expectantly. Thalia realized that he had been 
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speaking to her and presented her ticket. The man held up his palm, rejecting her 

offer, and spoke again. Somewhere in the jumble of words Thalia heard her name, 

but he spoke in an accent thick as honey, his tongue sticking to every syllable, and 

she could not make out what she was hearing. 

“I’m sorry?” she said, still holding up her ticket. 

“I’m not the ticket collector,” the man said, “I asked if you are Thalia, the 

writer?” 

“Yes?” 

“I am Zohar Kadosh, the writer from Israel,” he said and extended his 

hand, “We are going to the same writing retreat.” 

She whispered hello and held out a hand for him to squeeze. 

“I recognize you from the photo,” he said as he flung his large suitcase into 

the overhead storage and settled in the maroon seat next to hers. “Do you mind if 

I sit here?” 

“You already have.” 

“Thank you.” 

Thalia looked the man up and down.  His hair was dense and orange, like 

rusted steel wool, his face pale and freckled, with an unsubtle nose, beige eyes, 

and long fair lashes. She wondered how he got along under the notorious Middle 

Eastern sun. His tweed jacket had elbow patches and his plaid shirt was tucked 

into his tight blue jeans. A cowboy hat, Thalia reflected, would have completed 

the costume; perhaps it was in his suitcase. 

“I am so happy to go to this retreat,” Zohar said. “Finally I can focus on my 

work and get away from my kids for a little bit.” 
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He pulled out his phone and spent the next five minutes scrolling through 

all the pictures he had of his two boys. He was able to restrain himself and only 

presented every second or third photo to Thalia, adding “look at this one,” or 

“aren’t they sweet?” 

Thalia’s neck ached from nodding. 

“I don’t have many pictures,” he apologized as he slipped the device back 

into his pocket, “this is a new phone.” 

Thalia opened up the book that lay on her lap but her fellow passenger 

failed to pick up on the hint. 

“I read your book,” Zohar said, “it’s very funny.” 

“Really? Thank you.” 

“Yes, I read all the books by the other writers in the retreat. Found them all 

in the Strand bookstore on Broadway, you hear of it?” 

“Yes.” 

“Yours was the best. The other girls’ books, the one with the refugees and 

the one with all the drinking and fighting, those were too depressing. The black 

man wrote a book that’s really for kids and the famous guy, Reistrup, he’s maybe 

a good writer but he’s not fun.” 

“You think Reistrup is famous?” 

“Maybe not famous-famous, but he was the only one I heard about before, 

his book was translated into Hebrew.” 

“I’m sorry I haven’t had the chance to read your book.” 
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“Books,” he corrected, “I wrote five books, but only one was published in 

America. Another one is being translated now, I’m hoping to get some good 

blurbs for it, do you know Nicole Krauss?” 

“No.” 

“Maybe Reistrup knows her, they both live in Brooklyn. I think she will like 

it, I’ll try to find her when I return to New York.” 

Thalia opened up her book again and this time Zohar noticed. 

“What are you reading?” he asked. 

She held up the book, an old hardback copy of The Other Paris by Mavis 

Gallant. 

“Well, I won’t bother you,” he said.  

Zohar took out his phone and began browsing some websites in Hebrew, 

but after about ten minutes he jumped out of his seat and asked where the 

bathroom is. Thalia pointed the way and he dashed off. By the time he returned 

she had already fallen asleep, head against the window, book dropped in her lap. 

She awoke with a start, dreaming that something slimy was crawling up her leg. 

“Hey sleepy,” Zohar said, his hand heavy on her shoulder. “We have to get 

off in a minute.” 

 


