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        “Brilliant, laugh-out-loud dialogue, unforgettable characters, and a rollicking, fabulously twisted plot. I thought it would be a perfect weekend read, but I greedily inhaled it in one sitting. What a gem!”

        —Ann Leary, New York Times bestselling author of The Good House and The Foundling

      

      

      
        
        “A rip-roaringly entertaining novel. It gets five giant stars from me.”

        —Annabel Monaghan, New York Times bestselling author of It’s a Love Story

      

      

      
        
        “Dark, hilarious, gripping, and insightful… Zigman is a master of suspense. I couldn’t stop turning pages to see what would happen next, until I reached the story’s perfect conclusion.”

        —J. Courtney Sullivan, New York Times bestselling author of Friends and Strangers

      

      

      
        
        “The Author Weekend is so deliciously entertaining…Only Laura Zigman could turn the lowercase-d drama of publishing into an all-out thriller as bitingly resonant as it is absurdly funny.”

        —Catherine Newman, New York Times bestselling author of Sandwich and Wreck

      

      

      
        
        “A madcap romp through the world of publishing…Laura Zigman is wickedly funny and at the same time sympathetic to her people—a masterful balancing act.”

        —Jane Hamilton, New York Times bestselling author of The Book of Ruth

      

      

      
        
        “I laughed out loud at many of the ways Zigman probes all the insecurities and jealousies that (sob) even successful writers have.”

        —Emma Straub, New York Times bestselling author of All Adults Here and This Time Tomorrow

      

      

      
        
        “A dark comedic thriller driven by envy, ego, and rage of a uniquely writerly variety… A standout in the popular genre of literary-world satire.”

        —Kirkus Reviews

      

      

      
        
        “The Author Weekend is an utterly enjoyable, darkly funny, deliciously bingeable read. I loved every page.”

        —Lisa Genova, New York Times bestselling author of Still Alice and More or Less Maddy

      

      

      
        
        “In this sly closed-circle whodunit… Zigman delivers a fizzy combination of send-up  and murder mystery. It’s good fun.”

        —Publishers Weekly
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        These sounds: even in the haze.

        —Misery, Stephen King

      

      

      
        
        In the 1620s, shipbuilder Captain Robert Moulton became stranded during a winter storm—he described the ordeal as “three miserable days,” giving the islands their name. Now, however, experiencing the islands—83-acre Great Misery and 4-acre Little Misery—is decidedly more pleasurable.

        —The Trustees of Reservations
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      It was supposed to be fun. The Author Weekend. Three words effervescing like the prosecco that would flow nonstop from Friday through Sunday. A classic girls’ trip wrapped in a book club meeting on steroids: a pack of soft-middled, mascara-smeared women getting drunk, dancing, sneaking chocolate, and weeping late into the night; sharing secrets and regrets, gratitude practices and true crime podcasts; taking departure selfies while exchanging email addresses and social media handles. All before going home, hungover and happy, buoyed by the courage they’d shown by wearing bathing suits for the first time in years and getting in the water—and in the pictures. There would be fifty of them, two suspense-book nerds to a room, going to sleep with the soft glow of their Kindles or, more likely, their L.L.Bean headlamps, promising just one more page, just one more chapter. The author and her assistant, and the author’s agent and editor, each with their own room, would make it fifty-four. A deck of cards with the jokers included.

      The inspiration for this special event would be their favorite fictional character: the short-tempered, foulmouthed, and unapologetically unlikable—but somehow utterly irresistible—all-season down-or-fleece-vest-wearing antiheroine of the bestselling Faye Wader series novels, Kitty Howe. The full-time high school math teacher and part-time accidental crime solver, the willfully single New Englander who doesn’t know how to boil an egg or roast a chicken but can see the holes in pathology reports and depositions that everyone else misses. What are the chances? is her catchphrase, a way to question any and every coincidence or unlikelihood. No filter, no nonsense, no patience, Kitty doesn’t suffer fools, and she has never been a people pleaser. No wonder she’s a role model for female readers of a certain age and disposition.

      The planning and execution of the events and activities and menus, including preparation for all dietary allergies and preferences and restrictions, took weeks. Two nights and three days in July were reserved, and the venue—a restored luxury estate on Great Misery Island, a short boat ride away from the author’s home on the North Shore of Boston, where all the Kitty Howe novels are set—was secured. Not only did the sole property on the otherwise unpopulated island feature expensive bed linens and toiletry brands, killer views, and chef-inspired ocean-to-table menus and signature cocktails, but it was nostalgic as well: the place Faye would sneak off to with friends during high school, rowing the half mile from shore to drink and smoke and misbehave. For that reason, and because it was so close to her current home, having her first Author Weekend there would make it a fully immersive fan experience, a window into the inspiration for so many of her novels. The stuff of readers’—and writers’—dreams, it would start small, but in time it would grow in numbers and reputation. Just like that other author’s Author Weekends.

      For months the author and her assistant made decisions about custom swag for gift bags and themed drinks, meditation and beach power walks; about crafts sessions and archery lessons, cold plunges and sea-glass hunts; about bird watching and trivia contests and conga lines and a firepit for s’mores. Everything would lead up to Saturday afternoon’s Publishing Confidential panel with the author and her agent and her editor, followed by a clam-and-lobster bake and a nighttime “group float” to nearby Little Misery Island, an homage to the seminal scene from her semiautobiographical debut novel, Night Swim, which had started everything. It would be a curated exclusive peek into Faye Wader’s life and the publishing business, a world that seems glamorous and exciting from the outside, but which is known to torment those on the inside. Readers love to see the star factory and the people who run it. They wouldn’t pay $750 (not including transportation and lodging) for anything less.

      It was supposed to be a weekend to remember. One no one would ever forget:

      Books. Beach. Booze. Buzz.

      No one was supposed to die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        FAYE WADER’S AUTHOR WEEKEND

        Great Misery Manor,

        Great Misery Island

        Salem Sound, Salem, Massachusetts

        July 21–23

      

      

      Friday, July 21

      
        
          	
        Ferry Service from Salem to Great Misery Island
      

      	
        Prosecco Welcome and Check-In, Great Misery Manor Lawn
      

      	
        Coffee and Locally Sourced Small-Batch Doughnuts and Crullers on the Porch
      

      	
        Kitty Howe’s “Howe-R-U-Doing” Luncheon Under the Tent
      

      	
        Guided Island Beach Walk
      

      	
        Cold Plunge!
      

      	
        Bubbles and Bites on the Porch
      

      	
        Pre-, Post-, or Perimenopausal Mermaid Meditation on the Zen Deck
      

      	
        Sea- and Farm-to-Table First-Night Dinner, Tent
      

      	
        Trivia Contest
      

      	
        S’Mores Firepit on the Beach
      

      	
        Midnight Star Watch on the Beach
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      In the foggy postdawn light, five hours before guests arrive, I’m sitting with Faye in Great Misery Manor’s chef’s kitchen, trying not to catch her eye. If I do, she’ll remember something else for us—me—to check on. Faye sweats all the details under normal circumstances, and this—her first Author Weekend—is anything but normal: She feels completely exposed, which is why she’s staring either at her phone, out the window, or into space. But no matter where she’s directing her gaze, her mind is consumed with anxiety. She’s worried that this event will be a disaster, that she’ll regret agreeing to be so public after a lifetime of limiting her appearances to bookstore signings to promote new novels, worried that she should never have agreed to step outside her comfort zone. We’re in uncharted waters here, on Misery Island, and we both know it.

      The chef’s kitchen is a separate dining room area with a farm table and chairs and open shelving for white plates and glassware. It’s like a movie set, with props for performative chef’s table dinners advertised at the front desk—an “experience” I’ve never understood. Sitting in a hot kitchen and watching some culinary narcissist prepare and explain their food, then having to compliment them during and after every course: Call me Bartleby, but I’d prefer not to. A date took me to one a few years ago when I was home in La Jolla at the same restaurant where my parents had told my brother and me that they were splitting up. I couldn’t wait to leave. How are you supposed to enjoy a meal when it’s all about someone’s ego?

      We always go over our to-do lists in the kitchen no matter where we are—at Faye’s house, where we work most of the time, or when we’re in a rental on one of her writing retreats—even though she doesn’t cook. It’s where she feels safest, I think. She loves being contained in a space full of humming appliances, cabinets, a fully stocked pantry, and bookshelves. It’s like a womb, she once said, which seemed like a joke but wasn’t because she didn’t laugh when she said it. When I first started working for her three years ago, I had recently broken up with someone from my MFA program’s cohort who isn’t in our still-lively group chat—Jeffrey left when he realized he wasn’t the best writer in the program, LOL—and she asked me if I liked to cook. When I answered yes—mostly salads and smoothies and grain bowls, but still—she seemed surprised.

      “You don’t mind cooking for one?”

      “Why would I mind?” I liked it better than trying to figure out what to make for Jeffrey or with Jeffrey—he had so many food restrictions and preferences that every meal felt like an SAT logic problem to solve.

      “Because it’s lonely.”

      “But I’m not lonely.”

      “I am,” she said. “I’m lonely. Not all the time but some of the time. A lot of the time, actually.”

      I don’t remember how I responded. I knew that she’d been widowed young, in her mid-forties, after marrying late, in her early forties, and had never recoupled following such a brief and devastating union. But I had no idea what to say to her since we’d never talked directly about that painful time in her personal life: She wasn’t the easiest person to talk to in general, though she has gotten a tiny bit warmer and nicer and less harsh over the years. I have a terrible feeling I said nothing, that I only nodded and tilted my head in “nonverbal validation”—something I learned from my therapist parents “to show interest and be present without opinion or judgment”—when I should have asked her what, if anything, we could try to do about it. Next time, if there is a next time, I’ll ask. Not just because I want to help her be happier, which of course I do, but because doing so will help me too—motivation and interiority development via in-depth character sketches are aspects of storytelling that I still really need to work on. I’m also a writer, though unlike Faye, I’ve never finished anything (except my thesis), let alone published anything, and I keep my writer self separate from my assistant self. This is a job, and my purpose is to have a steady income and learn from a hugely successful author—even though her books are wholly commercial, nonliterary, and not really my thing—how it’s done.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Are you tracking Abby?”

      I look up from my phone. “I just texted her assistant, Gabby, to confirm she’s en route.”

      “And is she?”

      I blink and take a breath the way I always do when Faye expects an immediate and instantaneous answer to a question. “I just texted her. I haven’t heard back yet.”

      “Maybe you should text again.”

      “Gabby and Abby are on Mountain Time, two hours earlier. It’s not even five a.m. there.”

      “Abby’s up with the sun,” Faye says, rolling her eyes. “She brags about that in almost every interview when she’s asked about her writing routine. ‘I get up with the sun because I can’t wait to get back to my characters.’ Please. No one loves writing that much.” She looks for the waiter to signal for more coffee. “Text her again.”

      I nod in agreement, a lie, then tap out a few lines of gibberish to myself that I’ll delete later: Hi! Dkf lskfjl lskjr;alieu a;slkfjlaa;ue;k sfsd a;ksdj;alfkj? Thx!

      That problem temporarily on hold, she’s now focused on another one: the ongoing search for our waiter, “if he exists.” Though the pitcher of water and pot of coffee that he already delivered to our table is proof that he does, Faye remains unconvinced. She reminds me of a baby who struggles with object permanence, thinking that a toy or person being temporarily out of sight means they’re gone forever.

      Abby Schuss is coming from Aspen, and given the weather issues when flying in and out of there, even in the summer, Faye isn’t crazy to check on her. Abby is the reason we’re here, really, the “inciting character” in writing terms, if there is such a thing. In regular terms, she’s the nemesis. Faye, shy, private, and antisocial—the classic personality type of a writer—finally decided she wanted to do what Abby does: hold an Author Weekend for her fans. Unlike Abby, who does her hugely popular and long-running Author Weekends in fancy, bustling Aspen, Faye wanted to do hers somewhere lower key and more private. She texted me one cold January night earlier this year after I’d gone home, and after a brief online search for New England inns and boutique hotels, I sent her the link to Great Misery Manor. It’s the only resort—the only business, actually—on the island, which I liked the sound of: It had total White Lotus vibes. Its secluded location would also give us complete control over the event—no public ferry to take guests on or off the island, no restaurants or bars or tourists to contend with. No distractions. Perfect for someone as controlling as Faye. And as controlling as me now too, in this job: The less you leave to chance, the less you have to worry about.

      I booked the resort for the third weekend in July, and after a few months of intense planning—and I do mean intense, though I was grateful to do something besides paperwork and social media posts and newsletter writing—we launched with an email invitation at the beginning of April. I’d encouraged Faye’s urge to act on her competitiveness with Abby, to make it real, to dramatize it, if you will. Most of the time she doesn’t listen to anyone, but recently she’s started to listen to me: I’m thirty and she’s almost sixty. She knows she needs to try new things, to hit a slightly younger market if she wants to stay relevant. But that doesn’t mean convincing her to go through with things is ever easy.

      Faye and Abby are often lumped together in the same small group of bestselling female authors—in industry articles and on book-festival panels—and while they both have huge sales and are nearly the same age and write in adjacent women’s fiction genres, Abby’s books are romantasy suspense, and Faye’s are decidedly unromantic suspense. There isn’t a sex scene in any of her novels, and there never will be, because Kitty Howe moves through the world like a shark—completely alone. Abby is the one with the cult following: Abby Schuss has that ineffable charisma and aspirational style that readers can’t get enough of: Not only do they want to read her, they want to be her (Reese Witherspoon, 2022 Reese’s Pick announcement). Nobody wants to be Faye. Sometimes even Faye doesn’t want to be Faye. That’s why she decided to have her own Author Weekend—to change that. That’s the hope inside the private desire wrapped around the secret wish, the Russian nesting dolls of her dreams and ambition: more love. More meaningful connection with her fans so that some of their love for Kitty will spill over onto her.

      “What if nobody comes?” she said when we first started planning it.

      “They’ll come.”

      “How do you know, Jade?”

      “Because I know.”

      “Just so you know: You don’t know everything.”

      “I know.”

      She pretends to hate when I’m so certain about things, but in truth she likes when I’m positive. She wants to believe that things will work out. It’s a relief for her to give in to trust, though she always resists it at first. True, we didn’t sell out instantly, or at all, but I wasn’t worried. I knew we’d land nowhere near Abby’s numbers—close to three hundred fans—but we’d get a decent crowd. What I would later call an “intimate curated group” when I convinced her that fifty was an excellent and respectable number.

      “That’s a fraction of Abby’s attendance,” Faye said, pulling the sides of her mouth down with her index fingers into an ironic frown, a human sad-face emoji. She could try to downplay her disappointment all she wanted, but I knew that her feelings were already hurt. The lukewarm response to the email felt like a rebuke, a rejection, a failure.

      “Next year will be bigger, and the year after that, bigger still,” I said.

      “You think we’ll do it again?” Her voice was now a shy whisper.

      “Of course we’ll do it again.” But I was already thinking about who might be working for her by then, since I doubted I would be—next year would make it four years that I’d been with Faye, which seemed like the perfect round number, like college, to close the circle on this experience. I was already picturing the thick file of instructions and vendors that I’d be leaving behind for my successor.
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      Sunrise this morning from my room was a deep bruise of purple and orange and pink sky, but now, at breakfast in this special dining room, it’s faded to the kind of gray clouds that will burn off later. Jade is being her usual obsessive assistant self, checking and rechecking all the arrangements and logistics, and while I’m grateful for her attention to detail, I wish she’d relax a little and talk to me more. After all, I’m the one who’s risking everything to be here, in this place that holds so many memories for me as well as hopes for the future. Though we haven’t discussed it yet, if this first Author Weekend is a success, we’ll likely make it an annual event. Won’t we?

      We arrived yesterday on the private boat that transports guests back and forth from Salem, a far cry from the shabby little row- and motorboats my sister’s friends and I used more than thirty years ago to come to Great Misery, before the new Manor was built. The island was still deserted then, since the 1920s, when its popular resort and cottages were destroyed by fire, leaving only the stone ruins of buildings and a saltwater pool, a strange graveyard of a lost world, as well as the wreck of a ship in the shallows of Little Misery Island, right across the channel, that can be seen at low tide, like Atlantis. The island was gloomy and windy last evening, total Kitty Howe weather, so Jade insisted I go inside and have a drink in the dark, cozy library while she got someone to help bring in our bags and all the promotional materials for the weekend events: the swag supplies, ready to be assembled; boxes of my hardcovers and paperbacks, past and present, to sign and display around the Manor; three custom Night Swim inflatable floats, each a giant pizza with eight lounge-size “slices” tied together with little bungee cords. It was impressive, the fruits of our labor, all the hard work and preparation that had gone into this two-night-three-day event. I can’t wait for it to be over.

      I’m letting Jade do the lion’s share of the work this morning—checking the weather and the tides, confirming the ferryman will be bringing guests over from Salem at noon, making sure the staff puts up the easel in the lobby with the blowup of my forthcoming novel, What Are the Chances, and the one of me holding my last novel, Swim to the Light—while I look at the breakfast menu. Greg Bond, a couples’ therapist I hired after hearing him on NPR in a segment about how to apply the concepts of marriage counseling to improve work relationships, has been encouraging me to delegate, to trust other people, to let things go. Which I hate. Since losing David, I don’t like trusting anyone who isn’t him, but I’m trying to change. Well, not actively trying but hoping something will shift inside me without my having to do anything. Greg teaches a conflict-resolution course at both “The Business School” and “The Law School” (Harvard, Harvard), so he’s also helped me be patient and kind—or more patient and kind—especially with Jade, compared to how I was when we started working together. The older I get, the longer I’ve lived alone—it’s been almost fifteen years now—the less I care about what people think. Though I still have to pretend to. We all have to get along in the world.

      Jade is the daughter of Greg’s colleague or mentor, or the sister of one of his clients—I can’t remember because I stopped listening to him halfway through his explanation. I can never follow minor details if I’m not interested in them, and most people are terrible storytellers, front-loading all the boring information so that by the time they get to the point, you’re too bored to care. Fresh out of Iowa with an MFA in creative writing and a BA from Stanford before that, she wanted a publishing-adjacent job—something literary, he said, like an editorial assistant position at a literary magazine like Ploughshares or The Paris Review or The New Yorker. I laughed at the presumption and delusion of that wish list and told him if he used the word literary one more time I’d fire him, and when her dream job didn’t materialize after a few months of looking, because of course it wouldn’t—those literary jobs barely exist anymore—he talked her into working for me as my personal assistant. I’ve never been much of a people person—hence my hiring Greg—but Jade has been with me longer than any assistant in recent memory. She and I still have “relationship” issues—how could we not with a nearly thirty-year age difference?—but she’s smart and competent, if a bit too literal and hyperfocused in my opinion, and I’m doing my best to overlook those petty complaints.

      Example: the fact that she says literally far too often. She said it just now when I told her that I wanted to order the doughnuts—obviously, since I’m obsessed with doughnuts: “I was literally going to say that’s what we should order.” Then she touched her perfect messy bun and smiled with the kind of relaxed poise and self-possession I’ve never had and which I’ve always envied and found so off-putting in others. Literally is something we’ve discussed many times: I hate when that word is used incorrectly, the way she used it, which is the way most people use it. And I hate even more the way she pronounces it: Jade says lit-trally. Which is, lit-trally and literally, unbearable.

      I suck my teeth, then nod. Half my age and definitely half my size, out of college for six years, maybe seven, and out of graduate school for fewer than four, she thinks she knows everything about everything, which she doesn’t. I shoot her a look, though I’m not supposed to. Greg told me long ago that I’d need to be less passive-aggressive—and less actually aggressive—with my assistants if I wanted to keep them longer than a few months. That meant that all the side-eye and swearing fits and assigning blame to anyone and everyone except myself when things go wrong had to stop. For the most part I’ve complied, but sometimes, when I’m overwrought or distraught, I backslide, and that’s when I make my prescribed amends without complaint. Like now. This is no time to cause trouble, on the morning of our big day with fifty fans including Abby Schuss arriving in a few hours, so I Venmo Jade one hundred dollars with the subject line Sorry I made a face. “Remunerative deterrence” is what Greg calls this version of behavior modification. Financial punishment for my reactivity; instant compensation for my injured party. What’s fair is fair.

      Jade’s phone pings with the payment notification, but except for a quick glance at her screen, she says nothing. She pulls a tendril from her bun and puts it in her mouth, distractedly sucking on the ends of her perfectly highlighted wheat-colored hair, inscrutable and withholding as always. When I hired her, I thought I wanted a yin to my insanely neurotic yang—I know I’m difficult to work for; I’m not completely detached from reality. But what I really want now is the comfort of someone who will panic and catastrophize like I do, and like Kitty Howe does when students lie about why they’ve forgotten their calculus homework, or when she can’t charm a new city clerk into slipping her a police report or court transcript because she was completely charmless when she asked. The most charming women are the ones who refuse to be charming, Kitty Howe always says, but I should eventually amend that because I’m not sure I agree with that statement anymore. Men, with the exception of David, don’t find women who refuse to be charming charming, and most women don’t either: It’s only non-charming women who find other non-charming women charming, because they know the strength it takes to resist the urge to make things easier for everyone except themselves.

      Sometimes Jade makes me feel old with her perfect skin and her assumption that things will work out the way she wants them to simply because she wants them to, as if manifesting hope into reality is an actual thing instead of just one of many fraudulent concepts that has trickled into social media and all the influencer videos she watches on her phone and occasionally shares with me. I accept her insanely optimistic optimism for what it is: one of many delusions of the young and not yet devastated. I’ve stopped wondering if she’s the right person for the job because she is: She’s measured, professional, and calm, the physical embodiment of the meaning of her name: a cool green stone. Anyone else in my position would feel incredibly lucky to have such a cool green stone for an assistant, someone so capable and solid and dependable, but I still wish she mirrored my moods once in a while. Like today, when so much is at stake and I’m coming apart at the seams. It would make me feel less alone. But nobody’s perfect, not even Jade.
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      A waitperson—bearded, bespectacled, man-bunned, and enrobed in a white apron around the waist that grazes the floor for no good reason, since this is breakfast, not dinner service—brings us coffee and a wooden cutting board topped with the doughnuts and cut fruit that Faye excitedly ordered. “We can take pictures of them and post them,” she always says, which is code for We can take pictures of them and post them and then eat them. That’s the only reason she suggests we—I—post. Normally, she has nothing to do with social media directly, except to lurk and look at other authors’ posts—namely Abby’s. The wood plank—think charcuterie/pastry board—lands with the slow, soundless precision of a UFO in a grass field. We’re both silent as we behold the elaborate baked goods before us.

      “Dunkin’?” she asks, which is pure wishful thinking, since the menu clearly indicated that these were “independently gathered” doughnuts, whatever that means. Dunkin’ Donuts aren’t what they used to be, Faye always says—Everyone knows that—but they’re still her go-to comfort food, the gold standard for the devil-you-know doughnut wherever we are.

      The waiter shakes his head. “These are locally sourced.”

      She nods, still hopeful. “Obviously there’s no Dunkin’ here on the island, but there are Dunkin’s in Salem and Marblehead and Beverly.”

      “Sorry, no.” He crouches down and bounces slightly on the balls of his feet to keep his balance. “Our doughnuts, muffins, scones, and tribute Pop-Tarts are made by a handful of small independent bakers here on the North Shore. The ones on the right are cardamon guava,” he says, pointing. “The two on the side are matcha filled, one with cacao sprinkles, the other with chia seeds, and the crullers are maple glazed with uncured bacon. All organic, needless to say, though sadly not vegan.”

      Faye stares at him. “What’s your name?”

      “Lloyd.”

      “You’re not from here, are you, Floyd?”

      He shakes his head and smiles with a certain smugness. “It’s Lloyd. And I’m from California.”

      “Good for you. So is Jade. Maybe you two can run off together and eat small-batch artisanal food and read literary books, which are the book equivalent of small-batch artisanal food. Jade is a writer.” She turns to me. “You can blush all you want, Jade, but just because you haven’t written anything or finished anything yet—I have no idea, because you never tell me what you’re doing—doesn’t mean you won’t. You have a very bright future ahead of you, I’m sure of it.”

      I want to die. I feel the sudden intense shame that comes when you’re in public with your parents. In fact, it suddenly occurs to me that unless I explain, Lloyd might think Faye is my mother, which would somehow be unbearable.

      “This is Faye Wader,” I say, “New York Times bestselling author of many books. And I’m her assistant. It’s her special weekend that we’re here for.”

      He stands, then bows slightly. “Very cool,” he says. “Anything I would have heard of?”

      “Probably not,” I snap, instantly disappointed. I can tell he doesn’t read. Anyone who asks a writer if they’ve written anything they would have heard of, as if that’s some kind of measure of the writer’s work and worth, isn’t a reader.

      “Definitely not, Floyd,” Faye says. “I write women’s fiction. Most men don’t bother to read women’s fiction, though if they did, they might learn a lot about women and understand them better so they could have more luck with them.” Pleased with herself, she elbows me when he walks away. “Lloyd isn’t smart enough for you, but he’s cute if you want to have some fun this weekend.”

      “I’m not here to have fun!” I say, appalled at the idea that mixing business with pleasure is possible with this job, especially when I’m staring down the barrel of her first Author Weekend.

      “Neither am I!” she says, and we both laugh.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I didn’t really want to work for Faye, but Greg said it was a great way to get my foot in the door and have an insider’s view of publishing. I wasn’t interested in the business of publishing—I was interested in the art of writing. Wasn’t that what I’d spent three years studying in graduate school? Wasn’t that the point? So imagine my surprise when I ran the opportunity past my cohort’s group chat and the consensus was unanimously positive: I should take the job. “Do it for the plot,” they said. Doing it for the plot is code for convincing yourself to do something you may not want to do, not because you’re motivated by FOMO, the fear of missing out, but because you’re driven by the idea of having a great story to add to the narrative arc of your own life. I liked that. I liked the idea of seeing yourself from the outside, like you’re a character in your own novel. What do you want? What obstacles will you face? What choices will you make and what will happen to you because of those choices? Thinking that way allowed me to detach and see that taking the job could be a great opportunity to learn and observe and maybe even get some stories for a novel too.

      
        
          
            
              
        OK, I’ll do it for the plot.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Good. You’ll be undercover, spying on a “popular” suspense writer

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Someone who actually gets published

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And earns a living from it

      

      

      

      
        
          
        “Murder She Wrote”

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jessica Fletcher > Faye Wader

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Who is Jessica Fletcher

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Who is Faye Wader

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Is “Murder She Wrote” a podcast

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Logline: “A young pretentious MFA writer goes underground to see how the other half writes . . .”

      

      

      

      
        
          
        There’s no way u won’t get a novel out of this

      

      

      

      
        
          
        A great novel

      

      

      

      
        
          
        It’s a gold mind

      

      

      

      
        
          
        (Oops: “gold mine,” tho gold “mind” also bizarrely apt)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Let me know if you change your “mine”—I’ll take the job

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Same

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me too

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Everybody chill pls—I’m not changing my mind so you can stop jockeying—I’ll do it for the plot

      

      

      

      

      

      Sitting here in this dark, moody kitchen across from Faye, typing away on my laptop and on my phone on this strange but beautiful island on the verge of her milestone occasion, makes me glad I agreed to do it for the plot. My plot. Whatever happens, I have a very strong feeling that this weekend will provide me with some truly excellent material.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FAYE

          

        

      

    

    
      The likes are rolling in on our multi-photo post of the doughnuts and Great Misery Manor—we’re only doing this one post and then the rest will be meted out by Jade over the course of the weekend. I should be happy about all the hearts and comments—something I only started caring about once we began planning the weekend, because now I can measure myself against Abby in real time and in real numbers. Math. But as the time ticks away, and this event—this reading group slash sleepover slash introvert’s nightmare—creeps ever closer, my anxiety increases. Whose idea was this anyway?

      Mine, of course. I trace the dark spark of inspiration like a vein, spidery and elusive, a wormy truth hiding just beneath the skin. Jealousy. A moment of weakness, a hunger for something another writer had—true connection with readers—that I’d never felt comfortable trying for. I’m too shy and too uncomfortable around people for any sustained amount of time, not to mention frequently rude. I’m also too insecure: Would anyone even come to a fan weekend for me? Some authors are better off limiting their public exposure, and in my case that’s true. I’m sure my readers imagine me to be different from Kitty, my alter ego—warmer, friendlier, a more engaged storyteller and conversationalist. But I’m not. Fans are idealists. Fantasizers. Their imaginations run wild with wish fulfillment. They want to believe in the myth. They want to do everything the object of their obsession does, to inhabit their world completely: to wear what they wear, eat what they eat, feel what they feel. How disappointed would they be to know that I created Kitty in my own image: at best, a socially awkward loner at heart; at worst, a misanthrope. I’d always wanted to spare my readers the discomfort of my discomfort, my neediness and impatience—why should they suffer when all they’ve ever done is support me?—until the night I was overcome by FOMO.

      It was after New Year’s, and I was eating dinner alone in a booth at one of the few clam shacks that stay open during the offseason in Ipswich. Or Essex. Or maybe I was at the end of the bar at one of the grim old seafood restaurants down by the docks in Gloucester that I loved the most. I can’t remember now. Does it even matter? Wherever I was, I was dressed like a stereotypical gym teacher: a fleece-lined windbreaker over a fleece-lined hooded sweatshirt and a fleece-lined tight knit cap covering most of my head and probably my eyebrows too. Winter on the North Shore of Massachusetts isn’t a fashion show, and I wasn’t looking for company. I was just trying to stay warm and cover my gray roots, which are always in desperate need of color.

      That night was cloudy and cold, with snow or sleet expected after midnight, because that’s how it always is in January. Which is why I eat so early. By five, the sun is long gone, but if I leave the house at four with the last of the fading light and get back by six, I can handle the early darkness. It’s coming home to an empty house after Jade has left for her place in nearby Rockport that’s the hard part. Sometimes, during the shortest, bleakest days right before and after the solstice, I ask myself why I live here, at the tip of Cape Ann, alone on the ocean in a place that feels so wild and formidable and, at times, so grim. But I know the answer. Because I’m from here. And because people leave me alone. I’m rarely recognized, and if I am, I’m usually ignored. True New Englanders are blessedly unimpressed by success or wealth—in fact, the more you have of either, the less they trust you. Which I love, though I admit I wouldn’t mind some conversation at the bar occasionally while I’m eating, a few questions about Kitty Howe, my books, my writing, my life. A little small talk to thaw the loneliness.

      That evening, I was halfway through my usual bowl of chowder and a half pint of fried clams with the bellies—clam strips are for tourists—and a cold local IPA, staring at my phone like it was an actual person I was mad at. I was waiting to hear from Hal Tinder, my agent, about the manuscript I’d sent him the day before, High Tides, a new novel that I’d written like a fictional Kitty Howe memoir—still a suspense story, but a departure from my usual straightforward, formulaic fare. This novel was more revelatory, more ambitious, more internal. Crickets. The not hearing and the not knowing were unbearable—they’re always unbearable. Self-doubt and self-loathing consume writers; the dread of impending rejection and repudiation, especially if you’ve tried something different, taken a new creative chance, as I’d just done, engulfs you, fills the vacuum. After thirteen New York Times bestsellers, I know the drill, but knowing the drill doesn’t protect me from the torture of the drill. Every time is like the first time. Groundhog Day all over again.

      To distract myself from Hal’s deafening silence, I stupidly started doomscrolling through Instagram, and there it was: a series of endless tiny hyphens at the top of my feed indicating that my nemesis, bestselling romantasy-suspense writer Abby Schuss, once again had many, many, many, many exciting things to share—countless moments of triumph, success, adoration, and performative gratitude to brag about. Abby and I are almost exactly the same age, but because of our birth months it often seems like I’m a whole year older (I’m January, and she’s December; I’m only eleven months older). We published our debut novels the same year, both of which hit the New York Times list within weeks of each other (I was first). And though Hal assures me that our sales figures are comparable, our public personas are not. Abby has charmed her readers, enchanted them, inveigled them with her easy blond beauty and her happily-ever-after plotlines. I have not. She’s engaged her readers and the media. I’ve avoided them at all costs except during publication time, when Hal and Merry, my editor, force me to do interviews and book signings. I’ve never had Abby’s grace and charisma, her performative warmth, her ability to establish instant intimacy with anyone and everyone she meets. I’ve understood neither her ability nor her desire to constantly be in the public eye; absolutely nothing about it appealed to me in the least. All I ever wanted was to be left alone to write, and read, and think.

      Still, the difference between us has always haunted me, and I couldn’t stop myself from watching the parade of snapshots and videos, one after another after another, taken at her most recent Author Weekend in Aspen, where reader-fans from across the country gather three times a year to ski and drink and dance and shop and pay homage to their favorite novelist, @SnoColdFox. How she finds time to churn out a book a year with so much socializing, I have no idea, but each novel seems to do better than the last. Hence her enormously popular weekends, which sell out instantly and require waitlists. Hot flashing with jealousy, I shrugged off my windbreaker, unzipped my hoodie, and whipped off my hat, then swiped at my phone with my greasy finger. I was in deep.

      Watching Abby win at her own popularity contest unleashed something ugly in me—a sense of envy and competitiveness, and a desperation to stay in the game. Now that I’m almost sixty, the fear of becoming irrelevant in a fickle business always looms. So does the fear of missing out. After all the years of blogging, newsletters, social media posts, bookstore appearances, and library speeches, I had never tried this sort of thing because self-promotion—begging for attention—felt lurid and repellant, unseemly and undignified. But on that cold January night with my clams and my chowder, I wondered if I had been wrong: Who doesn’t want to be reassured that their books mean something to the people who read them? Who doesn’t want the chance to express gratitude to loyal fans who have followed their iconic fictional character for twenty years and fourteen novels? Who doesn’t want to feel The Love? That’s when I texted Jade a selection of #SnoColdFox screenshots.

      
        
          
            
              
        What do you think?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        About Abby?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        About me. Doing something disgustingly self-promotional.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Maybe you should do your own Author Weekend.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jade’s suggestion felt like an evil little snake in my ear—dangerous and tempting.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maybe I should.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Maybe we should start planning one for this summer.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Maybe we should.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Why let Abby have all the fun?

      

      

      

      

      

      I managed to put my phone down and stuff another crispy, greasy, salty clam into my mouth, and though I closed my eyes and told myself to focus on its fried perfection, in seconds I was back to Hal: how I’d endured twenty-four hours without a response from him, how deeply he’d disappointed me. Why did I care so much about what he thought? Why did I feel like everything depended on his approval? Yes, he’s my agent, and my closest friend—along with Merry, who is my second-closest friend; how pathetic is that?—and my greatest advocate. He’s one person, one take, but somewhere along the way his opinion became the most important to me. Maybe it’s because an agent is an author’s first gatekeeper; a book goes nowhere without clearing that initial bar. Or maybe it’s because I don’t have a husband and partner anymore, or because I have no children. At some point I became my work—I’m now more Kitty Howe than even Kitty Howe is Kitty Howe. The aperture of both our lives has narrowed with age, which is fine with me: I’m comfortable with it. In fact, I like it. I know its confines and its depths; its limits and its range. There’s an odd comfort in the safety of containment. I like it in here.

      As my anxiety and annoyance with Hal soared, my lingering envy of Abby Schuss morphed into a hard seed of rage that took root in my chest for the rest of the evening. It burned and bloomed like heartburn, and I went to sleep exhausted by discontent, as I often did. Later that night in bed, when I swiped my phone alive, a text from Jade with a link to Great Misery Manor lit up the darkness like a road flare:

      
        
          
            
              
        Let’s give Abby a run for her money.

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JADE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m hearting the comments from our doughnut-and-pile-of-Faye’s-books post when I finally get a reply from Abby’s assistant, Gabby:

      
        
        Oh no! Flights out of Aspen are delayed due to weather and engine trouble! But no worries: Abby will fly out this afternoon to New York, then fly to Boston first thing Saturday. She’ll get to you by noon for sure, in plenty of time for the Publishing Confidential panel, which she’s dying to attend. She’s crushed about missing the opening-night bonding festivities, which are always her favorite part of her own fan weekends!

      

      

      I check my weather app: There is no weather. Flights are leaving out of Aspen. When I go to Abby’s Instagram, I see that she’s already in New York: One grid post and a multi-photo story show her walking the new part of the High Line last night and having adventures at restaurants and farmers’ markets. Lies. I’ve never met Gabby in person, and I’ve often wondered if she exists or if she’s Abby’s rhyming alter ego, invented so she can ghostwrite her own correspondence under a pseudonym and play with people.

      Abby and Faye are often on the same book panels—everyone loves the idea that they’re the same age and that they published their first bestsellers the same year, as if that makes them part of some kind of special sisterhood. They pretend to love each other and bray about wanting to get together, throwing out all the possible meeting slots with endless enthusiasm: What about coffee before that panel? A quick gossipy lunch after that other panel? We have to make this work—there’s so much to catch up on after so long! The farce of it. The phoniness of both of them. Gabby and I then text, engaging in a ridiculous game of chicken. I make a note to write about this, actually, though I have no idea how it would fit into my novel, because I don’t know what my novel will be about, because I haven’t actually started it yet.

      I almost blurt the news out to Faye—she’s right next to me at the table, clearly doing something with her phone that she shouldn’t be, since her screen is tilted away from me—but I stop myself. I’ve learned to be careful and intentional about when I tell her things. Instead, I excuse myself and head for the bathroom, knowing that the minute I leave the table, Faye will shove a cruller into her mouth and then try to pretend she didn’t. She always tries to fill the emptiness in her, to heal her psychic wound, to calm the anxiety of impending failure, with doughnuts. I only wish she didn’t feel she has to lie about it. There’s no shame in stress-eating sugar and carbs. My mom says menopause makes you crave them.

      As usual I don’t have to go to the bathroom—the tiny-bladder cover story is how I take space whenever I need to. Greg doesn’t pick up when I call, which means he’s with a patient in his little office in Cambridge, right outside Harvard Square, or finishing up with a seminar student at The Business School or The Law School. Or maybe, given how early it is, he’s in the shower or at the gym, though I don’t think he really works out. We’ve only met on Zoom, but he strikes me as a five-minutes-on-the-treadmill-or-elliptical-before-hitting-the-sauna kind of guy, not a true gym rat. Not that it matters. In the time it takes me to do a complete circuit on my phone—email to texts to Instagram to TikTok to Facebook—he calls back, and when he does, I ask him what I should do, when I should tell Faye about Abby’s change of plans.

      “Let her know now, before the guests arrive. Her excited fans will distract her from sinking into a mood. Plus, she’ll have to behave herself at the lunch and later at the”—he pauses, and I know he’s trying to find the Author Weekend itinerary on his desk; Greg still loves paper—“Nibbles and Bites.”

      “It’s Bubbles and Bites,” I whisper. “But this is bad, right? Abby skipping the first day? I mean, remember how afraid you were that Faye would find out that I was the one who’d invited her because she’d see it as a betrayal, as me paving the way for the most popular girl in school to crash her boy-girl party and steal all the attention? Basically Night Swim redux? Now look at us—we’re upset that she’s not coming.”

      “It’s counterintuitive, but people like Faye love an enemy, a war, a way to prove themselves,” Greg says, over what I’m guessing is a Nespresso machine because it sounds just like mine. “They thrive on being embattled, under siege, an underdog fighting to triumph over adversity. Anticipating Abby’s appearance gave Faye focus and determination and energy. Her absence today could really take the wind out of her sails.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I never thought Abby would come. And I didn’t want her to come. Not consciously, anyway. Or maybe I did? A little? Maybe more than a little? I’d put her on the email launch list because I thought she should know about the event. After all, we were clearly “inspired” by her weekends, so it seemed like a good idea to acknowledge that with a hat tip of sorts. Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery and all that, and better to admit than deny it. Or was that bad? There’s always some internal conflict; some fight between what you know is right and what you know is kind of not right or actually extremely wrong. Moral dilemmas show up in everyday life as much as they do in fiction—the hero-antihero narrative—though it wasn’t clear to me in this scenario who was the hero and who was the antihero. Was Faye the hero for taking a chance to try to slay the dragon, her nemesis? Or was I the hero for bringing the fight to Misery Island?

      Faye’s obsession with Abby Schuss started to escalate five years ago, when Abby launched her Author Weekends in Aspen; it peaked when Good Morning America featured them last fall as part of its book club pick of her twentieth novel, They Never Learn. That pick announcement was the equivalent of putting Faye’s finger into an electrical socket. Why not me? she said. What are the chances that after thirteen bestsellers, I’ve still never gotten a single celebrity or television book club pick? Though she pretends not to have read any of Abby’s books except her first, I know for a fact that she’s read them all and studied them for plot and character development, pacing and continuity—she’s kept notes about each on her computer, which of course I have access to. But still nothing about Abby’s insane level of popularity makes sense to her. The irony of one of the top suspense writers being unable to crack the code of her competition’s successful career is not lost on me, and I suspect it’s not lost on her either. I know she sometimes wonders whether Abby might actually be a more skilled writer than she’s ever given her credit for.

      While celebrity book clubs aren’t as dismissive of genre writers as most traditional book reviewers, which have never given suspense or romance authors the same respect as literary novelists and a handful of commercial novelists, it’s still a challenge to get their attention. Maybe even more so, because now it veers into a popularity contest: Who’s more exciting and more charismatic? Which author’s brand has more sex appeal? Faye might be the better writer, or maybe they’re both basically at the same level—I’ve read all of Faye’s books and only a few of Abby’s, and personally I like Faye’s better because I find Kitty Howe to be much more interesting and complex than most of Abby’s characters, who strive for luxury lifestyles and happy romantic endings—but that isn’t what moves the needle. The reasons for success are undefinable and unquantifiable and aren’t based on literary merit anymore. It’s like high school: Either you’re popular or you’re not. (I was; Faye was not—not bragging, just saying.) And even though Faye’s had great success in her career, she wants more. She wants what Abby has: the highest level of success and adulation. Anything less now feels like failure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FAYE

          

        

      

    

    
      Though Greg would probably say I’m denying my disappointment because I don’t want to feel my feelings, I’m honestly relieved when Jade texts me from the bathroom that Abby isn’t coming until tomorrow. Sure, we spent two months fine-tuning the first day’s events to be extremely impressive and fun, envisioned and created essentially for an audience of one—Abby—which now was all for nothing. I’ll get over it—eventually. But the unexpected reprieve will give me a chance to relax a little, to gather myself and delay comparing my total imperfection to her absolute perfection. To remember that the difference between us has always been my selling point:

      
        
        Faye Wader is the anti–Abby Schuss. Faye Wader is relatable. Faye Wader writes about real women who don’t care about clothes and fashion, who don’t dress for a world that isn’t interested in them and that they’re not interested in impressing. (The Boston Globe, 2023).

      

      

      Maybe. But people like glamour. And beauty. And attractiveness. Everybody falls for Abby Schuss, while Faye Wader is an acquired taste. I’ve never been a sure thing. The more I think about it, the more I wonder if her last-minute cancelation is a ploy to psych me out, a classic athlete’s move to destabilize an opponent by catching them off guard. The element of surprise. I was mentally prepared to see her today; now I have to mentally prepare for tomorrow instead. Most competitors might melt down, but I’m not most competitors. I’m the one who made all those open-ocean swims and the long-distance crawl up the New England coast to Maine. She might think she’s rattling my cage, but that’s not possible: Just like Diana Nyad, I did mine without a shark cage.

      Despite the reprieve, I start to vibrate with excitement and dread about the intensity of the impending weekend. Which is annoying because before I decided to do this, I’d reached a fairly good place in my life. For me. I love my house, old and antique, with its small rooms and all its mullioned windows, most with water views. I love drinking my coffee in the morning from my favorite mug, the one with a New Yorker cartoon of a woman oaring her way past a lighthouse in the dark and yelling out, I don’t need you to mansplain the best route! I can find it myself! And I felt like I was writing at the top of my game, enough to risk trying a slightly different kind of book with High Tides. I knew it would be a battle, but I was sure I could convince Hal and Merry to take a chance and let me spread my wings creatively. It was time for all of us, us three, to do that. We’ve been together since my very first book twenty years ago, and I need to take this leap and to take it now. I’ve never wanted to be one of those people who write the same book every year, and yet that was what I’d become. Surely they were as tired of my formula as I was. Now, though, with this weekend approaching and my anxiety triggered by Abby’s delayed arrival, I feel completely terrified and destabilized. I should have stayed in my lane and not made waves. Swimming puns intended.

      Before Jade comes back from the bathroom, I take the opportunity to practice my interpretation of what Greg tells me is a form of “exposure therapy” by scrolling through Abby’s Instagram feed to prepare me for tomorrow. Greg—from the Greek, which means watchful, alert, and vigilant—has explained that the more you expose yourself to the thing that scares you or causes you anxiety, the less it will eventually affect you. Desensitization is the technical term for it. Abby doesn’t scare me, but she does bother me intensely, and while exposing myself to her may be beneficial occasionally, doing it now feels agitating instead of calming. She hasn’t aged a day since our first side-by-side signing at the annual BookExpo America, when both our lines snaked through one of the great halls of the Jacob Javits Convention Center in New York City. I couldn’t help wishing, even then, that I weren’t sitting next to someone so perfect—she in a tight white T-shirt tucked into perfect slim chinos; me in an oversize men’s button-down chambray shirt from the L.L.Bean outlet store and no-name cropped dungarees. We were worlds apart.

      But I’m already too far down the rabbit hole with my scrolling and swiping. There’s Abby in a winter-white silk jumpsuit, with a winter-white wrap around her shoulders and giant diamond tiered drop earrings, at the PEN dinner last year. There’s Abby two years ago in head-to-toe luxe navy-cashmere separates—pants, sleeveless tank, giant wrap—and lean, defined biceps and impossibly high strappy sandals, with her agent, Bennett Stern, at the National Book Awards dinner at the Stratton House table. There’s Abby in a classic photo posted by the American Women Skiers fan site from way back: white ski pants, fitted white ski jacket, fur hat, giant perfect teeth. So tall. So blond. So impossibly perfect and attractive. When I google myself, I find the inverse of those event photos, like negatives: There I am at the same literary awards dinners, both times in a black turtleneck and pleated skirt, which isn’t as chic as it sounds since the turtleneck was from Lands’ End and made from a cheap cotton jersey fabric that collected feathers from the hotel down pillows and comforter, and the skirt was a no-name brand from T.J.Maxx or Nordstrom Rack in a heavy, scratchy, thick wool that made me look hippy and lumpy. My God, would it have killed me to spring for J.Crew?

      Out of intense and overwhelming shame for the discrepancy in our fashion sense and looks, I shove a cruller into my mouth in two big pieces, pushing each one past my front teeth toward my cheeks like chipmunks do. I try to chew to make room for some air because breathing through my mouth is impossible and breathing through my nose is almost impossible. For a few seconds I think I might suffocate and die—death by doughnut asphyxiation. The New York Times would definitely lead with that in my obituary, if they even ran one, which they probably wouldn’t because they’re such snobs. I tell myself to relax and not panic, and slowly I clear an airway through the blockade of dough. I rearrange the remaining pastries on the plate, hoping to hide the fact that I ate one, but when Jade returns from the bathroom, apologizing for having had to go, something she’s been trying to stop doing at my suggestion (Stop apologizing so much! Start acting the way men act—they never say they’re sorry for anything, especially for needing to pee—or I’ll make you Venmo me!), she points to the plate.

      “How was the cruller?”

      I make a face that says, What cruller.

      “There were two before. Now there’s one.” She tilts her head as if to check her math. “Lloyd brought six pastries. You moved everything around.”

      I shake my head no because most of the whale of the doughnut is still in my mouth, making it hard to speak—in fact, I can still barely breathe—but Jade is having none of it. The Cool Green Stone doesn’t miss a trick.

      “It’s fine if you did—we posted the pictures, so it’s all good! I was just curious about how it tasted—I know how much you hate pretentious faux-nuts.” Jade’s compassion toward my carb addiction and my preference for cheap doughnut-chain doughnuts only makes me feel worse, though it’s meant to do exactly the opposite. Shame is shame is shame. I can’t unlearn it, even when I’m being given the grace of compassion.

      I would lie again, or come clean but blame her for not telling Lloyd to take the plate away after we’d gotten our pictures of it so that I wouldn’t eat any, but I lit-trally can’t form that many words yet with my mouth so full. Jade wouldn’t take my criticism well anyway: She craves praise, and who doesn’t? To keep the peace, I Venmo her another hundred dollars—Sorry for not being honest about the cruller—and when her phone pings, her mouth falls open, and the strand of hair that was in it floats past her bottom lip and down to her chin.

      “You don’t have to keep doing that, you know,” she says, tilting her head.

      “Doing what?”

      “Venmoing me. These are extenuating circumstances. It’s a stressful day. And a stressful weekend. Why don’t we just let it go for now.”

      I nod and break off a piece of the second cruller. “What will Greg say?”

      “Nothing. If I don’t tell him.”
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      Because the planning of the wedding-like Author Weekend ate up so much time and energy, I was late with the revision of High Tides, getting it to Hal less than a week before we left for Misery Island. He’d told me that it was brilliant when he’d read the first draft back in January, not long after that dark night of the soul with my fried clams, then followed up with extensive notes, which seemed to negate the “brilliant” comment. If it was so “brilliant,” why did he have so many edits and suggested changes? And why were his edits so confusingly contradictory? Nicely paced! Tell us more about what Kitty is thinking and feeling! Too much telling, not enough showing! And too many thoughts and feelings! A lot of “and then and then and then”—plot feels sluggish and draggy! So much personal information about Kitty feels uncomfortably autobiographical—not sure it’s wise to be this revealing about yourself even if you’re doing it through the device of it being Kitty’s story. Also: enough about menopause! Kind of cringe, TBH!

      What?

      Even if I’d had the time to fully dive into the rewrite, I didn’t understand most of his suggestions and the rest I didn’t agree with. Wasn’t getting personal the point of this deeper dive into Kitty’s world? Wouldn’t my age-appropriate female readers be interested in her origin story and have fun trying to figure out what details are based on my life and what I made up? As for his aversion to middle-age-female issues: Kitty is going through menopause. As am I. As are most of my fans now. Isn’t that relevant to her character and to my readers? And so between arrangements for the Author Weekend and my disagreements about his take on the book, I ended up making only some of his suggested edits; the rest I kept as it was. This was the story I wanted to tell, and I was determined on principle not to change most of what he’d objected to. Standing my ground felt important to me: I’m the writer. Don’t I get to choose what’s in my book?

      When I asked Jade to proofread the document before emailing it to him so that he could finally submit it to Merry, she asked me what the novel was about. I’m very private about my work and don’t talk about it or show it to anyone except Hal, and then Merry when it’s time, and I would normally have deflected the question because I hate describing my books—especially coming up with the logline, the elevator pitch, the boiled-down version of a complex story. But it was the end of the day and she was on her way home, earbuds in her hand and her fleece vest zipped up to her neck—though it was a gorgeous summer day on the North Shore, full of light still at just past six, it was breezy and cool, and unlike me, she is always cold—and I needed the practice. Someone might ask me the same question during the Author Weekend, so I tried to do my best.

      “High Tides is about two teenage lifeguards who go missing until Kitty finds them—dead—by doing the math of that summer’s unusual moon phases and mapping the data.” I took a breath and cleared my throat. “The friendship between the two girls, their closeness and their competitiveness, triggers something in Kitty and throws her into a deeply self-reflective mood, which is why this is the most personal and revealing Kitty novel yet, almost like her memoir. It’s also about how unpredictable and overwhelming life is; that regrets are inevitable regardless of how firmly you believe in the choices you’ve made; and what it feels like to age in a society that hates aging. No country for old women, and all that.”

      Jade nodded and sucked her hair, and I shifted my weight, from one giant HOKA sneaker to the other. I could feel the heat inside me start to rise as if from some invisible furnace and my skin start to tingle. “You always have such great plots,” she finally said. “Plot eludes me. It’s not something we focused on in graduate school—we always focused more on character. Motivation. Internal conflict.”

      “That’s stupid because plot depends on character,” I said, bristling at her academic lingo. Typical of the Cool Green Stone with her coded snobbery about what cheap commercial fiction is compared to what literary fiction is. Distinctions we rarely made when I started out. Writing was writing. Novels were novels. You either wrote books and finished them or you didn’t. “On motivation. On causation. Every story needs all those components to create a narrative structure.” I could tell Jade was shocked to hear all those big fancy MFA words coming out of my mouth—I always underestimate how much she underestimates me. “And then there’s Freytag’s Pyramid, the narrative structure that borrows from Aristotle and Horace—inciting incident, rising action, climax, falling action, and denouement.” I stopped before I bored myself to death.

      “We learned about that, but we just called it five-act structure.”

      “Who’s we?”

      “My cohort.”

      “What’s a cohort?”

      “In graduate school, a cohort is a group of students who are taking the same set of classes based on their academic program of study.”

      “In English, Jade. In English.”

      “It’s a group of people who work together during their degree program.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s collaborative and trust building.”

      “Two of my least favorite things,” I said, snorting.

      “I really loved the cohort model. It was super supportive. We’re still in touch, three years later. We have a group chat.” She pointed to her phone as if I needed a visual reminder of what a group chat was. Which, I have to say, I kind of did.

      “Maybe Hal and Merry and I should have a group chat. We’re sort of a cohort, right?”

      “I could totally set that up for you if you want,” Jade said, zipping up her fleece and edging toward the door.

      “I’m sure the last thing Hal and Merry would want is to be in a cohort group chat with me. But back to your writing,” I said, taking off my sweater even though I knew I’d put it back on in ten minutes. I’m always hot, then cold, then hot, then cold. Just like Kitty. I had a T-shirt on now, and I hated the fact that Jade had to suffer the sight of my middle-aged arms, which used to be one of my best features. When I was young. Like her. “If we diagram the plot structure of the upcoming Author Weekend, for example, the exposition is the setup of the primary conflict, which in this case is the one between Abby and me. Rivals. Competition. The oldest story in the book. The hero’s journey. Assuming I’m the hero.”

      “So the weekend itself would be the inciting incident?”

      I shrugged. Now I was cold again. Or possibly it was just my arm shame talking. “Maybe. Maybe not. To me it feels more like the inciting situation. Nothing’s happened yet to turn it into an incident. But I’m sure something will happen. Something will light the match that gets the long string on the stick of dynamite to burn and explode.”

      She nodded, then took her phone out of her pocket. “I want to record what you’re saying. To take notes. I still think you should accept the next invitation for a craft talk at a festival or college or bookstore. They’re always asking you to speak, and this is exactly what they’d want to learn from you.”

      Giving a “craft talk” at any of those places was the last thing I’d ever want to do. So many expectations, so many ways to disappoint people publicly, in real time. The thought of it gave me a chill. I put my sweater back on. “Aristotle and Horace aside, a plot is just a story, and a story is just a collection of scenes. And those are all pieces of the bigger picture, of what the book is really about. In the same way a fever is a symptom of something bigger, something unseen, the plot is the clue to the secret you’re trying to tell the reader.”

      “I never thought of it that way.”

      An undergraduate English degree from Stanford and an MFA from Iowa—unlike me with my lowly BA from a state school—and she’s still trying to figure it out. I felt sorry for Jade, so literal and academic and hard on herself, always expecting perfection when perfection isn’t even the point. Producing words and pages—and a finished draft—that’s the point. That’s the only point. “This right now—right here—what we’re doing,” I said, my finger going back and forth in the air, connecting us with invisible lines. “This is a scene, a little piece of plot from a bigger story: an aging writer and her young assistant planning a fan weekend and getting her minimally revised manuscript to her agent late so he can send it to her editor before they all convene on Great Misery Island. Anything can become a story when you stitch the little scene squares together.” All this talking had made me hot again, so off came the sweater again.

      Jade and I don’t often discuss her writing—in fact, I couldn’t remember the last time we had—and I’m not sure if that’s because she’s trying to be professional or if it’s because she’s not writing. Asking a writer if they’re writing is a terrible question, which is why most writers never ask it. Had she not been heading out to proofread the manuscript and tie up the remaining details for the upcoming weekend, I would have told her to take her fleece vest off, put her earbuds away, and stay and write a square, a little scene—the story of our conversation about not having a story to tell—to get her started. I believe in helping young writers find their way—two of my previous assistants eventually went on to publish novels after I’d encouraged them to keep writing through all the early rejections and connecting them to editors I knew. I’d had to make my own way—no one had given me anything—but I believe that if you’re in a position to help young people, you should.

      “I guess I feel like you have lots of stories because you’ve lived more.”

      “Because I’m old.” I was hot again and started to take my sweater off, until I realized that my sweater was already off.

      “Older. I haven’t really done anything. Yet.”

      “Anyone who’s survived their childhood has a story, to paraphrase Flannery O’Connor. And anyone who survives working for me will definitely have a story.” I laughed, but Jade didn’t.

      “Sometimes I worry that even when I have an idea for a story, it won’t be worthwhile. That I don’t have a clear point of telling yet.”

      “The point of telling is to tell. To story-tell. If that’s even a verb.” I was so confused by this literary mumbo jumbo and still very hot, enough to briefly consider taking my T-shirt off and stripping down to my sports bra.

      “Actually, that’s not what point of telling means,” she said, blushing, like she was embarrassed for me for not knowing something so basic. “It’s the point at which a narrator is telling a story. Why the story is starting at that time, at that moment, with that incident; and how you’re going to tell it: In the present? A year later? Five years later? Ten? What’s the perspective? It’s basically the teller’s relationship to the story as a story. Alexander Chee, a writer and professor at Dartmouth, calls the point of telling ‘the extraordinary time’ of a character—‘the section of this life that is more significant than all the other parts of their life.’ I think I don’t have that yet.”

      “You think too much, Jade.”

      “I know.”

      “Why is that? And why do you feel like your stories aren’t worth telling?”

      “Because my parents’ patients’ problems always seemed more important and more interesting than my own?”

      “To them?”

      Jade nodded. “And to me?”

      I felt sad for the Cool Green Stone then, always uncertain, always answering a question with a question mark. They fuck you up, your mum and dad, Philip Larkin suddenly coming into my head. They may not mean to, but they do. “Of course your parents’ patients’ problems aren’t more interesting than yours.”

      “Okay.”

      “So stop thinking and start your quilt.”

      “Okay.”

      “After you proofread High Tides.”
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      Start your quilt. Back from breakfast and in my room, I’m reminded of that when I see all the swag bags on top of my bed, ready to be picked up by a bellhop and placed in the rooms of the arriving guests, because the bed is covered by a quilt—big blue and white squares sewn together with red topstitching—super cute. It feels like a sign. I think about the notes I’ve made over the past few days after my talk with Faye last week, short scenes I’ve written that are kind of like the notes and sketches I’ve occasionally made after work, snippets of conversations or insane moments of Faye-Wader-ness that simply had to be memorialized before they disappeared into exhaustion or got lost in the next day’s madness. Only now, instead of feeling like a failure for not having a clear idea of what my future novel will be about, I allow myself to trust that this new quilt method will eventually and magically yield and form a critical mass of words I’ll know what to do with when the time comes. Whenever that is. Faye didn’t explicitly tell me to trust the process—she’d never put it that way or wrap something so complicated into such a simplistic saying, and neither would Kitty—but I believe that’s what she meant.

      To be honest, comparing the serious work of writing a novel to stitching together fabric squares felt a little grim and cheesy to me, but I get that breaking the task down to something smaller to see it in a new way, a less rigid and academic way, a more down-and-dirty way, would be good for me. I was amazed that she’d taken time out of her busy day to ask me about my own work, which she doesn’t know even exists because I never talk about it. In fact, whenever she brings up my writing, I make my answer as vague as possible before changing the subject—I don’t want her to think that I’m not serious about the job, and I wouldn’t want her to suspect that I’m writing about her, even though I’m not. The Faye-like character in my quilt-square scenes is just an archetype, something for my long-suffering protagonist, also an archetype, to overcome. But occasionally I answer, like I did a few months ago, when I confessed that I wasn’t writing as much as I wanted to.

      “Well, you should be writing, Jade,” Faye snapped. “All that money for that degree and you’re wasting your time working for me?”

      “I like working for you.”

      “No, you don’t. No one likes working for me. And I don’t want you to like this job or make a career of this job if what you really want to be is a writer. Isn’t that what you want?”

      I shrugged. “Yes?”

      “Don’t shrug. You look like a dummy when you shrug at that question. And don’t put a question mark at the end of that answer. Don’t be wishy-washy or deny or be ashamed of your ambition. Be proud of it. Do you want to be a writer or not? Because if you do, you have to really, really want it. You have to want it more than anything else in the world.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay, what?” She stared at me. “Do you want it more than anything else in the world?”

      I nodded slowly, like I wasn’t sure. But inside I was certain. I want it more than anything else in the world.

      If I wanted it so much, though, why was I here, staring at all the bags I’d put together last night? I’m embarrassed to admit I enjoyed the task because it reminded me of always being in charge of the gift bags for everyone’s birthday party in high school and college. There’s something calming about organizing and assembling things, though I can’t imagine ever writing—or choosing to read—a novel that lends itself to promotional swag bags. Would Jennifer Egan ever have a swag bag? Claire Messud? Hanya Yanagihara? Tom Perrotta? Okay, so Sally Rooney’s publisher made a special bucket hat for one of her books, but that’s totally different. She’s from Ireland. And a special hat isn’t a swag bag. But that’s the difference between literary fiction and commercial fiction. Faye is all about plot: situations, weapons, motives, opportunities, clues, red herrings, solving mysteries. I’m all about conflict, causality, interiority, point of telling. The only plot I’m about is doing it for the plot.

      While I wait for a bellhop, I double-check each canvas tote, carefully pushing the sparkly, glittery tissue paper aside to make sure all the Kitty Howe–branded and novel-inspired items are in there: knockoff Ray-Ban aviator sunglasses; a Howe-R-U-Doing baseball cap; a special branded L.L.Bean rechargeable headlamp for nighttime reading and outdoor investigations; several single-use lobster bibs and Wet-Nap packs; a reporter’s notebook and Blackwing pencil; a plastic calculator and nerdy nylon slipcase pocket protector; a copy of Swim to the Light, Faye’s thirteenth novel; and an early hardcover copy of What Are the Chances. The three giant custom pizza floats, an homage to the iconic final scene in Night Swim, Faye’s first novel, are still in their plastic pouches—they’ll be inflated sometime on Saturday evening in time for the late-night float over to Little Misery Island, barely a thousand feet away.

      The last thing I unpack is the Phone Pail, a classic red plastic sand bucket lined with a stretchy red rubber swim cap—Faye’s basic and classic style—into which we’ll be putting everyone’s devices when they arrive to encourage maximum focus and participation in the weekend’s events. And also to make it impossible for guests to post photos without our permission on social media, in real time, given what could go wrong during a live event. This version of the Phone Pail looks much better than its first iteration, which was so ugly, even slightly creepy with that sad, shapeless rubber swim cap—such a needlessly unpleasant way to separate people from their most treasured possession—that I ordered two red gingham napkins with lobsters stitched into them from Etsy to drape over the pail. Now it looks harmless and homey. Like a bread basket. On a country dinner table. Or at Cracker Barrel. Or Red Lobster. Not that I’ve ever been to either of those places, but that’s what fiction writers do: We use our imaginations. We make things up.
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      “Do you think she hates it?” I ask Hal on FaceTime when I’m back in my room, sluggish and tired from the two crullers I shouldn’t have eaten. Merry has had High Tides since before last weekend and still hasn’t responded, which is why I’ve been crawling out of my skin since then. I know I should be getting dressed for the beginning of my big day, but I’m desperate to find something out before they both arrive for the panel tomorrow.

      “No, she doesn’t hate it! It’s great! It’ll be unputdownable!”

      I’m about to note his use of the future tense—that it will be unputdownable, eventually, presumably after Merry’s edits—but before I can, Hal tells me about something else unputdownable: the incredible miso black cod that he had the previous night at Nobu with Paul, how the fillet was seared to a perfect crisp and yet still so impossibly tender and sweet on the inside⁠—

      “Look. I’m glad you two had a fabulous piece of fish, but can we talk about my book now?”

      “We’re always talking about your book.”

      “Really? Because I think this is the first time I’ve said the words ‘my book’ in weeks.”

      “We just talked about your book a week ago, Faye. After Jade sent me the revision.”

      “Did we?”

      “We did.”

      I shrug. “If you say so.”

      His nostrils flare. “Not ‘if’ I say so. We did talk about it on Friday. It’s a fact.”

      “That was last Friday. It’s now this Friday. So not exactly ‘just.’”

      “Faye. I know you’re nervous about the weekend, but stop making it sound like I’m gaslighting you.”

      “Okay, fine. But I noticed you said that it will be unputdownable. Have you finished reading the revision?”

      “Have I finished it?” He taps his chest with two fingers, stalling. Am I talking to him?

      “Yes. You, Hal. Have you, Hal, finished reading the revision?”

      “Of course I have!” he says, immediately turning deep red: Hal is a terrible liar, which of course I’m grateful for. “This book is more ambitious in scope and emotional depth, and I wanted to give the revision and whatever my latest round of notes will be the time they deserve. It’s important to get this right.”

      “Great. More notes.”

      “As I’ve said before, because this is so different, more intense and detailed than all your other books, it requires a different approach.”

      “Yes, it certainly is different. But we’ve been through this. It’s about what it feels like to be middle aged. Or beyond middle aged. Like Kitty. Or me. It’s time that Kitty and I are more honest with my readers. You know what I mean?”

      “I do know what you mean.”

      He has no idea what I mean. Part of what Hal proposed for the revision was the addition of a whole new character—a retired MIT professor who could explain the complex mathematical and astronomical principles affecting ocean tides to the reader, as well as Chaos Theory 101, which felt like a huge distraction from the deeper and more personal themes of the story. Which I think was his intention.

      “Well, I have a completely different point of telling in this book.”

      “What’s your point then?”

      I snort. “Not my point. My point of telling.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “What’s a point of telling?”

      I love that Hal doesn’t know what that stupid term means either, but I don’t want to get us off course. “It’s the why of why the story takes place when it does—because Kitty is at a point in her life when she’s feeling self-reflective, maybe for the first time ever.” Because I’m at a point in my life when I’m feeling self-reflective, maybe for the first time ever.

      I know that Hal has been busy with his other clients, and with Paul, and that he’s been waiting to hear back from Merry, so I try to hold my tongue. The last thing I want to do is alienate him—an agent is the only constant in this unforgiving business now, the only one truly looking out for their writer’s interests. It’s a mutually beneficial relationship; we all know an agent’s well-being depends on their clients’ well-being. Just like that old marriage adage, Happy wife, happy life. You don’t have to be a math teacher like Kitty Howe to understand the formula of the business these days: Love that’s contingent on performance is conditional love, which isn’t really love at all.

      “But back to Merry ghosting me and my novel,” I say. “If the book is so great, why hasn’t she called?”

      “Because it’s summer. And people are busy. Vacation, kids in camp, family reunions. I’m sure she’s just behind. I’m sure that by tomorrow she’ll have read it and loved it and we’ll have an offer in hand.”

      “Merry doesn’t have kids. And she never takes vacations. And the last thing she ever wants to do is spend time with her five siblings in Maine—who are all married with big families, and who all used to make fun of her for being the bookish nerd.”

      “True.”

      “Does she even have that boyfriend anymore? That legal aid guy she met hiking in Costa Rica? Or the French horn player from the New York Philharmonic? And whatever happened to the writer who did a book with her on yarn crafts for men? I don’t remember her mentioning any of them for a while.”

      “I have no idea, Faye. We don’t talk that much about her personal life. I try to maintain some semblance of boundaries in my business relationships.”

      I laugh out loud. “Oh, okay, Hal.” That’s probably the single most ridiculous thing he’s ever said, but I understand: He’s just doing his job, or trying to. He’s my rock, always positive and supportive and strategic. And not only because my success over the past twenty years has paid for his apartment and his summerhouse and things I likely don’t even know about. He believed in me before the money came: when I sent him my first novel, Night Swim, which was based on my own story—a series of long-distance open-water swims I’d made back and forth through Boston Harbor and then along the coastline from Massachusetts to Maine the summer after college. The same swims Kitty Howe completes too, in that first novel, and which I’ve had her revisit, in some way, in every subsequent novel. My origin story and Kitty’s, forever intertwined, forever fused. And I know he believes in me still. I’m not so sure about Merry, though. She always reads a new manuscript from me overnight or over a weekend and calls to talk about it, excitedly, happily, gushingly, right away. Except for this time.

      Hal sighs. At least I think he does—but maybe it’s the sound of the hydraulic lift of his desk chair as he swivels away so that his back is now to me. I stare at him through my iPad, hunting for clues that he’s lying, but, like Jade, Hal—derived from a Germanic name that means “home ruler”—is inscrutable, even when he swivels back into view.

      “Seriously, though. Why hasn’t she said anything?”

      “You’ll see her tomorrow! You can ask her yourself!”

      Hal might just as well have thrown a giant whipped-cream pie in my face: So in addition to writing books and marketing myself as a brand instead of an artist, lobbying and begging my editor to read my pages is now my job too?

      “Or you can ask her!”

      He touches his left ear with his right hand—a tell, a tic, when he’s tweaked, which he is, by my tone and by what I implied but didn’t say: You’re the agent, so it’s your job to ask. Then he reddens, not from shame or deception but from rage, which makes me remember that what Hal and I have most in common is our quick, hot tempers.

      “I certainly will ask her!” he says, then gives me a big fake smile before waving goodbye. “See you Saturday!”

      He ends the call so abruptly it’s clear he’s pissed. And so am I: There wasn’t time for our final round of Abby Schuss–bashing before her arrival on the island tomorrow. I’d really been looking forward to the fun of trash-talking her—especially how she always wears ski clothing in her author photos and television interviews, even in the summer, like a costume—and indulging in a few big laughs, the kind we always have when we gossip mercilessly. It’s one of the best things about the publishing business—maybe even the only good thing about it now—but then I ruined the mood by being pushy about Merry.

      Maybe that will be the inciting incident of the Author Weekend: confronting Merry about the status of my manuscript. Maybe that’s really when the fuse of the stick of dynamite will be lit, and where the plot of this weekend will begin for me.
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      It’s all good. That’s what I tell myself when things are all bad. It’s my stupid little mantra, my attempt to harness the power of positive thinking; a way to deal with my anxiety when it’s off the charts. I’ve always hated that phrase, but Greg suggested I use it during one of my sessions with Faye because it’s so dumb and basic and patently untrue. If you’re saying it then things are most definitely not all good! I still can’t believe that such a lame phrase actually helps. Most of the time.

      I’ve been dreading the weekend and almost canceled a million times since April or May, whenever they launched it, but now it’s here—this miserable trip to Misery Island—and I haven’t packed and there’s no way out. None.

      “It’s like a joke, or a Stephen King novel,” I said to Paul last night. “Or an episode of Survivor.”

      “With And Then There Were None vibes,” Paul said. “Everyone will get there, and soon they’ll start dropping like flies.” He pointed at the pan of salmon and asparagus about to go into the oven. “That’s why I’m making you a special dinner tonight—the Last Supper, give or take a day, since no one’s getting off that island alive.” Paul laughed, but I didn’t. Not all events with Faye were this grim, but the Author Weekend felt like a trap where the only escape would be to gnaw my own foot off.

      It’s all good.

      This morning on my walk to work from our apartment in the West Village to midtown on the High Line, I thought about how practically every waking hour the past two months had been ruined by trying to think of an excuse for why I couldn’t go—dead relative, contagious virus, scary diagnosis, unexpected tax audit. No matter what I came up with, Faye would know I was lying. She’d make me FaceTime her and she’d stare at me through her phone or iPad screen, scrutinizing my face for any signs that could prove me—“Home Ruler,” which is what the oldest form of my name translates to from Old German—a liar and a fraud. And you know what? She’d have found them. She’d have found them and that would have been it. Our relationship, client and agent, business and personal, would have been over, just like that. I’d lose everything.

      “What if you say you can’t go? She won’t fire you, will she?”

      Paul asks questions like this all the time, like he isn’t of this world and doesn’t understand the grim realities of how business works. Because he isn’t and he doesn’t. He’s a painter—nudes and plein air scenes, the occasional still life. He’s had moderate success with shows and galleries and even a few collectors, including Faye, and his small private classes are always full, but he doesn’t involve himself in the weeds of the commerce of art. His dealer takes care of the pesky details, contracts and payments—the money stuff—so that he can focus on standing up there on the third floor of our brownstone in his dark-blue smock; or in his climate-controlled painting shed in Becket, in the Berkshires, on the weekends; or on our special vacations to Italy or France or Provincetown. He isn’t in the trenches, fighting every day, down and dirty, like I am. He doesn’t get it, and part of me doesn’t want him to. Why should he have to suffer too?

      Paul loves Faye, not only because she bought some of his work but because he adores and admires tough, assertive women who don’t care what other people think of them. I’ve tried to explain to him over the years, especially as she’s gotten older, that some of that is true and some is an act: Of course Faye cares what other people think of her. Her bravado and bluster and blatant disregard for people’s feelings are mostly insecurity fueled by impulsivity and a lack of self-control. A bad combination. She’ll misbehave, then pretend that whatever bad thing she said or did was because she’s brave. Someone has to challenge the patriarchy! she’ll bray. As if her terrible manners are a conscious choice, a feminist act. Instead, they’re her way of getting what she wants—and what she wants is to get her way. Some people are just better at masking it.

      “I have no idea if she’d fire me, but I’m not going to test her.” Too much is riding on my income to fuck around and find out: We’re redoing both bathrooms in the city and rebuilding the barn in the country; my brother and I are pitching in to pay for our mother’s move into assisted living; and Paul’s recently widowed father needs a new car and help with household cleaning. Not to mention the increased health insurance rates and a million other things that require me to earn as much as I possibly can while I still can.

      Which is bad timing since Faye’s sales are down; her fourteenth novel, What Are the Chances, is coming in the fall with only moderate preorders, and High Tide, which I did a big edit on because it felt too raw and personal, too much of a departure from her previous books, isn’t a sure thing at all. I have no idea how I will sell it to Merry, or how Merry, if she accepts it, will sell it in house to marketing and sales, or how they will in turn sell it to readers, who usually want the same thing from the genre writers they love. Kitty Howe fans want another Kitty Howe story, plain and simple; they don’t want a hybrid novel, part suspense, part fictional memoir of a cranky middle-aged menopausal math teacher turned sleuth. Faye hardly made any of the changes I’d suggested because she was spending so much time planning her stupid fan weekend—and because she’s never liked to be edited, which I think is the real reason. She’s stubborn. She believes what she believes. All writers do. I admire the chances she’s taken in the book, the deeper emotional territory she explores with Kitty this time—the questions of aging and regrets about a life not lived truly moved me—but without adding the math and tide information and the metaphorical meaning of all the science and its connection to the plot and characters, elements her readers love, I’m not sure that the story will keep them hooked. Merry, who is usually super quick to reply to Faye, has been avoiding my calls all week. She must have similar reservations and be dreading our looming conversation as much as I am.

      When Paul asked me if we were in trouble, if he should get a real teaching job—he still had friends at The New School, remember—I shook my head. I believe in supporting artists—at work and at home—and there’s no way he could get a teaching job without an MFA. “Of course not. We’ll be fine. I just need a few more big-money years.”

      It’s all good.

      So when Faye called this morning to grill me about Merry and the revision, I punted. I didn’t want to ruin her weekend—this cringey Abby Schuss copycat event that only fifty fans signed up for, compared to six times that number of women who went to the latest #SnoColdFoxWeekend. For weeks I’d tried to convince—basically beg—Paul to come with me; he loves luxury resorts and spas and fancy special events and thinks publishing is glamorous because everything seems glamorous to him, having come from a tiny town in South Carolina. But he’s been in New York for over twenty years now. Shouldn’t he be over the astonishment and awe of the worlds we travel in already? No matter how much I pleaded and bribed and feigned interest in bathroom fixtures and paint colors and furnishings for the office and living space in his painting barn, he refused. He hates isolated places; being cut off from the rest of the world.

      My problem isn’t remoteness or inaccessibility. I like those things in the abstract, given the intensity of my job—it’s nice to have a geographical excuse to be completely unreachable and out of touch, to disconnect, to go off the grid. My problem is the reality of getting there: boats and small planes and big planes. Motion sickness. Fear of losing it on any of the many legs of the trip is a big part of why I’ve been dreading the weekend so much.

      “Maybe you could be honest,” Paul said. “Faye knows how seasick you get.”

      She does know that—firsthand. When she hit the New York Times bestseller list with Night Swim, she insisted we celebrate on an evening Circle Line cruise of Manhattan. Drinking champagne and watching the twinkling nighttime skyline pass us by was a grand cliché, a bright-lights-big-city moment to mark the occasion of our wildly unexpected success, the first of what would turn out to be many, but it was the closest we could get to the novel’s water themes and plotline in the middle of New York City. What started as a semipleasant sail around the island of Manhattan soon turned barfy for me when the wakes of bigger boats on the Hudson made ours rise and fall like a bathtub toy. Suddenly I was hanging over one of the guardrails, refusing to let go. Horrified and apologetic—the booze cruise was her idea, not mine—Faye begged the captain to take us back early so that I could be put out of my misery. She was incredibly kind that day—getting me home, putting me to bed, running out for ginger ale and electrolyte water and fruit so that I could rehydrate and recover; she was so much kinder and softer then, years ago—and it remained a private joke between us, but one that has become darker and nastier in recent years: I’ll never live down putting a damper on such an important moment for her.

      “Putting a damper” on that night is an understatement, Hal, Faye always says when it comes up in conversation. You ruined it. Which is why it feels almost intentional that she planned the Author Weekend on an island—Great Misery Island, no less, not even the slightly closer-to-shore Little Misery Island—knowing that I’ll have to go on a boat to get there (after the plane and the car) to prove my loyalty and commitment to her and to our twenty-year partnership. Not to make it about me. Faye loves grand gestures, requires them from those she loves. They are proof of love and devotion. Nothing less is acceptable.

      “It’s a fifteen-minute boat ride from the ferry dock in Salem to the island,” Paul said before dinner last night, pulling up the Google map on his phone and then showing me his screen. “You can see the island from shore. Look.”

      I nodded grimly without really seeing it. The trip was inevitable. There was no way out. I was going and I had to accept it.

      “You’ll take your Dramamine,” Paul said, reading the resignation on my face and trying desperately to reassure me. “You’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll be drowsy and groggy.”

      “So you’ll take half the recommended dosage. And you’ll have lots of coffee when you get there.”

      Now, as I’m walking back to my desk from the bathroom, I feel my phone buzz in my pocket. And there it is: an email, finally, from Merry. Subject line: Oh, Hal.

      
        
        I don’t know what to say about poor Faye’s latest. It’s ambitious and almost brilliant (?), but way too much menopause and possibly enough of a departure that it’ll confuse and disappoint everyone. Maybe I’m wrong. Am I wrong? I don’t know. We’ll talk tomorrow, before, or after, our panel.

      

      

      I’m on solid ground, not on water or in the air, but still I want to vomit.

      It’s all good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JADE

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s 11:00 a.m., and I’m standing outside at the dock like the hotel staff does on The White Lotus—my comp to Faye’s Fantasy Island comp—greeting each fan as they step off the boat. Only I’m alone. Which isn’t how this was supposed to go. Our plan for “Friday Arrival” was that Faye and I would be at the dock together when guests were ferried over, welcoming each person and collecting phones and getting them all checked in with their room keys and information packets. She wanted her fans’ first impression to be memorable: having personal contact with their favorite author, getting them excited for the immersive fantasy experience during the next forty-eight hours. But that’s not what’s happening. In typical Faye fashion, she’s changed the plan impulsively. No discussion, just orders from above. Literally: texting me from her room while I was on my way out to the dock:

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll watch “the arrival” from my suite and acclimate. I feel less exposed up here.

      

      

      

      

      

      Faye texts photos of her views of the dock—with me in them, which is only slightly creepy—as proof that she can observe and keep tabs on things from her room. Isn’t that why we planned the event off-site and not in Faye’s house to begin with? To “provide access” but “limit her exposure”? We knew that fans couldn’t be allowed too close, that we couldn’t let them inside her actual home even for one lunch or dinner, free to sneak around and look in closets and medicine cabinets and drawers and the refrigerator, taking and posting photos on social media, pawing and touching and possibly stealing her personal things for keepsakes and souvenirs or to sell on eBay. We needed a neutral, protected space. That’s why this barely inhabited island, with only one way on and off, seemed like a perfect solution.

      That’s also why Faye had me put together a faux dossier on each attendee, having them fill out a lengthy questionnaire about dietary preferences and restrictions and allergies and physical limitations (hip, knee, back, bunions) and providing a photo for their name tag. On top of that, she wanted me to cross-check their social media profiles—Facebook or LinkedIn or Instagram or Pinterest or TikTok, if they were on those—then google them. Once a guest was approved—they were all approved—I made their name tag and welcome packet. The dossiers served as character sketches, and the list of approved guests was like a cast list. Maybe I should try using that technique for getting a handle on the people in my novel.

      The women getting off the ferry look vaguely familiar from their photos, and they’re all surprisingly different in age and shape and vibe—some with short mom hair and sunglasses on top of their heads, in cropped pants and white sneakers, brightly colored solid or striped cotton jerseys with sweatshirts tied around their necks or waists in case it was windy or cold on the way, slathered in sunscreen. Others are older with wild hair and floaty linen separates and Birkenstocks and tattoos, looking like leftover hippies, who all checked the vegetarian and vegan boxes on the guest questionnaires. One group of recent college graduates wrote in their little “About Me” sections that they’d grown up listening to their mothers talk about Faye Wader in their book clubs and had formed their own book group, a new generation of Kitty Howe fans and anti–people pleasers. They seem great but unlikely to be young women I’d vibe with in real life. All are slightly preppier and more feminine versions of Kitty Howe, but still squarely within range of the fashionably unfashionable and unsexy summer New England “style” that Faye Wader and most of her characters embody. And then there’s me in my usual chinos and a black T-shirt and white sneakers, my hair in its usual loose bun, a sort of uniform that makes me look like someone capable of taking care of things and problem-solving—and serving—without calling undo attention to myself.

      I leave my body temporarily and float above the check-in table near the dock like a drone, watching how I greet each guest with a smile, then return and reintegrate to check them in on my iPad. Hi there! Welcome to Misery Island! We’re thrilled you’re here and Faye is so excited to meet you! I hand them their welcome folders and laminated ID badges on lanyards that look like the kind of backstage passes VIPs get at rock concerts or TED conferences, something that will become treasured mementos to bring home and hang from kitchen hooks, or bedroom or office doorknobs. I went to Faye Wader’s Author Weekend and all I got was this “backstage pass”—which is everything. Then I ask them to drop their devices into the Phone Pail with their ringers turned off, assuring them that there are landlines in each room and a small business center near the front desk where they can access their email. We want you all to be present, to be here now, without the distraction of social media. I point them to the porch on the left side of the Manor, where bottles of prosecco are being popped and poured and where coffee and plates of doughnuts and fresh fruit await them, then take a moment to self-acknowledge how smoothly processing the first batch of guests has gone.

      I also take a moment to send the cohort group chat some photos: the women heading up the stairs to the Manor; a selfie of me with my back to the ocean, winking and smiling; another selfie with a cheesy thumbs-up. Their replies are immediate:

      
        
          
            
              
        Take notes

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Take videos

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Keep us posted

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Remember: Point of Telling, Causality, Interiority

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Keep doing it for the plot

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MERRY

          

        

      

    

    
      I grab charging cords and pens and a copy of Faye’s manuscript for the trip up to Massachusetts this weekend. It’s a “half day Friday”—what those of us in publishing call the Fridays from Memorial Day to Labor Day when everyone goes to a half day in the office or “works” from home. But I’m in the office, which is a total ghost town, and so is my evil assistant, Whitney, and Xoey, Faye’s Hatchet House publicist. I’m dreading the flight to Boston, the drive north to Salem from the airport to the boat, and then the boat trip to the little island—so many legs of a journey I don’t want to make. With two tote bags full of books and manuscripts—I still read and edit on paper, old school, while everyone else uses tablets or laptops like normal people—and my reading glasses on top of my head, I look like I’ve been sent by Central Casting. Perfect for a room full of New England Kitty Howe fans on Saturday. They’ll know who I am before I’m even introduced.

      When I stop by Xoey’s office, she’s watching cat videos on her phone. That’s because she doesn’t have Fluff with her at the office, the way she usually does—no need to shlep her in for a half day in the cat sling or the cat stroller, which has its own name that I forget. Most of her time, both at home and at work, is spent dressing and posing Fluff and posting photos to Fluff’s dedicated social media account, @ThisFluffLife, “in between” work emails and texts and calls. Or instead of work emails and texts and calls. On the rare occasions that she’s solo at the office like today, she fills the void by scrolling—her cat porn or cat crack habit—and picking out her favorite Cat-stagram videos, which are more often than not her own Fluff reels, and sending them to me during editorial and marketing meetings. She doesn’t even try to hide it anymore, the way she did a few years ago when she cared about doing a good job, sending me videos and memes only after office hours.

      Never enough Fluff! she always says, quoting from her own line of branded cat products, aptly named Never Enough Fluff and which includes “The Fluff Cuff,” a “comfort-conscious leash-alternative system,” among other items, still in development. I half expect to hear any day that she’s gotten some huge product-sponsorship deal from Petco or Chewy or another pet brand and that she’ll be on to bigger and better Fluff-related things.

      “So. You’re going,” Xoey—whose preferred spelling of her last name Katz is Catz—says. A statement, not a question. Her office is dark and inviting, like an adult’s recreation of a dorm room, lit with two thrifted mid-century modern table lamps and all the overhead lights turned off. Hygge, she tells everyone who compliments her on the vibe, as if she’s Danish and grew up using that word for cozy, which she isn’t and didn’t because she grew up outside Chicago. Then she glances and smiles at her phone one last time. A video of a cat wearing a backpack and hiking boots on its way to summer camp is playing silently. It’s clearly AI, but she doesn’t seem to care.

      “I am.”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “Neither can I. I wish there was some way out of it.”

      “I kept checking the weather last night and this morning to see if we could gin up a travel excuse for why you can’t go, but sadly, it’s blue skies up and down the East Coast.” She closes out the cat video and checks her weather app, showing me the screen as proof. “Fucking smiley sun icons and clear-sky predictions all weekend.”

      “Shit.” It’s only after she pulls her phone back that I realize the sun icons were cat faces with sun-ray manes.

      Xoey points to her guest chair, and I sit. Nothing has helped more the past two months, since Faye first came up with the idea for her copycat Author Weekend and then turned in her problematic manuscript, than commiserating with Xoey. It’s also a relief for me to be with someone who doesn’t want my job the way Whitney does. She doesn’t even want her own job. Sometimes I don’t want my own job either!

      Whitney—or “Eve, the backstabby job coveter,” as Xoey started calling her after I had stupidly said too much one night over too many drinks—has offered to come multiple times: “I could go with you, or for you.” I’ve ignored her, but she said it again this morning. How rabid she is, constantly and shamelessly telegraphing that she’s ready to step in and rescue the company the minute I show any sign of underperforming. At least, that’s what it feels like: Whitney is overprepared for every task and always says something super smarty-pants in every marketing and editorial meeting—exactly what I did when I was her age and wanted my boss’s job. I know the game.

      When she offered again this morning, I quickly declined. “I’ll be fine, Whitney.”

      “I just want to help you pick up the reading slack.”

      “What ‘reading slack’?”

      “Faye’s manuscript. I could read it for you and give you notes if you don’t have time.”

      “I’ve got it.” I put my hand up in the universal Stop, bitch sign. I’ve never let anyone in house read Faye’s books, not even my assistants, until they’ve been cleaned up and edited, and I’m not about to change that rule now. Especially now, given the situation with High Tides.

      “Of course you do! But I meant I could help you catch up.”

      “I’m not behind.”

      Whitney shrugged, made a little inch measurement with her fingers and tilted her head like Robert De Niro in Goodfellas. “Little bit!”

      “I’m not behind, Whitney.”

      “Okay, but Hal has called a few times this week, wondering what you think. Aren’t we coming up on the right-of-first-refusal option?”

      We.

      “Hal can wait. He’s the agent. He’s supposed to wait. I’m the publisher, the one with the money. I’m supposed to make the agent wait. And yes, I’m aware of the clock. Which still has plenty of time on it.”

      Whitney looked pleased, a greedy little rat ingesting her nugget of business strategy. She learned something today—she loves learning something every day!—even if what she learned, the corporate pecking order, the laws of our jungle, is totally obvious. Or should be.

      “You can get back to your own work now,” I said, shooing her out of my office. “I’ll settle everything with Hal when I see him at Faye’s.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “So . . . you fly up to Boston tomorrow morning,” Xoey says leadingly, a little while later. She knows my travel plans because she made them. “A car will pick you up at Logan and drive you to the dock in Salem, where you’ll take one of the shuttle boats that Faye has hired to Great Misery Island. Which means it’s LAG (LaGuardia) to LOG (Logan) to LES MIZ,” she says, using the abbreviated airport lingo of a seasoned travel professional. I laugh hard at the shocking brilliance of Les Miz—it might be the only intentionally funny thing she’s ever said.

      Xoey hands me printouts of tickets and itineraries—she knows I like paper documents, not the ones most people have on their phones—and I look at them without reading them. “I can’t believe this is really happening,”

      “Neither can I,” she says. “We all tried to talk her out of it, to protect her from herself. Someone who doesn’t really like to be around people shouldn’t be stuck on an island with them, locked into a full three days of activities. But she wouldn’t listen.”

      “It’s going to be a disaster. And poor Jade will have to deal with it. What a saint.”

      “A saint—and a bitch,” Xoey says, then adds, “Little bit!” with the same De Niro finger measurement and head tilt as Whitney. “Both things can be true at the same time, as the therapists say.”

      “True.” I reach over to take the top off the cat-shaped candy jar on her desk—peanut M&Ms. I shove my fist in and grab a handful from somewhere near its back paws, and then Xoey does the same. We crunch and chew without speaking until our mouths are less full.

      “At least the Publishing Confidential panel will be good,” I say. “Fans will love that.”

      I stick my hand in the candy jar one last time to grab a few M&Ms for the road, a road I don’t want to start on because it will lead, eventually, to misery—literally. Then I stand, lifting my heavy totes and putting one over each shoulder. Readers always think publishing is so glamorous, but that’s because they never see us laden down with our nightly homework. As I turn toward the door, I see Xoey’s tote bags on the floor—one from Books Are Magic, everyone’s favorite local bookstore, the other a vintage 2019 one from the Miami Book Fair—ready to be shlepped home to her apartment deep in Brooklyn on the subway, where they will remain in her entryway for the entire weekend, untouched. She often posts photos of the work she’s supposed to be doing but ends up not doing because she’s too busy showing Fluff off all over Williamsburg.

      “When are you going to tell her that the book might not be for us?” Xoey asks, which makes me wince. I stupidly overshared about it last night when I’d had a little too much to drink after attending another author’s reading with her, something I totally regret since I’m usually much more careful. But having read it the minute Hal sent it to me and feeling a deep dread that it didn’t work and that I wouldn’t be able to make it work, I couldn’t help blurting.

      “I don’t know. After the panel? Before the Mermaid Meditation? During the S’mores Firepit? I don’t want to ruin the weekend, but you know Faye: She’ll be relentless. She’ll be on me immediately, asking me what I think of the pages and why she hasn’t heard from me.”

      “And what will you say?”

      I shrug. Will I say that it’s so different from what her fans are used to and from what they want that we wouldn’t know how to publish it? That middle age and menopause aren’t exactly the sexiest topics to sell in house and to booksellers and to most of her readers? That the book would be great if it were basically a whole different book? I turn, waving sadly at her over my shoulder, then shrug. “I have no idea.”
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      “Where’s Faye?”

      I look up from my iPad and see the red shoulder-length hair held back by a kelly-green headband, the plaid old-school golf skirt, the sockless bony feet in ancient L.L.Bean boat moccasins, and the navy fleece sleeveless vest zipped up to the neck. Margaret “Peggy” Ipswich Mercer from Concord, Mass. Peggy was the first to sign up after the email blast went out—she’s come to every event in the area that Faye has ever done, even before my time, so of course she would come to this. Always the first in line, except for today, when she’s sixth to check in at my little makeshift concierge desk and the only one wearing a Kitty Howe headlamp, an old one that we gave away in a gift bag years ago, the kind Kitty wears at night when she’s out searching for clues, or in bed when she’s up reading late, even though she could just use a regular light since no one’s ever in bed with her.

      “I was supposed to be first, but those ladies from New Hampshire jumped the line and blocked me. Pushy broads,” she hisses.

      I smile nervously, like there’s a grenade pin between my lips. “It’s so great to see you again, Peggy! I know how thrilled Faye was to know that you were coming.”

      “Of course I was coming! Why wouldn’t I be coming? I’m her number one fan!”

      “Yes, you are!”

      “So where is she?” Her eyes dart from me to the Manor behind me, the halogen beam barely missing my pupils as she scans the scene.

      “She’s here, of course, but I’m checking everyone in today,” I say, without my usual question mark at the end of the sentence. Which is kind of a thrill.

      “Why?”

      “Because she asked me to!” Replacing the question mark with an exclamation point is even more of a thrill.

      “But why? None of us are here to see you. We’re here to see her. The main attraction. Not to be rude.”

      “You weren’t rude,” I lie. “You were honest. Faye’s the main attraction. The only attraction. She’s . . . upstairs, in fact, dealing with”—a million phony though plausible scenarios race through my head, ones that have happened in the past but that aren’t happening now, until I pick one—“a crisis with her publisher.” I whisper the answer like we’re in it together, Peggy and I, this unspecified terrible jam that I can’t go into, then look up toward the second floor of the Manor. “There’s a problem with the new jacket for the next book—something about the embossing and the spot gloss being used—and a change in paper quality due to a supplier shortage. You know how it is.” I roll my eyes, lean forward, sharing a secret: “Poor Faye. It’s always something.”

      Peggy clutches her thin tan hands to her nonexistent bosom and gasps. “Say no more. I understand completely. That is, as much as I could possibly understand as a layperson as opposed to a famous writer like Faye.” She bows her head, and her genuflection seems to calm and center her immediately, though the light from her halogen headlamp is now pointed at my chest, like a laser beam at a target.

      I give her a welcome folder and her name tag lanyard, which she puts over her head. It hangs next to her Don’t Even Think About It tote bag, the one we sent her before that book’s publication a few years earlier. She opens the folder, flips through the pages on the left (the weekend’s itinerary) and the pages on the right (the history of Misery Island and menus for the meals ahead). Her brow furrows.

      “Error.” She points, then makes me look at it, like a dog that needs its nose pushed into the rug where it just had an accident. “When s’mores is at the beginning of a sentence, it should be S’mores with an uppercase S, apostrophe, and lowercase m—not capital M. It’s S’mores, not S’Mores.”

      “Oh no!” I say, pretending to care. “What a stupid mistake. I’m sure it’s mine.”

      “Of course it’s yours. Faye grew up here. She knows that it’s a lowercase m. It’s always a lowercase m.”

      “Well, we had s’mores in California too.” I know I shouldn’t bother, that I should just let it go. Arguing with Peggy is a losing game, because she actually does know everything.

      “I’m sure you did, but no one cares about spelling out there. Spelling and grammar are East Coast obsessions. Not to mention my long career as a copy editor, first for Little, Brown, then for Houghton Mifflin and Beacon Press, and finally for Harvard University Press. Accuracy and truth are a calling and a compulsion.”

      I smile while being forced to listen to the recitation of her professional CV, restraining myself from reciting my own educational CV and explaining how spelling was as important at my schools too. Suddenly I can’t wait to write a quilt square about this encounter, because clearly I’ll have a Peggy-adjacent character in my book, and this is a perfect conversation to show something without telling. Dialogue has always been a challenge for me, but this scene is practically writing itself.

      “Speaking of the compulsion to be correct,” I say, turning back to my iPad to finish the check-in process, “I want to be sure we have your preferences and accommodations in order.”

      “Wonderful.”

      “I’m confirming from your preregistration paperwork, Peggy, that you have a nut allergy.”

      “Yes, I do. A severe nut allergy.” She straightens her already ramrod-straight posture, as if reassured that while my unforgivable misspelling of s’mores was deeply disappointing, I’m on the ball when it comes to a potentially life-threatening issue for her.

      “That’s why your name tag has a red border—to indicate a food allergy to the staff.” I tap on the iPad screen to complete her registration and check-in. Then, as I did with the “pushy broads” from New Hampshire, I nudge her toward the porch. Peggy picks up her slim navy nylon duffel bag with a shoulder strap and slips her welcome packet into her ancient L.L.Bean canvas tote, monogrammed with MIM, and readjusts her headlamp.

      “My family always said, ‘Margaret Ipswich Mercer, cool your jets; you’re scaring people with your intensity!’ So I’ll cool my jets and wait as patiently as I can for the guest of honor to appear.”
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      I’m watching from one of my three Grand Superior Suite windows and can see straight down to the dock, where Jade is checking Peggy in. Of course she brought her headlamp from home—not knowing that we’ve got new ones in the swag bags—and is wearing it in broad daylight, even though Kitty Howe only wears hers in the dark, which is both flattering and annoying. Like Peggy herself. I can’t remember when we started calling her Annie Wilkes—the obsessive fan in Stephen King’s Misery, played by Kathy Bates in the film adaptation—or whose idea it was, mine or Jade’s, but I can tell Peggy is down there grilling her about my whereabouts.

      I’m your number one fan! Peggy Ipswich Mercer has told me that at every local reading she’s attended, which is every single one I’ve ever done since Night Swim. Always first in line to get into the store, always first in the signing line, and always dictating—lit-trally—my book inscription:

      To Peggy, my number one fan. From your number one fan!—Faye Wader. With fondness.

      She makes me underline your for extra emphasis too. Which is fine, but still: Shouldn’t I, her favorite writer, get to decide what to say? And: With fondness?

      I’ve been humoring her for years, because why wouldn’t I. I’m deeply grateful for her loyalty and passion—writers are nothing without their fans and superfans, their Peggys—and when Jade started to work for me, she suggested we send Peggy a T-shirt or a tote bag or an advanced reader’s copy. Anything to make her feel special when a new book comes out.

      “She can enter the giveaway contests like everyone else,” I said.

      “But she’s not like everyone else. She shouldn’t have to enter. We should give it to her like a perk. Like a reward.”

      “Like an airline? Like Dunkin’? The more you spend, the more you get for free?”

      “Yes. Exactly like that. It’s a way to acknowledge and show gratitude for brand loyalty.”

      Given Jade’s literary aspirations and pretentions, I was annoyed that she’d referred to Peggy’s literary fandom of my work—my writing—as brand loyalty. That was taking book marketing to a crass extreme. Burger chains and sports drinks have brand loyalty, not publishers. Writers are artists, not retailers. Swag for giveaways and contests and the occasional special gift box is expensive: a Kitty Howe travel cup or bottle opener (the kind she uses to snap the cap off her local IPAs); a Kitty Howe unscented candle (Kitty hates the scented ones, especially anything from Yankee Candle); a pair of colorful swim goggles; and Hershey’s Kisses or Russell Stover assortments of nuts and caramels (Kitty hates expensive chocolate like Godiva). Did Jade mean that kind of premium promotional swag too?

      “Yes. That too.”

      “Look,” I said, “I’m grateful to Peggy for her undying loyalty, but I don’t want her to get the wrong idea. I don’t want her to think we’re friends.” The words sounded vaguely ugly and hostile when they left my mouth, but I meant them: I didn’t want to be friends with Peggy. I didn’t want to be friends with anyone really.

      “You’re not friends. You’re a famous writer and she’s your number one fan. She’s read every book of yours at least three times and often finds tiny continuity errors and grammatical errors and typos that Merry and Whitney and the Hatchet copy editors miss. She deserves a special kind of recognition for that level of support. If I were you, I’d send her something special each time a new book comes out. Why not keep her happy?”

      So we did. And our little private joke of calling her Annie Wilkes, which felt evil and mean, took the sting out of the slight creepiness of Peggy’s fixation on me and on some of the semiautobiographical elements of my alter ego, Kitty Howe: namely, the open-swim stories.

      “I swam on the women’s team at Radcliffe, and I can’t think of another fictional protagonist who does open-ocean swims in New England, especially the ones that you did—and the ones Kitty did,” she told me at that first signing in Boston all those years ago, at Brentano’s or Waldenbooks or WordsWorth or some other store that doesn’t exist anymore. She was standing in front of whatever skirted card table had been set up for me with her thick red hair pushed back by a tortoiseshell headband, obsessively making sure all the black Sharpies in the mug with the bookstore logo were cap side up.

      I picked a pen from the ridiculous multitudes—my signing line that night was short enough to have needed only one—uncapped it, then reached for Peggy’s book to sign.

      “What it took to complete the six Massachusetts swims that make up the Mass Bay Light and then to make that longer swim over the course of a whole summer, from Gloucester to Maine,” she continued breathlessly, ignoring the people waiting behind her. “Stamina and nerves of steel. Not to mention true grit! Kitty Howe is my kind of literary heroine, and you are my kind of author heroine!”

      “Thank you!” I said, flipping to the title page with my Sharpie poised and hovering, smelling the pen fumes. If there had been cell phones then, which there weren’t, Peggy would have jumped behind the signing table and taken a selfie with me like she would in later years—but with a cheap yellow disposable film camera. That’s when I wrote, for the first time, the inscription that Peggy would dictate to me over and over again in the coming years, book after book. I watched her run her finger over the signature before she finally waved goodbye.

      A year or two later, at another signing with a much longer line, she asked me: “And you—and thus Kitty—weren’t afraid? You jumped right in, as it were, pardon the pun?”

      “I should have been afraid,” I said, shrugging. “But I wasn’t.”

      “Such courage! Such chutzpah, as my Jewish friends say! That’s what’s at your core! Like I always say, there isn’t a female character as fiercely headstrong and unapologetically impulsive as Kitty Howe in contemporary fiction as far as I know.”

      “Well, to be completely honest, I did make Kitty a little braver than me. It’s fiction, after all. I’m allowed to take a few liberties, right?”

      “Than I am,” Peggy corrected. “Not than me. Technically it should be than I without the am, because the first-person pronoun is now the subject of its own clause, I am, though that probably sounds too archaic in normal parlance. But yes, of course you’re allowed to take liberties in fiction.”

      I closed her signed book while Peggy’s finger was still in it, still pointing at the exact spot she’d wanted the pen to hit, until she slowly extracted it and rubbed the pain away. I waved goodbye with my Sharpie in the air.

      “Me, myself, and/or I look forward to seeing you next year, Peggy!”
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      When I go home to pack, I stare at my closet, then open all my drawers and stare into them too. If only I had a stylist like the one we hired for Faye.

      As her editor and publisher all these years, I knew that she would bristle at the suggestion to make her weekend more upscale. She never likes to be told what to do, which is why I always find a way to make new ideas sound like they’re hers. But Jade was right in that back-channel email she sent me: We had to protect her from herself. We had to fix her embarrassingly lowbrow itinerary before the press got ahold of it and finesse it and her into something slightly more presentable—Otherwise, the headlines will write themselves: “Faye Wader’s #MiseryWeekend looks miserable.” So true. We quickly scheduled an all-team Zoom meeting.

      Xoey was on that call—Faye and Jade in Massachusetts, Hal in his office, and the rest of us in the Hatchet conference room. Carol from marketing, who was married with a baby and a dog, unfortunately was also there: Xoey found her deeply annoying and was convinced that Carol was jealous of her and her cool single life with Fluff: Which I totally get and don’t hold against her—I’d be jealous of me and my cat-lationship too. It was a tense meeting, one I knew would require everyone’s full attention and concentration—but sitting next to Xoey, I could see that she was squeezing in one last post on @ThisFluffLife with Fluff in a little beige belted trench coat and a cat-size Burberry bucket hat.

      “Very royal, right?” she whispered. “If only I’d remembered the Union Jack bandanna around her neck.” She was so distracted typing the caption—Felt cute, might delete!—and posting it, then smiling as she watched the likes instantly flood in, that she didn’t hear Faye’s question. I elbowed her and moved my eyebrows up and down like Groucho Marx.

      “Faye wants to know what you think, Xoey.”

      Without missing a beat, she dramatically scrolled on her phone, as if she’d been doing contemporaneous market research all along, looking at other writers’ exclusive and high-end promotional posts to bolster our position. “Most author events posted on social media like the ones I’m looking at right now are leaning in a different direction,” she said. “A more upscale direction. Expensive dresses and outfits. Luxury homes displayed with shameless bragginess. It’s a whole new world. It’s all about showing off. Maximalism instead of minimalism.”

      “I think the word for this trend is ‘elevated,’” Carol chimed in.

      “Oh, is it, Carol?” Xoey snapped. “Is that the word? Elevated?”

      “That is the word,” I said. Even Fluff’s posts telegraphed a more enviable lifestyle vibe than the one Faye wanted to showcase during her Author Weekend—like the #ApresSkiFluff series she’d shot and posted in the spring when she was traveling out West with another author: Fluff in a pink knit cap, paws in the pockets of a cropped pink puffer jacket over a pink-and-white-striped sweater, back paws in tiny pink Uggs. All purchased from her favorite cat-clothes seller on Etsy: MeowMeowCat. Fluff could easily have competed in one of Abby Schuss’s #SnoColdFox contests in Aspen with that outfit and placed in the top three, if not taken first place.

      “So is ‘aspirational,’” Carol added, feeling emboldened. “Wanting what you don’t have is part of the new book-buying and reading experience. Readers love the fantasy of escape, of imagining what it would be like to live a Totally Fabulous and Beautiful Life.”

      Like mine and Fluff’s, Xoey texted me, so brazenly, right during the meeting!

      Carol’s words were a condemnation of Faye’s unglamorous life, and in the tense silence that followed them, we likely all had the same thought: Kitty Howe in her grim classroom, equations on the chalkboard behind her; zipping her fleece vest up to her chin before braving the cold for a cigarette or quick vape; struggling to crack the code on an autopsy report she wheedled out of someone in exchange for tutoring their kid in math. Faye with her doughnuts and her draft craft beer and her windbreakers and her thick cotton hoodies. If there had been a PowerPoint to go along with what we were saying, the next slide would have been Send in the glam squad!

      “I know what you’re doing,” Faye said from her Zoom square. “I get it. You’re trying to turn me into Abby Schuss. Someone prettier and nicer and girlier. Someone I’m not and would never want to be.”

      “Of course we’re not trying to turn you into Abby Schuss!” I lied. “The world already has an Abby Schuss! One Abby Schuss is more than enough!”

      But Faye is no fool. Another shoe was about to drop, and she was right there, waiting to catch it.

      I cleared my throat. “If we tweak things slightly, just a little—if we can amplify certain aspects of your style and persona and elevate others—we’re sure that we can increase your appeal and the sales of Kitty Howe books: past, present, and future.”

      She stared into the Zoom square. “Wait. What’s wrong with my sales?”

      “Nothing is wrong with your sales!” I lied, my voice two octaves higher than normal, a dead giveaway. “Absolutely nothing! Every writer out there would kill to have your sales, your visibility, your die-hard fans.”

      “But?”

      “But again, tastes are changing.”

      “Look, this whole ‘rebranding’ thing makes me very uncomfortable,” Hal finally said, piping up in the way we’d planned beforehand—to make it look like even he, reluctantly, could see a method to our marketing madness. “But I think what Merry is saying is that there are concrete strategies to optimize Faye Wader in ways we never have before. And those ways are actually very, very exciting.”

      “Not to mention the opportunity for image-pivot stories in the press,” Xoey added, while watching more likes flood in for Fluff’s #RainyDaysAndMondays story on her phone in her lap.

      Faye’s eyes narrowed to her usual paranoid slits. I knew she didn’t believe a word we were saying, but I also knew that part of her wanted to believe us, wanted to believe that a whole new level of popularity, one she’d likely always secretly dreamed of achieving, might finally be possible. Though she’d never admit it, Faye was hungry for love and attention, and we all knew it. It was a weak spot, something we could exploit. We all knew that too.

      “Exactly, Hal and Xoey. So trust us, Faye,” I said. “If it doesn’t work, it’ll be on us, and you can go back to what you’ve been doing before, which has been, for all intents and purposes, a successful and winning strategy.”

      “And—if it works,” Hal said, “we’ll be in a much better position for the new book.”

      “Which I’m so excited to read!” I added breathlessly. “Whenever you finish the plans for the weekend and get back to it, I’ll be here, dying to dive into High Tides! Pardon the pun!”
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      I check in the last guest and redo my bun so that it’s tighter and less wispy. Having the hair off my face makes me feel in control, and I hope it also makes me appear in control. I look even younger than my actual age, so I need all the help I can get to project an authoritative vibe of competence. Austere hair seems to help. Even if it doesn’t, it’s easier to manage, especially on this already warm and muggy morning with extra humidity coming off the sound. I’d try to check how I look with my compact mirror, but before I can find it in my bag, Faye texts to tell me she’s getting dressed.

      She sends a photo of what she’ll wear today—one of the “looks” created by the stylist that Hatchet hired months earlier. A capitulation. Day one, outfit one: white pants, white sneakers, a loose red-and-white gingham blousy-blouse, and her own tortoise-brown Wayfarers. It’s fine in a basic kind of way, but I wish she were in her own clothes, the ones she wears all the time at home: jeans; Birkenstocks or HOKAs; a men’s style button-down shirt or short-sleeve T-shirt; and an Eileen Fisher cardigan, pullover, or down/fleece vest for easy hot flash regulation.

      I reply with a thumbs-up. But it’s a lie. She doesn’t look like herself, which I guess was Hatchet’s hope. I remember Xoey’s text to me right in the middle of that Abbification meeting:

      
        
          
            
              
        Regarding “elevating” the food and drink menu for TAW, everything offered should be organtic.

      

      

      

      

      

      Organic food for Faye’s fans? Creating an acronym for the Author Weekend? I couldn’t even.

      
        
          
            
              
        Everything has to be organic?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Organtic is crucial now. It’s proof that there’s a sophisticated palate and health-conscious mind behind the food options

      

      

      

      

      

      So organtic wasn’t a typo?

      
        
          
            
              
        I assume you mean “organic.”

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        That’s what I said.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        That’s not what you typed. You typed “organtic.”

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I know. Both are correct.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No they’re not. Because one isn’t a word.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes it is.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Also: re the inflatable pizza floats, I advise including vegetarian options.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        But they’re inedible plastic blow-up pizzas. Not actual ones. That people will actually eat.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes I know, Jade. But optics are important. You might have vegans or non-meat-eaters coming and you wouldn’t want to offend them or risk an allergic reaction by something you could so easily avoid.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        OK, but again, the pizzas aren’t edible. So allergies won’t be a problem.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        But triggering an emotional allergic reaction could be. Better safe than sorry IMHO. So let’s make two of the three pizza floats veg, and one meat. That way, there’s a choice. People love choices.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        In that case, I’ll order one meat pizza float, one vegetarian pizza float, and one cheese-free gluten-free pizza float. For the lactose-intolerant celiac-sensitive crowd. All organtic of course.

      

      

      

      

      

      A flurry of smiley face and heart emoji followed in the message box, and then a giant Bitmoji of Fluff came through, her paw in the air in an excited high five.

      I took screenshots of the thread and texted them to the cohort, with about a hundred eye roll emoji, then put them all into one of my still-empty writing files—Xoey. I knew someday I’d use them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Faye hated the “elevated elements” Hatchet had pushed. And she was angry at how the new version of her weekend didn’t feel like hers anymore, how insulting the process had been, and how they’d said the quiet part out loud: that who she was no longer was what they wanted her to be. Which I get, but the truth was, Faye wasn’t Abby. She wasn’t an incredibly attractive statuesque former professional athlete with a magnetic personality. She was plainer, grittier, wilder. She wasn’t charismatic and charming in public; she was shy and uncomfortable and often rude. Nobody had ever complained about Faye’s lack of style and misanthropy or Kitty’s unsexy L.L.Bean wardrobe and love of beer and doughnuts all the years when sales were climbing and the money was rolling in. But now that sales had slowed, everyone had something to say about how to change her.

      A few days later, a big box of clothes from the stylist I’d found and Hatchet had hired arrived. It was full of tops and bottoms and dresses and jumpsuits, all packed in Ziploc bags with instructional Post-it notes—This pant with this blouse and these shoes; This sundress with this hat and this statement necklace—nothing Faye would ever wear. She tried the first outfit on in her walk-in closet / dressing room, and when she came out, she stared at me, practically in tears.

      “I feel like I’m in drag in these clothes. The outfits are like costumes.” She pulled at the breast of the linen jumpsuit, touched the big stupid orange beads of the necklace that was supposed to go with it. Before I could say anything encouraging, she took off the stack of matching bracelets and the preppy matching headband and even the matching orange flats and threw them all across the room, aiming for the wall to leave a mark—a scar, a reminder of a line she wouldn’t cross.

      As usual, I nodded in nonverbal validation.

      “I wanted this to be about me—about Kitty—and the women who admire her and relate to her and aspire to be more like her. Because Kitty isn’t a girly girl. She doesn’t wear clothes like these. She’s tough. She’s her own person. The kind who never read fashion magazines, who never succumbed to trends, who doesn’t care about fashion or style or dressing for other people: for men—or for women. She’s never conformed. Kitty Howe has probably never worn a dress in her entire life except when she was forced to as a child. Let alone a stupid jumpsuit. Or a ridiculous statement necklace.”

      I felt for Faye. I really did. I understood, as much as I could being so much younger than her, how awful it must feel to be an older woman and have people try to change who you are—to dress you up in clothes you’d never wear, that your fictional protagonist would never wear—to dangle the promise of more love and higher sales if only you’d agree to become someone more youthful, someone easier to look at, someone easier to like. I’d thought I was doing her a favor by getting Hatchet to hire a stylist, but now I saw what a terrible mistake it was.

      “‘Rebranding’ is too kind a term for a process so negating and cruel,” Faye said as she turned to leave the room. “I’m just glad David isn’t here to see this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FAYE

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s right before noon when I arrive at the tent. The guest of honor, the main attraction. The light is bright white, all midday sun, and the heat and humidity are rising. You can feel it, and so can the cicadas apparently, who are making a racket. Once my eyes adjust to the shade inside, I head straight for the waiter holding a tray of pink prosecco, which is what Hatchet advised we serve, even though my fans would have been happy with a boxed sauvignon blanc or a pinot grigio diluted into light icy daytime spritzers—or, let’s be frank, White Claw seltzer straight from the can. I have a sweating glass of blushing bubbly wine in one hand, my luncheon script in the other, and a ripple of applause carries me in. I see the sea of women waving and blowing kisses from the five round tables of ten, the heavy white tablecloths falling just short of obscuring their footwear and the giant tote bags underneath their seats, and feel myself tear up and start to sweat. They’re all in their Kitty fan wear, like costumes—the aviators; the headlamps; the nerd packs clipped to their pocketed T-shirts, most of which are book related; the custom Kitty Howe thirty-five-ounce YETI Rambler straw mugs or ten-ounce YETI Rambler wine tumblers in camp green with Kitty’s signature catchphrase, what are the chances? I think how nice they all look, so comfortable in their own skin, though “their skin” is actually Kitty’s skin. I can’t help but notice the black hole of Abby’s empty seat as Jade leads me toward the little makeshift podium and hands me a corded mic.

      “What are the chances!” I effuse, but the mic is dead. I tap it, wait for what feels like forever as Jade races over to the amp, gulping prosecco until she gives me a thumbs-up. I wanted a wireless headset, the kind they have at the Gap and Old Navy and McDonald’s and TED Talks, and the kind that Abby uses at her fan events—I creeped on every photo of her I could find to figure out the exact make and model—but Jade demurred, saying this was the more “practical option” for such an “intimate” gathering. By which she meant: Only speakers addressing big crowds need those headsets. Message received. That Cool Green Stone sure knows how to manage my expectations and put me in my place at the same time.

      “What are the chances!” I say again, referring now not only to the impossibility of all of us being together but to the mic needing to be fixed. My voice booms throughout the tent, and I instantly have their attention. I swallow more wine as they clap and wave, then put my glass down on a nearby table so I can clap and wave back. The alcohol on an empty stomach has loosened me up, and now I’m marching around the “stage,” a sad square of parquet flooring, the kind that you see at bar mitzvahs and weddings before the dancing starts. Plated tomato-and-burrata salads are being served, and the next course will be arriving soon—grilled salmon on orzo (gluten-free pasta for those with a sensitivity, pasta and vegetables without salmon for the vegans). If this were an authentic Kitty Howe lunch, we’d be having Woodman’s of Essex, Mass.—the earliest purveyor of the fried clam—bring a catered fish fry over to the island by boat. Even baked scrod with a little lemon and butter and paprika and buttery Ritz cracker crumbs on top and a loaded baked potato on the side, the way old Yankees and Jews eat their early-bird specials from Cape Cod to Ogunquit, Maine, would be more authentic than this. But here we are. Faye Wader 2.0.

      I glance at my script and first thank the Manor staff for all their hard work and preparation, and then Jade: “Without whom none of this would have been possible,” I say. “Lit-trally. I think it was actually her idea to do this. She likes to push me out of my comfort zone, to try new things, which I usually hate. But I sure don’t hate this!” I hold the mic under my arm so I can clap at her—for all my complaining, I’m a strong believer in giving assistants their due. “We are, the two of us—she and I, me and her—” I stare out at the crowd to find Peggy for the definitive grammatically correct answer, which comes back as she and I—“Team Kitty.”

      Jade blushes, gives a little wave, then backs away even farther from the stage. She loves private praise and validation but hates the spotlight, hates when I call attention to her if other people are around, seems only to want to exist in the background. Or so she says. Who doesn’t want attention once in a while? Who doesn’t want to be acknowledged in front of a rapt, and trapped, audience? If she ever finishes her novel—or starts one—and gets it published, won’t she want people to read it? Won’t she want the glory—such as it is for a first-timer, if you’re lucky—that comes from having a book out? Or will she shun the spotlight then too?

      “Just so we’re clear, though: If anything goes wrong, it’ll be her fault!” I laugh so hard I almost hurt myself, reinjuring a bruised rib from last year, when I stupidly carried two boxes of foreign editions, heavy as dead bodies, into the house—Sweden and Denmark. The Scandinavians love Kitty Howe for obvious reasons: the cold, dark weather; the cold, dark soul. “Mostly, though,” I continue, expansively, magnanimously, pacing the perimeter of the parquet stage with my arms open wide, “I want to thank everyone for coming, for traveling so far to be here on this tiny little island to support me and our beloved Kitty Howe and celebrate what we’ve built together. You and Kitty have helped me sell over twenty million books. I’m hoping, after spending time with you this weekend, that we’ll sell twenty million more in the years to come.”

      There’s whooping and clapping, including my own whooping and clapping—you have to be your own cheerleader, even if you’re full of black thoughts most of the time. “You loved Kitty, from her first open-water swim, not far from here, to her last; from her first solved crime to her last,” I say. “You’ve understood, on a very deep level, that Kitty’s bravery—her need to prove herself to herself, not to anyone else—is at the core of her origin story, which drives every novel she’s in.” I pause for dramatic effect while Jade flips through the pages of the run-of-show script again, trying and failing to find where I am and where I’ll be going next. I drain my wineglass and completely ignore my script: I want, for once, to speak completely from the heart.

      “Being here is very nostalgic for me,” I continue, my voice low and slow, honest in a way it hasn’t yet been today, or maybe ever at a book-related event. “It reminds me of my teenage years, boating over with friends to Great Misery Island to drink and smoke cigarettes and eat cold pizza that we’d brought with us, and then swimming over to, and sometimes around, depending on our level of inebriation and stupidity, tiny Little Misery. I mean, what are the chances that I’d be back here like this!?”

      I wait for the clapping and whooping to die down before continuing.

      “My time on this island eventually led to my infamous swims: the first around the peninsula of Nahant, just south of here—eight point four miles, where I could hug the shore around its perimeter. And then my next swim, also south of here: Nantasket Beach to Great Ledge Beach, eight point three miles that cut right across Boston Harbor, passing Graves Light at the halfway point.” I stop and smile, and they know what’s coming.

      “What are the chances?!” they all shout.

      There’s applause, and I stop, shrugging and shaking my head in disbelief at my incredible accomplishments. “Those open-ocean swims were harrowing. I wasn’t prepared for any of it: not the swells, not the boats that crossed my route, not the marine life that lurked beneath me. But completing them gave me the confidence to do the Boston Light and the Mass Bay Crossing. Which led, eventually, to my three-month-long swim from Gloucester, Mass., to Boothbay Harbor, Maine.”

      I hold the mic now down near my chest, until I collect myself. I didn’t expect to get so emotional, to tear up, but my own story always moves me too—the desperation behind it, the hole to fill and wound to heal. “How could I have ever imagined that those Emersonian exercises in self-reliance, in literally throwing myself into the deep end of something I knew nothing about and had no business taking on—nature in general and the sea in particular—would lead to the ultimate act of courage: writing my first novel, Night Swim?” Again, I pause until they all shout:

      “What. Are. The. Chances?!”

      “The chances were almost none,” I say, staring at the tables in front of me. “Of publishing that first book, and thirteen more. And of achieving this. This bounty. All of you wonderful women, my loyal readers, who love Kitty Howe as much as I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JADE

          

        

      

    

    
      Maybe it’s the prosecco. It’s definitely the prosecco. We didn’t script that—the complete unabridged Faye Wader origin story / celebratory retrospective. It bears little resemblance to what we spent hours crafting, a speech full of gratitude and humor, modesty and well-earned confidence, nuance and depth. I’m glad I filmed the impromptu, ad-libbed, slightly drunken one, because its scope is broad in its discussion of how everyone needs courage to pursue their dreams; it shows how Faye found her way to a successful career despite the odds; and it inspires the women sitting in front of her to do the same. Even if it isn’t entirely true—not everyone is destined for greatness; not everyone has the talent and stamina and tenacity and grit to make it in any business, let alone the book business—the intention is to be generous, inclusive, encouraging:

      What are the chances that I would be successful? Almost none. But if I could do it, so can you.

      This is a better message—more honest, more entertaining, more over the top—than what we wrote. It’s also better for me and my future novel: We’re finally getting some rising-action action. When I share the video of her slightly drunken speech with the cohort, they all weigh in like seasoned reality television producers:

      
        
          
            
              
        The secret to The Real Housewives or Love Is Blind is the booze!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Keep it flowing

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Sobriety is overrated when it comes to Author Weekends: just because Abby doesn’t drink doesn’t mean Faye can’t get tanked and be outrageous

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FAYE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m hormonally hot from the tent and still hangry after the salad and too-small piece of salmon and what looked like a few tablespoons of orzo—not to mention dopey from the wine—so I’m looking for someone to send up an extra plate and a pot of strong coffee to my room. I’m skipping the Misery Island Beach Walk and taking an hour or two for myself instead before changing and coming down for “Mermaid Meditation” and “Bubbles and Bites”—Jade said I could. She knows I need my alone time. I always need to recharge.

      The lengthy lunch did give me time to make the rounds to all five tables, though—the book group of three recent empty nesters from Boca Raton; a mother and her two grown daughters from Kennebunk; four librarian friends from the Bethesda, Maryland–Arlington, Virginia area who met in librarian graduate school—all of whom had taken their Kitty aviators off to wipe their eyes during and after the speech, either from emotion or because of the heat in the tent, which is now verging on sweat-hut levels. “What are the chances that it would be so hot? But if Kitty had planned this, she would have known because she would have actually done the weather math,” I said to each table when I made the rounds, and the line somehow got funnier each time I delivered it. That’s the joy of a series protagonist with a signature catchphrase—it can be used in any situation, especially when you’re desperate for something between small talk and no talk.

      I’m halfway through the French doors off the stone terrace and about to cross to safety through one of the sitting rooms near the library when Peggy catches up to me. Which isn’t that hard to do because I’m so stiff from sitting on that wood-slatted folding chair at the lunch, which was about forty minutes too long. Why not have one course—salmon over the salad—instead of two separate courses (a salad and then salmon) that made the meal drag on in the heat?

      “I’m so glad I caught you!” Peggy says, breathless, towering over me in her faded pastel madras golf skirt, light-pink tucked-in polo shirt, and ancient bright-green Pappagallo flats with the little leather flower at the toe. Brooks Brothers meets L.L.Bean meets Yankee Magazine. Except for the headlamp across her forehead like a flapper’s headdress, she’s a dead ringer for Eunice Shriver or any of the Kennedy women in Hyannis Port.

      It takes me a second to realize that she actually has caught me—she’s grabbing onto the sleeve of my gingham blouse, which I’m dying to change out of, since the neck label has been annoying me all morning and the cut is more fitted in the bust and hips than I normally wear. I’m suddenly totally uncomfortable in my own skin and have to stop myself from saying out loud that I hate everything. Which I do.

      “I’m so glad you did! Did you enjoy the lunch?”

      “It was a little long, if you ask me, which you just did. I don’t know why they couldn’t have combined the two courses into one—what do they call them now?—bowls? So much fuss for a piece of grilled fish and a salad.”

      “My publisher made a few ‘improvements’ to my plans,” I say, rolling my eyes dramatically. “They wanted to make it fancier. Readers like ‘aspirational lifestyle’ authors now, they tell me, and ‘elevated’ experiences.” I’m hoping Peggy will ask me who I’m talking about so we can have a moment or two of gossip about Abby Schuss, but she doesn’t take the bait. Why would she? Peggy is a problem solver, a corrector of wrongs—typos and factoids and inconsistencies in plot and character being her specialty—someone whose time is reserved for useful things. Gossip serves no purpose.

      “Aside from the heat of the tent,” Peggy says, “I was quite moved by your remarks today.”

      “Thank you!”

      “Especially about the Emersonian exercise, literally and figuratively, of your early open-water solo swims.”

      “It was quite an adventure! Lonely but deeply meaningful.”

      “But at least you had your pilots with you to keep you company. And to keep you safe. Without them, you could have died! From exposure and exhaustion! From sharks! From commercial ships and recreational motorboats!” She steps closer, tilts her head. “In fact, I’ve always wondered why you’ve never acknowledged them in any of your books by name, or today, in a general way. If you have a record or a list of who worked with you, I wanted to suggest that you include it at some point in one of your books.”

      “I don’t think I have one.”

      “You must have the information somewhere. You’ve always struck me as someone very careful with facts.”

      “Except for the errors you’ve found over the years!” I try to flatter her away from this line of questioning. “I usually am, and yet I never thought to write the pilots’ names down. And if I did, I have no idea where they would be—Night Swim was published twenty years ago, and who knows what I did with those old notes!”

      “I could help do the research to find them,” she says, some concern showing in her face now. Something isn’t squaring. “It shouldn’t be that hard—there aren’t that many working pilots. And it’s important: It’s never too late to give people the credit they deserve.”

      I nod and smile, relieved: This is about giving credit where credit is due, not doubts about my swims. “You’re so right! It’s never too late!”

      Peggy adjusts the collar on her polo shirt so it stands up a little stiffer, then fidgets with the positioning of her headlamp, a nervous tic that seems related to her growing tension as she sniffs something out, something not quite right. It makes me wonder if she wears the headlamp in her normal daily life, too, and not just at Kitty Howe events. “If you give me the exact dates of the swims, not the made-up dates from the novel, I’ll do some digging.”

      “Oh, Peggy, that’s a great idea, but as you can see, I’m swamped—so much happening right now, and I’m racing upstairs to get ready for the rest of this first day!”

      She takes a step toward me. “But surely you can remember the years of your swims. I’d think you’d know those dates like the back of your hand. Something so unforgettable is indelible in the memory and the hippocampus, isn’t it?”

      I feel my face freeze. “Honestly, I can barely remember what day it is, let alone whether I even had pilots!” I can’t believe I said honestly, the deadest giveaway to a lie.

      “But you had to have had pilots! Every solo swimmer is required to have a pilot—for safety! It’s in the bylaws of MOWSA—the Massachusetts Open Water Swimming Association!” She tilts her head again to process this new information, this odd admission, then shifts her weight to her other leg. Again, it isn’t squaring. “What you must mean is that Kitty Howe—your fictional alter ego—didn’t have pilots. Which is fine since it’s a novel. Not factual or realistic or entirely believable, and I’d prefer that she did, of course, but you’re allowed to bend the truth in fiction.”

      “Maybe they require pilots now, but they didn’t then, I don’t think, when I was swimming. If WOWSA even existed.”

      Peggy puts her finger to her chin, then raises it in the air: I sense a correction coming. “MOWSA—with an M—did indeed exist. Under a different name. But the bylaws, for both personal safety and public transparency, on the point of requiring pilots, have always existed. Without pilots to protect and guide a swimmer, the dangers are immense. Without pilots to witness, the swims are not verifiable and therefore not official. In other words, they don’t count.”

      “Of course they count. I did them. I survived them. Whether I had pilots with me or not, I did those swims.”

      “But how?” The stubborn copy editor in her will not let this question, this inconsistency, this potential error go. “The Mass Bay Crossing is open ocean: Besides sharks and other marine life, you were traversing Boston Harbor, which has active shipping traffic. Without someone clearing the way for you, you could have been torn to bits by any number of commercial boats crossing your path!”

      “You’re absolutely right, Annie Wilkes! It’s a total miracle that I survived!”

      Peggy stares at me, shocked. “Did you just call me Annie Wilkes? From Misery?”

      My face burns with horror. I cover my mouth with both hands, then reach out to touch her arm. “Yes! But only as a term of endearment, I swear! Because you know more about me and Kitty Howe than I do! You’re the institutional memory of the whole series and my entire career! You’ve always caught mistakes in the timeline, in the continuity of various recurring characters’ lives, even some mathematical errors—all of which got past Merry and her merry band of copy editors. How many times did we make corrections in subsequent printings thanks to your eagle eye? How lucky have I been to have a brilliant, retired copy editor as my number one fan?”

      She flushes briefly with pride, as if she’s the remarkably bright creature I’m making her out to be, an angel put on earth whose sole purpose is to protect me. But in seconds the blush fades and her jaw tightens. “That’s very nice of you to say, Faye, but I’m simply an avid average reader who belongs to four book groups and leads one at the Boston Athenaeum—well, perhaps not exactly an average reader, given my obsession with the no-nonsense and fearless Kitty Howe. Which I suppose is why I’m behaving so terribly, cross-questioning you after your own luncheon about something so obviously critical to Kitty’s origin story—and yours! Because I care!”

      “I’m flattered that you care enough to question it! But I’m alive! I survived! It’s a moot point now! It’s all in the past!”

      “But it’s not! The past is the present. And the future. Books live forever.” Peggy moves closer to me, flummoxed by why I’m not grasping the obvious. “Facts matter!”

      Her headlamp suddenly feels like a third eye, and I think: It knows. I wish that Jade would suddenly appear, or that someone—anyone!—would materialize to rescue me from this conversation. But no one is coming to save me. Like so many other times in my life, I’ll have to save myself.

      “Peggy. Kitty Howe did swim unaccompanied on those routes across and around Boston Harbor and also on her months-long multileg swim to Maine.” I pause briefly, tempted to lie to buy some time, but because of the heat or the wine or my rising desperation to escape, I rip the Band-Aid all the way off. “And I likely did too.”

      Her eyes widen. “Likely?”

      “Obviously it was stupid and brazen and incredibly risky, and I certainly wouldn’t encourage others to swim unaccompanied because it’s so dangerous, especially in open ocean. But that’s what I did. I was young. I wanted to challenge myself, to recover from a devastating heartbreak. I wanted a fresh start, a do-over, and swimming alone, completely alone—risking my life for the biggest accomplishment I could imagine at the time—is what I felt compelled to do.”

      “But aside from protection, you need a witness. Without a witness, no one knows if you actually completed the swims.”

      I throw both hands dramatically in the air, annoyed that I still can’t shake her from this topic. “Why on earth would anyone make something like that up?”

      Peggy looks at me, then shrugs. It’s so obvious. “Because it makes a great story, of course.”
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      My inciting incident and rising action have arrived together in the form of a Peggy Ipswich Mercer cluster bomb, and I am officially dying. I don’t remember telling Jade to pack the Japanese Scream Muffler, the one Hal read about in New York Magazine and sent me as a joke from Amazon a year ago during the particularly stressful publication of Swim to the Light, but thank God she did: Back in my room I pull what is essentially a cheap brown faux-ceramic vase out of one of my bags and put the open end of it over my nose and mouth, covering them completely until I can barely breathe. Then I scream. Silently.

      I sit down on the bed and stare out the window at the water, the blue sky, so clear earlier, clouding up again with a haze of foggy afternoon humidity. I remember coming to Little Misery Island as a teenager with a group of my older sister’s friends, the bright sunshine of midday or the late-afternoon light of June and July and August, a small dinghy carrying purloined beer and a few pizzas that would be cold by the time we ate them hours later. Little Misery was their place, their sanctuary, their playground, a brief escape from Great Misery, which felt mysterious and mystical and haunted with its stone ruins. While my sister was the star of the group—beautiful, blond, popular, charismatic—I was the hanger-on, the ugly-duckling bookworm and science nerd who tagged along, like some kind of designated driver or chaperone, entrusted as the lookout or to keep things from getting too out of hand. I’d find a quiet spot to read, or I’d walk around taking pictures of trees and water and rocks and sky with my thirty-five-millimeter camera, while everyone else drank and paired off on blankets along the beach. It wasn’t until senior year that I finally had what is now called a “glow-up”—my tomboy body softened slightly into curves, my braces came off, and my hair, always long and wild, was transformed into a Seventeen magazine preprom shoulder-length cut. I got my first boyfriend that spring of senior year—captain of the cross-country team, member of the marching band (French horn), and president of the math club, a perfect combination—and started bringing him to Misery Island. Anyone who read my first novel knows how that ended: with my “best friend” stealing my boyfriend. With him going to the prom with her instead of me. But in real life, it was my sister, Lindsay, who did that. The humiliation and heartbreak were indescribable, and my sense of trust was completely shattered: We expect men to cheat and act like dogs, but we assume the opposite—loyalty and devotion—from women. Especially from our sisters.

      I started running that summer and fall, slow loops late in the day or early in the morning before my shifts at a local chain restaurant. Those long hours of disappearing into my breath started the healing process, and continued as I worked my way through college, then taught math for almost ten years in a private school in Cambridge: not because I loved math but because they didn’t need an English teacher. At some point during that time, I started writing Night Swim. I was almost forty when it was published, and its unexpected success allowed me to become someone I’d always wanted to be—someone other than my sister’s patsy. When I met David, an editor at Little, Brown, a few years after that at a publishing party, I felt like myself for the first time ever. David loved me for who I was—obsessively hardworking, ambitious, barely social, and as far from the feminine ideal of a classic wife and homemaker as a woman could be—and he cooked for me and took care of me so that I was completely free to think and plot and write. I had never been happier. Who knew that only a few years later, it would all come to an abrupt end and David would be gone? Illness is a thief in the night, a killer of dreams, an annihilator of hope and faith in the future.

      Waiting for Hal to call back, I think of David now, and of the misery I experienced on Misery Island so long ago. I could never have imagined that life would lead me back here, with fifty women celebrating my career and that of my fictional heroine; that I would need to constantly build and rebuild; that my stupid untruths could make me lose it all.

      I scream again.

      Fucking Peggy. With all her fucking questions. So I exaggerated a little here and there. So I didn’t make those swims exactly the way I said I did. Or even at all, really. The secret truth is that I don’t actually love the ocean, with its freezing temperatures, the creep of seaweed around my feet and legs, the threat of jellyfish and other things that sting and bite. That “giving up” swimming had nothing to do with a back injury, the way I’ve told every interviewer and fan who’s asked. Does it matter now, so many years and books later? And speaking of holes in backstories: What about the gaping ones in Abby Schuss’s, the “addiction” story? I know for a fact it’s completely made up because I dug into it years ago. Painkiller and alcohol abuse, rehab, and recovery didn’t end her skiing career—it was a garden-variety injury, a torn ACL. And what are the chances that an Olympic-level skier would have a last name that lit-trally means to ski directly down a slope at high speed in German? None. I have those records too.

      In the twenty years that I’ve been writing and publishing my Kitty Howe novels, no one—not a single reviewer, not a single reader on Amazon or Goodreads, not a single reporter who profiled me for Entertainment Weekly or People or The Boston Globe or The Washington Post—has ever focused on the granular issues and details related to those solo swims: how I was able to complete them without any help and without any training. What are the chances that those chickens would come home to roost today, on the first day of my first Author Weekend?

      I text Hal repeatedly, but he doesn’t reply. I scream again.

      When he finally calls, I don’t even say hello: “One of my fans thinks I lied about my open-ocean swims!” Then I scream into the muffler.

      “Are you doing what I think you’re doing?” he says, as if this is one of our fun, lighthearted conversations when we gossip and joke about everything we hate.

      I wipe my mouth and stare into the brown plastic abyss. “Maybe.”

      “I never knew you actually used it.”

      “I use it all the time,” I whisper in shame and because my throat is hoarse from screaming. What was meant as a sight gag has become a vital tool in my self-care routine.

      “Anyway, so what if someone is questioning your swims,” Hal says. “They happened.”

      “Of course they happened. But she’s obsessed with the need for pilots—open-water guides and protectors. Witnesses. The fact that I’ve never mentioned them publicly or thanked them in my acknowledgments.”

      He sighs. “You’re fine. She can’t prove anything. Plausible deniability.”

      “What do you mean, ‘she can’t prove anything’? There’s nothing to prove!”

      “Exactly. You did those swims. You had pilots. Kitty Howe did those swims, and she had pilots. In the twenty years you’ve been publishing, no one has ever questioned you, so why is someone questioning you now?”

      I pause and sigh. “Because I may have accidentally admitted to not having had pilots. Which cast a great deal of doubt about whether my swims ever happened.” I scream into the muffler.

      “Why would you do that?” Hal says sharply.

      “Because I may have had some prosecco at lunch. And then there’s the heat. You know how I get in the heat. I think I kind of fucked up.”

      “I think you kind of did fuck up.”

      I scream again. “It’s bad, isn’t it.”

      “I’m not going to lie, Faye. It’s not great.”

      The one time I wish he would lie, he won’t. Typical Hal!

      “It’s all good,” he finally says. “Let me give it some thought. Nothing’s going to happen between now and tomorrow. We’ll figure it out when I get there.”
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      It’s early afternoon, and I’m sitting on a bench in Washington Square Park, throngs of summer school students and people freed from their offices by short Fridays walking, running, and riding bikes and skateboards all around me, when Faye tells me about the Swim Truther crisis. I wish Paul and I were packing up to go to the Berkshires the way we normally do at this point in July—two unplugged weeks full of long walks, cold swims, amazing dinners, and reading what I want, not what I have to, then two weeks of remote work after that. Instead, I’ve picked up my extra-strength motion sickness medication and am resigned to spending the rest of the day packing.

      It’s all good.

      Paul has just texted to say that he’s arranged an Uber to take me to the airport early tomorrow morning, and another to meet me at Logan and drive me to the dock in Salem. I wonder what I’d do without him always looking out for me. In the way that I should have been looking out for Faye all these years. Sure, I’ve always made her killer deals and handled everything from foreign rights to TV and film options to rejecting potential covers until they were exactly right, but I, too, briefly wondered if those “solo” swims really happened the way she said they did, and never questioned her or did anything to prove or disprove my doubts.

      The thought came in a quick flash when we first met and I registered her last name—Wader—and wondered about her sport—swimming. Something about that strange coincidence seemed fishy. Pardon the pun. What are the chances that a writer’s last name would connect so perfectly and subtly to their own backstory and the backstory they’d given their novel’s main character? There are no chances that they would connect like that without some creative intervention. Though I didn’t know for sure, I suspected that she had chosen that pen name before she was published. She must have known what she was doing. It must have been part of her plan all along.

      Over the transom and through the mail the manuscript of Night Swim had come, in a padded envelope that landed in the proverbial slush pile—it was that long ago, before books were delivered as email attachments. I’d lugged it home to read, thinking I’d be lugging it back a week later, partially read, a rejection letter already composed in my head and ready to type and send once I got to the office. For a young assistant to the head of the agency, that was the drill most of the time: lug, read, reject, repeat. Night Swim, a first novel with a compellingly imperfect heroine, singular voice, and unbelievably adventurous semiautobiographical story at its core—the main character’s epic fictional swims based on the author’s real-life ones—was the first book I’d ever taken on and sold. And it went for a lot of money. We’d been in it together right from the beginning, Faye and I, rising quickly in a business that was notoriously hard to crack. I was twenty-five and she was nearly forty, a late bloomer for a debut novelist, the generous, wise, and comically eccentric older sister I’d always wanted. So I ignored my flash of uncertainty that she had crafted and invented parts of her backstory. No one else thought anything was suspect—none of the publishers I’d submitted it to and who bid during the auction before Hatchet won it, and none of the reviewers and feature writers who wrote about Faye and the book when it came out. And so what if it was slightly untrue? She was a fiction writer, not a memoirist. There was some wiggle room, wasn’t there?

      Years later, when I met Paul and first told him about Faye—how she’d plunged, literally, into the world of long-distance solo swimming without any prior experience or training and had transferred that experience into the book—he shook his head.

      “Sounds incredible,” he said, an eyebrow raised. He may seem like a naive Southerner, but he sometimes reads people and situations better than I do.

      “Incredible like ‘wow incredible’ or ‘fake incredible’?” I asked, though I didn’t really need to. I already knew the answer.

      “Diana Nyad may have swum without a shark cage from Havana to Key West, unprotected in those infested waters, but she had a whole crew with her making sure the coast was clear—and there to rescue her if it wasn’t.” He shrugged, then whispered, “What are the chances that it would be true?”

      Nyad, I later learned, had started swimming competitively in the seventh grade. But not Faye. Except for her stories of sailing over to Great Misery Island with her juvenile delinquent friends during high school and swimming or rowing to nearby Little Misery Island, she had no history with the sport. She wasn’t even on her high school or college swim team, which made her story all the more fake incredible. And uncredible. But I ignored my nagging suspicion that she’d changed her name to coordinate with her embellished or wholly fictional origin story, because writers are storytellers. They know how to craft a narrative, weave a tale, cast themselves in the best possible light. How many megaselling authors have juiced their backstories or claimed to still write their books in a closet when they have multiple homes with book-lined offices and outdoor sheds to work in? How many inflate their past failures—I was rejected by eighty agents! Ninety-nine agents! Two hundred publishers!—to goose their future success stories? Fiction writers don’t only lie on the page: They lie in real life too.

      So why didn’t I ever say anything? Or do anything? Why didn’t I take a cursory look through public records—the agency has her Social Security number for payments and tax purposes—or suggest that we get out ahead of any potentially problematic logistics in her swim stories, which have hung in the air for years, a thick velvet curtain waiting to fall from the stage ceiling and smother us both? Why didn’t I protect her from this very scenario—the one that might bring everything, her career and mine, to a dead halt—when I had the chance? Was it just pure greed, or was it also a desire to preserve the fantasy of who Faye was and who I was with her: the successful original agent to a brilliant franchise novelist whose long-term creative and business partnership had surprised us both?
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      Peggy stares at me through the space between the door and the chain lock that she keeps engaged, like I’m some kind of criminal. Which is absurd. I’m her favorite author and her number one fan, but not even three hours after arriving, she won’t open her room door to me more than an inch.

      “I’m so sorry to disturb you, Peggy,” I say, my mouth in the space between the jamb and the chain, “but I couldn’t fathom hosting the first-ever Faye Wader Author Weekend welcome dinner tonight knowing that this issue between us was so unresolved.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean by ‘unresolved.’” Her head is tilted, and my view of her is mostly nose, one eye, and half a mouth. Always a stickler for parsing language and word choice.

      “If we could just talk for a few minutes, I’m sure I’ll be able to clarify any confusion that came up earlier. Whatever you think I said isn’t what I meant. It’s all a big misunderstanding!”

      “I don’t think what you admitted about not using pilots is a misunderstanding. Nor am I confused. Shocked, yes. Disappointed, yes. But confused? No. I feel quite the opposite, in fact: clear eyed. Sadly.”

      “Please let me in, Peggy. Don’t make me beg,” I beg. “What I have to say won’t take long.”

      She sighs loudly. “I was just about to take my predinner nap,” she says, pointing at the Do Not Disturb sign hanging from the door handle, which I ignored when I knocked, before she reluctantly disengages the chain—briefly shutting the door in my face before opening it again, this time completely. She steps aside to let me in, and I bow my head slightly, in deference and in shame, then do an exaggerated tiptoeing tai chi walk across the threshold. Inside, I’m awash with relief. I’ve made it to solid ground. To shore. But I die when I see that she’s no longer wearing the Kitty Howe fan wear. The sunglasses, nerd pack, and headlamp are a sad pile of discarded rejects on the dresser: How can she commit to the costume of obsession when she no longer believes in the object of her obsession? In Kitty and me?

      “What’s that?” Her brow furrows with intense suspicion as she eyes the silver plate in my hand—the one with three perfect little domed nuggets wrapped in gold foil.

      I hold the plate out, the one Lloyd gave me when I went to the kitchen and told him I was having a massive chocolate craving. I had to listen to a whole speech about the single origin of the chocolate we’d ordered and supplied for after-dinner treats and evening turndown service, as if he were the one who’d researched it and found it, not Jade and me. “A peace offering,” I say, handing it to Peggy now, or trying to. “I hear you’re a chocolate fiend, like me.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “You did. On your preregistration questionnaire, when we asked guests for their favorite snacks. And these are extra-special chocolates: nut-free just for you.” I stare at the wrapped treats like they’re friends I’m introducing her to and desperately want her to like. I’m about to bore Peggy the way Lloyd bored me by launching into the story of how Jade had found the independent chocolatier in Newburyport and ordered enough small-batch locally sourced regular and nut-free chocolates for our special weekend. But Boston Brahmin Margaret Ipswich Mercer doesn’t know what any of those Instagram-influencer words mean, and she wouldn’t care about them even if she did. Which, under normal circumstances, I’d admire and applaud, but now it’s only making it harder for me to charm and manipulate her.

      She won’t take the plate.

      “I’ll leave them right here, then.” I inch past her slowly, toward the desk, as if to assure her that I’m not going to try anything, make any fast moves. “You can have one after your nap and save two for later. Because really, is there anything better than eating chocolate in bed?” I put the plate down as quietly as possible, next to the rejected fan wear. I half expect her to say, Not finding out that your favorite author is a fraud is far better than eating chocolate in bed, but Peggy just folds her arms—lean, sinewy, tan; an aging athlete’s arms; the arms of a lifelong golfer, tennis player, lap swimmer—across her chest. The international body language for Not Budging.

      “I appreciate the effort, Faye, I really do. But frankly, this is beyond awkward. I’ve come to all your signings for two decades, and I came to this weekend extravaganza because I’ve loved your books and I’ve loved Kitty Howe and I wanted nothing more than to be in your presence and immerse myself in all the stories you’ve told about her. Now, shockingly, there is a rupture of trust. As professionally trained as I am to find errors and inconsistencies in the texts of books, I’m embarrassed to say that it never occurred to me that someone—that you—would lie about the bedrock of your life story. The fact that you did has completely unmoored me.”

      “But I didn’t lie!” I keep thinking about what Hal said, that there wasn’t proof either way. Plausible deniability. “I did those swims! All of them! Just because no one witnessed them doesn’t mean they didn’t happen!”

      Peggy tugs on her earlobe, then runs a finger along the inside of the strand of tiny pearls around her long neck. For a minute I think I may have saved this, convinced her to at least reconsider the possibility that I’m telling the truth.

      “I’m sorry, Faye, but I don’t think there’s anything you can say to change my mind. In fact, instead of napping, it’s probably best that I leave altogether.” She scoops up the swag we gave her with such good intentions and presses the items into my hands. I look down in horror and shame at what’s there: vestiges of her two decades of obsession with and affection for me and Kitty Howe.

      “Leave? You can’t leave!” I say, my voice shrill with shock and panic. “Tonight’s the welcome dinner, and we’re having a special thing for you!” My thoughts are racing so fast that the lies are now telling themselves. “A little award to show my gratitude for your support all these years! Jade and I wanted it to be a surprise, but, well, now you know! And besides—you lit-trally can’t leave! The boat won’t be back until tomorrow, when it arrives with my agent and my editor—and Abby Schuss—and I wouldn’t want you to attempt an open swim home without any pilots to protect and guide you!”
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      It’s the magic hour on the back terrace, and waiters in all black are passing out Gloomchasers, Kitty’s favorite cocktail—lemon juice, grenadine, Grand Marnier, and curaçao—and tall, cold glasses of pink prosecco, both of which pair perfectly with the publisher-approved seared scallops and tiny clam cakes and bite-size pieces of tuna sashimi on rice crackers. Music, Jessye Norman singing Strauss’s lieder (Kitty’s favorite, full of melancholy and finality and nostalgia), is coming from somewhere—the living room, the hallway, heaven?—at exactly the right volume. The women, now in their “evening beach apparel,” slightly dressier versions of what they wore during the day—off-the-shoulder silky blouses instead of button-down cotton ones; floral dresses and black capris instead of khakis and cargo shorts; wedge sandals and sparkly mules instead of flip-flops and sneakers—are drinking and laughing at “Bubbles and Bites,” the way they’re supposed to.

      Faye mingles among them, sipping a drink, tasting each of the hors d’oeuvres so she’ll know whether to complain to the chef or compliment him, then finds Jade. For all the times she’s wondered about her, felt she wasn’t the right match—that their emotional temperatures were simply too far apart—she realizes now how lucky she is to have such a stable and loyal presence. She needs her now. The Cool Green Stone is her rock, her ballast, her balance. Today has been a trying one—the stress of waiting for the guests to arrive, the disappointing news of Abby missing the opening events, and then the upsetting situation with Peggy—but she’s gotten through it and made it to this gathering feeling calm and peaceful and celebratory. She’s ready for the last bits of orchestrated wonderment to end the day.

      The sun is beginning to set when Jade moves across the terrace and gently tells the women that it’s time to go to the larger side porch, the Zen Deck, where mats and pillows have been arranged. Though it’s a little like herding cats, they’re eventually relieved of their cocktail and champagne glasses and used napkins by waiters doing one last walk-through like flight attendants preparing for landing. Then they’re greeted by two sinewy females in full-length sequined bodysuits, one green, one pink, for “Menopausal Mermaid Meditation.”

      Twenty minutes later, relaxed, centered, and ravenously hungry, the fans will be led off the Zen Deck and into the dark-paneled dining room, where beautifully set dinner tables await them. The women, buzzed and chatty, will find their place cards and take their seats, accepting glasses of wine—red or white or rosé or sparkling—being passed out by a new group of waiters, including Lloyd. Jade will check the microphone, smiling while she acknowledges that it works this time, before handing it to Faye—the guest of honor and tonight’s entertainment—before blending into the back of the room once again, waiting to complete her list of opening-night duties and handle anything that comes up. That Jade doesn’t miss a beat. Thank God.

      Faye will tell the entertaining story of her life—again, but slightly different this time, now that it’s evening and the booze is flowing through everyone else’s veins, not just hers—the ins and outs of it, the ups and downs of it, the twists and turns of it, and the women will be rapt, laughing and crying at all the right moments. Faye has always been able to find her footing, to feel her way in the dark to the sweet spot of self-deprecation and defiance, her tone fine-tuned to each audience at each event. Her sister’s betrayal was, in that way, a gift: She learned that people outside her family could be won over, could love her, could keep her emotionally afloat. And tonight, she’ll rise to the occasion again. She will look out at the faces of these women, these kind and excited fans, digging into their shrimp cocktails, their skin lit by the glow of a hundred votive candles, and she will be overwhelmed with gratitude and relief for the life she’s built for herself, how she rose from the ashes after Lindsay, and again after David.

      Everything will be perfect—the lighting, the wine, the food, the vibe. So perfect that no one will notice the empty seat where Margaret Ipswich Mercer should be sitting.
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        FAYE WADER’S AUTHOR WEEKEND

        Great Misery Manor,

        Great Misery Island

        July 21–23

      

      

      Saturday, July 22

      
        
          	
        Coffee and Crullers on the Porch
      

      	
        Yoga on the Zen Deck
      

      	
        Breakfast, Main Dining Room
      

      	
        Morning Swim Plunge!
      

      	
        Sea-Glass Hunt
      

      	
        Bird-Watching Tour
      

      	
        Luncheon, Tent
      

      	
        “Publishing Confidential: Inside the Book Business” Panel with Faye Wader, Merry Golden (Editor in Chief, Hatchet House), and Hal Tinder (Agent, Tinder Literary), Great Misery Manor Memorial Library
      

      	
        Book signing with Faye, Great Misery Manor Memorial Library
      

      	
        Misery Island Scavenger Hunt
      

      	
        “Aim to Die” Archery Lesson, Old Misery Island Club Ruins
      

      	
        Open Book Club Discussion Group
      

      	
        Pre-, Peri-, or Postmenopausal Mermaid Meditation on the Zen Deck
      

      	
        Bubbles and Bites on the Porch
      

      	
        The Final Chapter: Kitty Howe’s Clambake, Tent (Bring Your Bibs!)
      

      	
        S’Mores Firepit on the Beach
      

      	
        Star Watch
      

      	
        Night Swim Midnight Float to Little Misery Island
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      I wake up while the sun is still rising, consumed with my to-do list. Hal and Merry and Abby are coming at noon, so their boat needs to be confirmed, their rooms ready, the table set up for the panel, and the mics in front of each name card tested and retested. The space and audience are small enough that we don’t really need mics, but Faye loves the idea of making the panel feel serious, important, legitimate, as if amplifying all their voices will give the conversation—essentially a gossip fest about the book business in general and her journey through it in particular—actual gravitas. She approves of the concept of “elevating” when it suits her.

      I text her to see if she wants to meet downstairs for breakfast to go over everything before our big day, but she says she’s having coffee brought to her room so she can mentally prepare. Alone. I guess that means she’s not coming to morning yoga. I make a face at her text on my phone and head to our table in the kitchen by myself, where Lloyd brings me a fruit plate, coffee, and a wild blueberry scone on a wood plank, with two of the cutest miniature pots of butter and jam I’ve ever seen.

      “For spreading,” he says, kneeling at my table, though he could, and should, keep standing up.

      “I didn’t even order this.”

      “Everyone likes fruit, coffee, and scones, right? What are the chances that you wouldn’t?”

      I nod, amazed that he would use that phrase, Faye’s phrase, What are the chances?, out of the blue like that—what are the chances of that happening?—until I remember the sign in the lobby with the book jacket on it, which he must have seen. Still, it’s nice for someone to do something for me—even if bringing me food is his actual job.

      “Where’s your mom?” he says.

      I laugh. “She’s not my mom. I told you, she’s my boss.”

      “I know. I’m just teasing you. But she does give off mom vibes. Or crazy-weird-aunt or coastal-grandma vibes.”

      “I don’t disagree with that.”

      “So you’re a writer,” he says, putting a tendril of hair from his bun into his mouth, exactly like I do.

      I bite off a piece of scone so it’ll seem like I can’t do much more than nod. “And you?”

      “I’m a painter.”

      “Really. Anything I would have seen?”

      He laughs. “Not yet! But someday! Someday for both of us!” He stands and taps the table with his fingers. “Another big day planned?”

      “You have no idea,” I say, even though he has some idea, because he’s seen the schedule and is working the day’s events. I roll my eyes, exhausted at the thought of it, a marathon waiting to be run and survived.

      “Well, I’m here if you need anything. Coffee, cocktails, cupcakes, chocolate. Compassion. We both know how serving people can come at a cost.”

      I nod. Nice alliteration. Maybe he’s smarter than Faye thinks. Most people usually are.
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      Close to thirty happy fans show up in Kitty Howe T-shirts for morning yoga, even though Kitty Howe hates yoga and would never get up this early for anything, let alone for some stupid fitness class, especially while on a semivacation—except for maybe a super-fresh glazed doughnut. Not a bad turnout. The Manor’s yoga mats and water bottles are arranged on the teak Zen Deck, along with a trolley stacked with thick white towels, attempting to elevate it to a luxurious spa experience, though it still looks like a local Kitty Howe fan club meeting, since most women are in no-name sweatpants or cropped yoga leggings instead of #SnoColdFox-branded Lululemons. The instructor makes small talk with the women doing little preclass stretches while I check my sign-up list. That’s when I realize that not only is Faye absent, but so is Peggy.

      Peggy wasn’t at the dinner last night either. I noticed her empty seat right away and then again halfway through the entrée, but it wasn’t until after dessert had been served and cleared that I had time to ask Faye about whether we should call her room and check on her. Faye told me not to worry, that Peggy had mentioned she was going to take a nap and probably slept longer than she’d planned to. With the boat and the sun and the long lunch in the tent, I’m sure she was tuckered out—Peggy’s no spring chicken, no matter how much nervous energy she has. True, she’s not as young as some of the other women here—in fact, she’s likely the oldest of us all—but it still feels strange that she of all people would miss the opening dinner of such a special event and the first morning’s first official activity.

      It’s when she doesn’t attend the post-yoga full breakfast in the dining room that I get a super-weird feeling. A creepy Dateline kind of feeling. I check with the front desk to see if they’ve heard from Peggy since late yesterday afternoon or this morning—whether she ordered room service or called the front desk with complaints (knowing her, she must have had something to say about the temperature in the room or a peculiar musty smell she noticed coming from the drapes or the vents that she couldn’t abide and might even be toxic) or suggestions for improvements (perhaps fewer bed pillows; a brighter bedside reading lamp; more convenient outlets). But there’s been no contact with her since she checked in. Not even turndown service—the Do Not Disturb sign was still on her doorknob last night.

      My stomach drops. I text Faye to tell her I’m concerned about Peggy and that I think she should come downstairs soon—her fans have come and spent money to hang out with her, not me—but all she says is this:

      
        
          
            
              
        Writing. Down in an hour.
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      When I get to LaGuardia early Saturday morning, Merry is waiting at the gate. So is Xoey. And Fluff. And Abby Schuss, who is charming the staff at the departure desk. If they didn’t already know who she was, they do now: She’s giving each of them a copy of her most recent paperback, Star-Crossed Lovers, and signing them and granting selfies like a rock star. But I’m confused: Didn’t Jade and Faye say she was getting to Misery Island yesterday like the other fan-guests?

      Merry manages a grudging half wave when I approach. She probably assumed she’d be getting on the plane alone and could read until she got to Boston—her super-vintage NPR tote bag, the one with a logo from two or three redesigns ago, certainly looks jam-packed with enough printed material for a transatlantic flight to the London or Frankfurt book fairs. But maybe she’s as grateful as I am to have Xoey and Fluff and Abby as distractions and buffers so that we don’t have to talk about last night’s Oh, Hal email. Yet.

      “I didn’t expect to have to deal with anyone this early in the morning,” she says.

      “Me either.”

      “Especially not Abby Schuss. Who of course looks perfect in her sand-colored summer-cashmere separates.” Flustered, Merry readjusts her basic black cardigan and drawstring khaki pants. Then she puts her dark wavy hair up in a tortoiseshell claw clip, making the slight glow of her midsummer tan and piercing brown eyes—Cop eyes, Faye always calls them, like she’s trying to get me to confess to something I didn’t do—more visible with her hair off her face. “I also didn’t expect Xoey to be here.”

      “You didn’t know she was coming?”

      “Nope. I did not know she was coming. And I certainly did not know that fucking Fluff was coming.” She leans toward me and rolls her eyes like my favorite phone emoji. “Fifty-four thousand Instagram followers. I barely have twelve hundred. Why do people follow her?”

      I blush with embarrassment—of course I follow Fluff—then confess my guilty pleasure by whispering Xoey’s social media tagline: “‘Because Catz Makes Cats Fun’?”

      “Shame on you!” Merry laughs and smacks me on the arm as we both look over at Xoey. She’s in a retro crocheted flower-power vest over a white T-shirt and a long denim skirt with fabric patches, a floppy white hat, and what look like actual vintage Frye boots—everything likely procured through endless thrifting. Xoey loves twinning with Fluff, and their matching looks are very Fleetwood Mac meets Woodstock meets “Helter Skelter.” Minutes after Xoey crouches down by a bank of windows near the gate to take close-ups of Fluff in her cat stroller, the photos appear in @ThisFluffLife’s stories:

      YouMakeFluffinFun. #FluffwoodMac

      Her morning post complete, Xoey heads straight toward us. She looks from the airline app on her phone to the departure board at the gate. “Just a short delay,” she says. “Nothing mayje.” Despite her Brooklyn-cool facade, she is still a publicist, consumed with such quotidian matters as time and weather and schedules and contingency plans and jazzy little abbreviations—because who has time to say major when you can save a syllable?

      As the Dramamine kicks in, I close my eyes. Maybe running into Merry here is a good thing. We have to get our stories straight, whatever they are, though I suspect we’re thinking the same thing: that we have to come up with a plan for how we’re going to deal with Faye and the problem of High Tides today. Discuss it? Or deflect and delay until the last possible moment on Sunday so as not to ruin the weekend until it’s over? I’d go with the latter, the slightly lesser of the evils, but the problem is that deflection and delay never work with Faye. She’ll know. She knows everything. She’ll sense we have bad news, and she’ll hunt us down until she gets it out of both of us.
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      Writing. Down in an hour. Such a lie. Faye is too excited and stressed to write, and besides, she would never start another book before hearing back from Merry about her new manuscript. The only thing to do now is to tell the manager that one of our guests hasn’t been seen or heard from since yesterday. He suggests a wellness check, which I reluctantly agree to—they’re always doing them on crime shows when someone doesn’t show up to something they’re supposed to show up to—but which seems like an extreme and invasive last-resort option. I follow him up the grand staircase to the second floor, down a long hallway past Faye’s room and my own, to room 61. The Do Not Disturb placard is still on Peggy’s door handle. Not a good sign.

      The manager knocks and calls her name. So do I. Nothing.

      He tries again. Still nothing. He pulls out the master key on a chain from his pocket—old school, nothing electronic here at Grand Misery Manor—and suggests we go in. Knowing how particular Peggy is—her sense of right and wrong and how things should be done—entering her room without permission is terrifying. I wonder suddenly if I’m overreacting. Maybe she got up super early to take a solo beach walk or look for sea glass alone. Maybe she went in search of a perfect patch of sand to put a chair or towel down on so she could read (or reread) one of Faye’s books in search of typos or timeline issues before the day’s full itinerary begins. But then: What if she’s ill? What if she needs medical attention? How would we explain not checking on her when all the signs are pointing to something being very wrong?

      And something is very wrong. Because there, lying on the nubby cream carpeting near the desk, with three gold foil chocolate wrappers crushed on the floor near a silver plate, is Peggy.
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      Maybe the two CBD gummies I ate in the cab on the way to LaGuardia, which kicked in at the gate, are why I’m so freaked to see Xoey at the airport. She wasn’t invited, but here she is anyway, about to show up unexpectedly and unannounced for Faye’s fan weekend. And where will she be staying? If she thinks she’ll bunk with me and share my room, which was comped, of course, that’s a big hard no—I stopped that sharing-a-room-on-a-business-trip thing three promotions ago. It’s not like we even need her here—there’s no “press” to manage, and Jade is running the whole event. Faye hates surprises, and Xoey hates working, so it must be about creating Fluff travel content. Like the trip last winter to Miami Beach that yielded hundreds if not thousands of photos of Fluff at “Meow-mi Beach,” an outdoor colony of street cats.

      She must have felt my eyes boring into the back of her head, because she comes back with two coffees from Starbucks, like a peace offering. She knows how everyone likes their drinks, that I have hot black coffee in the morning and iced lattes in the afternoon, because it’s her business to know everything about everyone. Knowledge is power.

      “I figured you didn’t want backstabby Eve to come, and I couldn’t let you suffer alone!” Xoey whispers, like I’m moved by her surprise appearance. “Plus, I had an old flight credit and wanted to use it before it expired. Fluff and I were due for a little ‘we time.’” She puts her arm around me and rests her head against my head, even though she knows that I’m not a hugger. “I’m here to be your emotional-support publicist!”

      “That’s super thoughtful of you!” I say, bending myself away to look inside the cat stroller—the Fluff Mobile, which, since I last saw it, has been decorated with colorful plastic jewels glued on by Xoey herself using a vintage Bedazzler that she’d found in a Brooklyn thrift store. I wave, then force myself to say it. “Hi, Fluff.”

      “Say ‘Hi, Merry!’” Xoey prods in her high-pitched cat voice. “Given what we’ve been through the past few months, planning and unplanning and replanning this weekend, how could I not come? There will definitely be some corrective PR measures and cleanup to do during and after the weekend.” She yawns the way she always does when she talks about work—with a wide, uncovered mouth, unabashed and unrepentant. “Plus: I need to bear witness. Like Elie Wiesel implored us all to do.” She leans closer, as if to tell me a secret. “I was his publicist, you know.”

      “I did not know that,” I say, nodding slowly, deeply uncomfortable with equating witnessing actual human atrocities with enduring a cringeworthy weekend of intentional narcissism. “I edited one of his books.”

      “I did not know that! All these years we’ve spent hours talking—how is it possible we didn’t know this about each other?” When I don’t answer, she snuggles in again. “See, aren’t you glad we’re doing this together? Imagine how much closer we’ll be after the weekend!”

      Relieved when she finally leaves to make a bathroom run with Fluff, I look over at Hal. I didn’t check in with him last week about his flight because I didn’t want to coordinate our travel—we hadn’t discussed Faye’s new manuscript, and I didn’t want to be stuck at the airport at the same time, possibly on the same flight, like we are now. What’s saving me is Abby Schuss: I’m starstruck. Though I shouldn’t be at this point in my career. Every author disappoints you in the end, no matter how great you think they are at the beginning, because you as their editor will ultimately disappoint them, no matter how great they think you are at the beginning, and they’ll never forgive you for it. But all the articles are true: When you meet her, you want to be her.

      As an editor, I also want to publish her, but that won’t be happening anytime soon. I had lunch last year with Abby’s agent, Bennett Stern, to see if there was any chance of stealing her for our list—Faye’s sales had already taken a dip, and we knew we’d need new blood to keep us afloat in a few years—and he made it clear there was no chance: Abby loves Stratton. And even if she didn’t, she’s completely loyal to the team that made her who she is. She’s not going anywhere.

      A total lie. Everyone has a price. All it takes is one or two “disappointing” publications for a big author to look for a better deal and a fresh start somewhere else. Reinvention is always a phone call—and a stupid amount of money—away.
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      Tall and blond and magnetic with her athlete’s body—Abby would have been on the US Olympic Ski Team in Lillehammer in 1994 and again in 1998 in Nagano, Japan, if she hadn’t had to enter rehab for drug addiction and then for a relapse—she is now a foot or two away from me, charming a few women waiting to board the flight. I’ve seen her at various awards dinners and publishing parties and keynote conference panels, but I’ve always been embarrassingly tongue-tied when we’ve been introduced and reintroduced—she’s never recognized me, and I can’t say I blame her, since she meets so many people every year. She has that true celebrity quality, not the nerdy-publishing-celebrity-author quality that we’re all so used to and unimpressed by, which renders me helpless: I stand in her line of vision in the hopes that she’ll notice me when she signs her last book.

      “Hey! You’re Hal Tinder!” she says, with her sunglasses—literally rose colored—still on and her short hair tucked behind her perfect little ears. “We’ve met several times. You’ve always been so witty, so warm, so kind, such a welcome respite from the usual phonies at those literary evenings.”

      “You mean the ones who let you know in the first five seconds of conversation they went to Yale?” I say, shocked that she knows who I am and that I’m able to come back with something even slightly witty.

      “And did their senior thesis on Beckett. Late Beckett.”

      “Which won an award.”

      “And seeded their passion for publishing.”

      “Which grew into the beautiful literary tree we’re all sitting under now.”

      We both laugh. I know that her compliments are a lie—we’ve been in adjacent cocktail conversation groups at National Book Award dinners and PEN fundraisers, but I don’t remember any interaction beyond a quick nod or handshake. Still, I can feel myself blushing. That’s how little there is to get in publishing—so little flattery, so little contentment from authors, the margins of gratitude and kindness from them so small compared to the labor agents and editors and publicists expend, that her warmth and unexpected generosity toward me, whether manipulative or simply polite, is a balm. Yes, I’m that desperate. I can’t remember the last time Faye thanked me or told me she appreciates how hard I work on her behalf. If I even do work hard on her behalf anymore; I really have no idea.

      “I’ve always heard incredible things about you, Hal. How brilliant and strategic you are. How you’ve steered Faye through every storm to safe waters.” She leans in, covers her mouth with her hand to whisper in my ear: “And to highly paid waters.”

      My face burns with the hot shame of pride. “Thank you, but with a client as commercially successful as Faye, a monkey could do what I’ve done.”

      “Oh, Hal,” Abby says, squeezing my arm like we’re old friends, or about to become new ones, the softness in her voice intent on soothing my self-hating inner child. “You’re not a monkey!”
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      There’s a perverse sense of relief when I hear Jade’s knock, when I see the expression on her face, when I finally get an answer to my question—the dread of not knowing what happened to Peggy since late yesterday afternoon is now replaced by the horror of knowing. But the relief is fleeting; I’m instantly numb and paralyzed with shock and panic. Peggy didn’t get a bad case of hives from the chocolate, like I thought she might: She actually died. Horror creeps through my body, and my limbs go cold. What have I done?

      After the previous evening’s final round of activities—the trivia contest, more drinks, the conga line out to the S’mores Firepit, more drinks—we ended the first night of the Author Weekend by stargazing before bed. Everyone laughed and talked loudly and stupidly, happily drunk on all the prosecco and signature cocktails poured into their insulated wine tumblers all night, devouring their s’mores with glee, since most women are usually the ones making s’mores for their families, not eating them.

      Using Kitty Howe’s favorite astronomy app to map the gold-flecked, pitch-black sky above her beloved North Shore, I talked about the meditative calm she normally finds stargazing at night before bed. About how taking in the limitless universe on a cloudless night is when she does her best thinking, her best crime solving; when she most fully understands motivation and desperation—why people do what they do. Especially bad things. Like scheme and plot and kill.

      I thought about my own motivation and desperation then: the look on Peggy’s face when she’d realized I’d lied about my swims; the feeling of seeing the pile of swag on her dresser; the moment I’d understood the trouble I was in. My life as I knew it would end unless I could figure out some kind of countermeasure to take.

      Walking away from the firepit for a few minutes to get the sky to myself, to stare up at the blackness and listen to the waves lapping over the rocks as the tide came in, I wondered whether Peggy had eaten those chocolates after I’d left her room. The regular chocolates. Not the special ones produced in a 100 percent nut-free environment. I hadn’t asked Lloyd for those.

      I’d thought whatever upset stomach or discomfort she might get from the nut-free but still nut-adjacent chocolates wouldn’t be anything severe. On the off chance she had trouble breathing, I’d assumed she’d give herself a shot with an EpiPen—I was certain she carried an EpiPen with her—of course Peggy carried an EpiPen with her! Maybe she’d tried to but couldn’t do it in time. I’d never once considered that she might actually die, though of course I should have. How could I not have? All I’d wanted to do was temporarily disable her, to slow her down, to buy myself some time. Not just because she was going to ruin the rest of the weekend but because she was about to destroy my career. I needed to negotiate with her, to talk her out of going public with her Swim Truther suspicions, to make a plan.

      It will take weeks, I know, before a definitive answer regarding her cause of death—anaphylactic shock, a severe allergic reaction to nuts that caused such extreme swelling of the throat that breathing was impossible, I assume—will be determined. If her family, if she has any family, even requests an autopsy: Not all decedents who enter the office of the medical examiner in Massachusetts require one. For now, it will likely appear to be natural causes—a heart attack, a stroke, an aneurysm—something age appropriate though totally unexpected, a terrible tragedy.

      At least she died doing what she loved most, I will say to whatever newspaper or website asks me for a comment. Being with fellow fans of her favorite fictional heroine, Kitty Howe, with her favorite author: me.
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      My whole body is shaking when Faye opens the door. She waves me in and motions for me to sit down in the wingback chair by the window. She even gets me a bottle of water from the minibar, uncapping it and wrapping a little cocktail napkin around it so it doesn’t drip on my pants. In all the time I’ve worked for her, I can’t remember her doing a single thing like this to take care of me in the ways she pays me to take care of her.

      “I’ve never seen that—a dead body; a dead person—before,” I say.

      Since she’s twice my age and has researched homicides for all her books—by either going to morgues or googling—I know that Faye has seen many dead bodies. She waits for me to take a few sips of water, then offers me a Xanax, or a Klonopin, or Ativan—she has everything, a portable psychopharmaceutical supply center in two large Ziploc bags that she brings with her whenever she travels—but I refuse. Something tells me that I need to be completely clearheaded for whatever happens next.

      “I’m just in shock. Peggy seemed totally fine yesterday.”

      “Of course you’re in shock,” Faye says. “So am I. Neither of us was expecting this. Especially since Peggy came from classic New England stock. Fit as a fiddle and full of vim and vigor. Hale and hardy, but persnickety as hell and a total pain in the ass until the end—I mean, her timing couldn’t be worse.”

      With all those clichés, she could be describing any older woman from a John Irving or Elizabeth Strout novel. But her bitchy comments about Peggy are offensive, which shouldn’t surprise me: She’s never been able to read a room. I’ve just seen a woman we’ve known for years lying dead—and Faye can’t stop herself from complaining about how difficult and annoying she could be. When she was still alive. Before she died. In her room, right around the corner and down the hall from where we are now. At the most inconvenient time imaginable.
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      “So what should we do?” I’m trying to steady myself with the question, to get my balance, to fool myself into thinking that there’s a solution to this horrible situation. But there isn’t one. Peggy is dead because of me, because of a series of lies I told and tried to cover up, and I can barely comprehend what I’ve done. What was I thinking? How could I not have anticipated that chocolates with even trace amounts of nuts could be catastrophic, that it could all go so terribly wrong, so fatally wrong? Peggy didn’t deserve to die—she just needed to be quickly stopped and briefly silenced until I could figure out how to contain her. I had a right to protect myself, to save myself. Didn’t I?

      I pull the desk chair over to Jade even though I know that I’m never a comforting presence to anyone in need of one. Why that is, I’ve never fully understood, but it’s a fact. I stopped trying to fight my nature long ago, and now I simply accept my many limitations and personality deficits, if that’s what they are. Jade and I look at each other and then out the window at the perfect, cloudless blue sky. Water as far as the eye can see above the shrubs and low trees. Hal and Merry and Abby will be arriving in two hours. The fan-guests will be coming in soon from their post-yoga sea-glass hunt.

      “We need a plan,” I say, trying not to sound as desperate and guilty as I feel. “We don’t want this to affect the weekend.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, how should we handle this?”

      “We have to call someone,” Jade says like it’s totally obvious, which it is, or at least should be. “The authorities. Isn’t that what people on TV do when someone dies? Isn’t that what people in your books do when someone dies?”

      At least one person dies in every novel I’ve ever written, but now, in real life, in real time, my mind is a blank. Understandably so. My number one fan—not some fictional person I created on paper—is dead, because of me, during my first fan weekend. How could I possibly be thinking clearly?

      “Actually, I’m sure the hotel has already done that,” Jade says. “Because they legally have to report her death and make sure her family knows.”

      I try to remember what, if anything, our guest questionnaire asked for in terms of emergency contacts, but again, my mind and memory aren’t functioning the way they normally do. Maybe Peggy does have family—a sister or brother; a great-niece or grandnephew? Or maybe she listed a neighbor? A former colleague? Someone from one of her four book groups? I rack my brain for anything she might have mentioned about her personal life in all those signing lines over the years. But there’s nothing. Peggy was a sphinx, a very private person. Or maybe I never asked her anything about herself.

      “Of course,” I say. “Of course we have to tell the authorities. I wasn’t suggesting otherwise. I was only hoping we could do it in a low-key way. Like, in a secret, invisible way. I’d hate for all these unsuspecting women”—I gesture dramatically toward the window—“our guests, who have paid so much to be here, who have looked forward to this weekend for so long, to be upset. It would be a shame to deprive them of all the fun we promised them! I happen to know the coroners in most of the towns nearby because of all my research, which means I might be able to call in a favor to keep things quiet until Monday. They’re always leaking things to local reporters unless you give them a reason not to.”

      “Faye.”

      “Even Sunday afternoon would be better than today.” The look on Jade’s face tells me I’ve gone too far. “All I’m saying is that if there’s any way to keep our guests occupied and distracted when the boat comes to take poor Peggy away, I think that would be the best and least upsetting thing. For everyone. There’s nothing unethical about that.”
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      And so that’s what we do. I run down to the front desk, confirming that a call has been placed to whatever authorities need to be alerted—Misery Island is in Salem Sound, therefore part of the city of Salem, which means that someone from their coroner’s office will be arriving shortly by boat. Assuming that Faye is taking care of working her coroner contacts to sweet-talk or strong-arm them into keeping things quiet for as long as possible, I text the on-staff nature guide:

      
        
          
            
              
        Find the women on the beach where they’re searching for sea glass ASAP and start the bird watch early, as far away from the dock as possible. Tell them each bird note they take will be entered to win the Grand Finale Sweepstakes Prize.

      

      

      

      

      

      There is no Grand Finale Sweepstakes Prize. Yet.

      
        
          
            
              
        All they have to do is write down the birds they see in those little notebooks you have, and we’ll announce a winner later tonight. Faye will meet them there shortly. Your tip will be doubled.

      

      

      

      

      

      I text Faye that the coroner’s boat is on its way and that she needs to get outside this minute to hang out with the birders, and she replies with an eye roll emoji and says that she hates birds. Which isn’t true: She loves birds but hates group activities. Faye has never been a joiner.

      Once I get another eye roll and a thumbs-up indicating that she’s on her way down to the beach, I briefly consider calling Greg. I’ve always consulted him in super-stressful situations—like when Faye self-harms by overdosing on bad Goodreads reviews or Amazon numbers right before a book tour, or when she won’t stop checking Abby’s Goodreads reviews and Amazon numbers when Abby is on a book tour—but this is way beyond that. Someone is dead on our watch.

      If I tell him, he’ll likely feel compelled to do something or call someone, even though he’s a psychologist and a lawyer and ethically obligated to keep our secrets—anything I tell him is privileged, I think—but it feels safer not to: The story could leak before we get a handle on it, and I can’t imagine what would happen after that. Abby Schuss has never lost a fan in all her years of Author Weekends.

      I wait until the bird guide tells me that she’s managed to redirect the women for another hour at least—two “action shots” follow of women staring at birds in the trees and in the air and on the sand, writing in their little bird-watching notebooks with Faye Wader wading in the water alongside them. Later I’ll wonder why I’m so quick to do Faye’s bidding—why I go along with the plan to get Peggy off the island as quietly as possible, without telling any of the guests or Greg or my cohort chat what happened; why I think it’s acceptable for Faye to call in favors from local law enforcement and coroners. And when I do, I’ll tell myself it’s because I was in shock; that I wasn’t thinking clearly; that I allowed myself to be manipulated by someone in a position of power over me.

      Maybe this is my actual point of telling: the moment I fail at an ethical crossroads, a moral dilemma. Is this my “extraordinary time”?
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      When we finally board, New York to Boston, Abby is up front in what must be the very small first-class section, and Merry and I are seated next to each other in the middle of the plane in coach. Xoey apologizes to Merry for this on her way to her own seat in the impossibly cramped back—I tried to get us seats together, but it was too late! She is carrying Fluff, the bedazzled stroller having been folded up and checked on the Jetway, to be stored with the ones for human babies. Catz and cat are now both wearing bright-orange nylon vests over their outfits: I’m with My Emotional Supporter—>. I have to say, I kind of love it. It’s so insanely camp without meaning to be camp that I can’t resist it. Maybe there’s a book in @ThisFluffLife, though I’d never mention it to Merry. She’d kill me. I’ll email Xoey next week.

      “Well, this is going to be quite a trip.” I buckle myself into the aisle seat and smile, pretending I’m not afraid of dying or vomiting or both on this tiny plane. Which shouldn’t even be so tiny, since we’re flying between two major cities on the East Coast. Didn’t the old Eastern and Delta Shuttles fly big jets in the before times?

      Merry nods. “It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

      “Yes, it will be. Because you’ve been avoiding my calls for weeks. And here we are, sitting next to each other.” I elbow her. “Awkward!”

      “No. I mean the actual flight will actually be bumpy. Strong winds. I heard the pilots talking.”

      “Fuck.”

      “I don’t like flying either. That’s why I take edibles.”

      “I fear dying less than I fear getting sick on the plane in front of colleagues. Or on the boat to the island.” I shake my head miserably. “Extreme motion sickness. But I took my Dramamine in the Uber on the way to the airport, so I should be fine.”

      “You don’t sound convinced.”

      “Nothing is ever one hundred percent.”

      She smiles. Despite the sunniness of her name—Merry Golden, like a flower, a warm ray of light—she is as cynical and dark and exhausted by life as I am. Which is a relief. Motion sickness aside, at least I won’t have to spend the fifty-seven-minute flight pretending that everything everywhere is “all good.”

      “Maybe you should take a gummy just in case,” she says. “Insurance.”

      “Maybe I should. Maybe it would make it easier to avoid the conversation we’re still not having.”

      She flashes the self-satisfied smile of the bad influence that she is, then reaches into her bag as the plane taxies toward the runway and hands me a square, squishy red edible—two in case I want a double layer of protection. Which I do. Who wouldn’t? When I look past her out the window to the terminal flags flapping wildly and violently in the wind, despite the perfectly blue and deceptively calm sky behind them, I pop both into my mouth and chew.

      “Fuck it,” I say.

      “Fuck it,” she says. “See you when we land.”

      “If we land.”
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      I watch from my room as the perfectly choreographed water ballet goes off without a hitch—the coroner’s motorboat leaving the island with Peggy’s body on board literally passing the ferry bringing Hal and Merry and Abby onto the island. A shiver of horror runs through me as I film it with my phone, in case I need it later. What was supposed to be an exciting, adrenaline-fueled morning, full of anticipation for the arrival of Hal and Merry and the delayed appearance of Abby, is now tainted by dread: How are we going to get through the day knowing that one of our own—one of Faye’s most loyal readers—has died here? Maybe if I’d checked on her last night, when I noticed she wasn’t at the dinner, instead of simply assuming she was napping before I got distracted running point on the entire evening, she’d still be alive; maybe I could have prevented whatever health crisis she experienced and gotten her to a hospital before it was too late.

      Not wanting to be alone with those incredibly uncomfortable feelings, I send the video to the cohort with the vague caption, Top-secret drama currently unfolding: A fan has been ferried off Misery Island due to a minor medical emergency. Do not share! Their replies start buzzing on my phone—the first of which points out that minor and medical emergency are conflicting descriptors—but I don’t have time to read them all now.

      I’d have sunk into more self-blame and guilt as well as a longer moment of intense relief at the logistic miracle of our guests coming and going so seamlessly, but there appear to be four passengers in the boat in addition to the captain, not three. Squinting as the ferry moves closer to the dock, I can now make out the interloper: Xoey. My mouth opens in disbelief, and the piece of hair I was sucking on falls out.

      I race downstairs and out to the dock at the exact moment that someone from the Manor is helping the passengers off the boat.

      “Well, this is a surprise,” I say to Xoey, the first on dry land. “I had no idea you were coming.”

      “I didn’t want to miss it!” she says, and that’s when I see the ironic and iconic Fluff Mobile being lifted out of the boat, the sun refracting off brightly colored plastic “jewels” like some kind of beatific light. “And neither did Fluff.”

      I seriously cannot even. “You should have let us know!” My voice is high and tight with passive-aggressive rage. “We would have made sure we were properly prepared for you—with a room and a name tag.” I hold up the three laminated ID cards on lanyards, dangling from my fingers. “I’m so sorry we won’t have one for you.”

      “No worries!” Xoey says, as if I’m actually apologizing. “I’m sure there’s a printer here for us to whip something up for me and Fluff. It was a last-minute impulse for me, and luckily they had a room available! I wanted to support Merry and show up for Faye. I thought she’d appreciate Hatchet’s commitment and team spirit!”

      “You’ve shown your support so much already,” I gush. “Like when you had us adjust the itinerary? To make it more in line with readers’ ‘changing tastes’—more elevated and aspirational? More feminine, less Faye? I know she really appreciated that.”

      Xoey moves her long dark-brown braid from one shoulder to the other. “We love Faye and only want the best for her. As do you.” Spoken like a true publicist.

      I hold the Phone Pail out until she drops hers into it, reluctantly. Then I walk over to greet Merry, Hal, and Abby and give them their IDs. Like the fans who arrived yesterday—was it only yesterday?—their swag bags will be waiting for them in their rooms, and I watch as they add their devices to the Phone Pail too. Merry and Abby put their lanyards around their necks, but Hal’s slips through his fingers onto the dry, sandy grass. When he bends to pick it up, he falls over in slow motion, like a big dumb golden retriever who only wants to nap. We all rush to lift him up and steady him.

      “Wow,” he says. “I think I might be a little out of it.”

      Merry raises an eyebrow at me. “Too much ‘antinausea’ medication.”

      Abby nods. “I hear those edibles sneak up on you. Gummies look harmless, but they really pack a punch.”

      “I didn’t want to ruin anyone’s trip by getting sick, but I may have gone slightly overboard. Pardon the pun.”

      “You’ve got plenty of time to clear your head before the panel,” I say.

      Abby puts her arm through Hal’s. “Just show us where the coffee is,” she says, winking at me, “and we’ll sober him up. It’s something I happen to know a lot about.”

      Her casual and super-honest reference to her addiction and recovery, so much a part of her novels, a few of which I’ve actually read now, is completely charming, and I find myself tearing up as I point to the side porch, where fruit and coffee and juice and cucumber water and lemon water and tiny pastries are set up, a snack-and-hydration station meant to stave off late-morning thirst and hunger until lunch. After that, we’ll take a bathroom break and meet back in the library, where the panel table waits in front of fifty folding chairs. As the luggage cart is loaded with their bags and rolled up the wood ramp, with Xoey pushing Fluff right behind it, Abby and Merry and Hal make their way to the porch.

      I text the front desk to please add two more chairs to the panel audience seating area. We have two uninvited attendees joining us unexpectedly, I say, tempted to put a period between each word to telegraph my outrage or to explain that one chair is for a fucking cat in a cat stroller’s detachable cat carrier, but they don’t care about my petty grievances. And it isn’t just the rudeness of showing up without even a text to alert me to the unexpected change in plans—she’s a publicist, someone who plans and arranges things!—it’s the entitlement. The sense that she and Fluff somehow deserve to be here, deserve to be included.

      Under different circumstances I might have accepted that Xoey came out of a sense of duty and responsibility and genuine caring—thinking that we might need her help during a busy and action-packed fan weekend, since she knows what it’s like to deal with Faye during events and book tours—but that’s not why she’s here. She wants to bear witness to the shit show we’ve all been afraid this weekend might devolve into. Xoey and Fluff are lookie-loos. Everyone loves a good hate-watch.

      I take several covert photos of the interlopers—Xoey and Fluff and the bedazzled Fluff Mobile—and text them to the cohort. Until now, they’ve only heard about them, not seen them—they’re not really into Instagram. The chat erupts in a stream of crying-laughing emoji and a directive hearted instantly by everyone:

      
        
          
            
              
        Cat and cat publicist have to go in the novel

      

      

      

      
        
          
        1000%

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Maybe cat and cat publicist ARE the novel

      

      

      

      

      

      I let them think that Xoey and Fluff and the Fluff Mobile are the story—that they’re going to be part of my book or all of my book—because it’s easier and safer than addressing the previous thread about the medical-emergency situation, the cover story for the true story: that a fan has died on the first day of her favorite author’s first fan weekend.
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      The coffee and pastries are my medicine—a maple-bacon cruller and a Boston cream doughnut, which turns out to be filled not with vanilla custard but with something called “ube, a purple yam that has a distinctive sweet and nutty flavor with hints of vanilla and coconut,” an adorable waiter named Lloyd explains to me when I make a face and start spitting it out like Tom Hanks in Big. The cruller, though, is perfect—impossibly light and fluffy and yeasty—and it makes all the difference to my well-being. And not only because baked goods always help me nurse a hangover, but because Abby put it on a plate for me with a few chunks of pineapple and watermelon and cantaloupe so lovingly and with such kindness and concern for my well-being that I almost cried. I’m so glad that Faye refused to be talked out of this carb-and-fat-and-gluten-and-sugar-laden spread by Merry and Xoey, despite their insistence that “current trends show that women feel better about themselves when they have healthy choices on trips and vacations,” though I do resent “elevating” the custard with that purple yam mash. I’m getting back to feeling almost gastrointestinally normal, and definitely less woozy than before. Pretty much. I think. Except that Abby and Merry are still watching me intensely. Whenever they ask me how I feel and I say, “Guys, I’m just so happy to be here!” they laugh and make me drink more coffee.

      But seriously, now that the drowsiness is lifting and my brain fog is starting to clear, I feel a strange combination of dread and resignation. I know that Merry and I must talk privately—before the panel if possible and definitely before Faye comes down from her room and makes her first appearance of the day. We need to lose Abby, who is not letting either of us out of her sight. I don’t blame her. She knows no one else here, and she doesn’t even know us that well. Or at all, really, though in publishing, that doesn’t really matter: The business of books connects us, no matter what. She’s sticking especially close to me, nursing me through my CBD overdose and making sure I’m hydrated for the day ahead—Eat this; drink that; take a few more deep, cleansing breaths—which is bittersweet. I can’t imagine Faye being this caring and maternal toward me; her protectiveness on that disastrous vomitous Circle Line cruise twenty years ago now is behavior I haven’t seen since. Not that we ever made the mistake of going on a boat together again, but there have been countless everyday situations when kindness and consideration from her would have been appreciated. Bennett Stern is one lucky agent to have a client like Abby.

      Merry is thinking the same thing about needing to talk privately—I can tell from her cop eyes—but unlike me, she takes action, waving Abby over. “Do us a favor and go explore the Manor and surrounding property and beach and report back to us,” she says, making little shooing motions with her hands like she’s trying to get rid of a child so that the adults can be alone. “We’d go with you, but Hal and I have to talk shop before the day gets going.”

      Once Abby is out of earshot, Merry wastes no time. “Please tell me we’re on the same page about the manuscript.”

      “Pardon the pun,” I say, giggling uncontrollably like Anderson Cooper with Andy Cohen on New Year’s Eve. These fucking edibles simply will not quit. I straighten my back against the solid wood rail on the porch and drain my coffee cup. “And just so I’m clear, exactly what page is that?”

      “On the page that says I admire Faye’s ambition to do something different and bigger than a regular Kitty Howe novel, but I’m afraid even with editing it won’t have wide-enough appeal for us to be able to sell it.”

      I nod slowly. “We’re same-page adjacent,” I say, not so out of it that I don’t try to get Merry to reconsider. It’s my job, after all. I have to try to strong-arm her, or at least to plead Faye’s case. “But there must be a way to fix it. We have to try.”

      “Fixing it is one thing; convincing everyone at Hatchet that it’s a worthy departure—less suspense, more personally intense—is another. They just won’t be that into it.”

      “I get it.”

      “Oh, good.” She closes her eyes briefly and exhales loudly. “I thought you were going to spend all day badgering me until you extracted an offer. We both know what a relentless asshole you can be.”

      “Thank you!” I say, truly flattered. There’s no better compliment for an agent than that one. “Normally I would do that, but I knew it wouldn’t work. Ghosting me since last week spoke volumes.” I giggle at the pun. “Sorry.”

      “Contractually I have thirty days—the right-of-first-refusal clock hasn’t run out yet.”

      “True. You’re at day nine, so you still have plenty of time to change your mind.”

      “I won’t. I’m sorry for not getting back to you, Hal, but I haven’t known what to say, because really, what is there to say? An author I’ve published my entire career steps out of her lane with a book that’s slightly different and more ambitious than all the others, and I have to turn it down because the business is so tough right now it won’t accommodate that deviation? Especially from an aging female writer.” She shrugs helplessly. “I love Faye, you know that. And I admire the effort, the fact that she didn’t just phone in another Kitty Howe book. That this one really reflects where Kitty is in midlife—which of course reflects where Faye is in midlife—and I hate that I have to pass, but I have no choice. There’s no wiggle room anymore. No margin for error. We’re all hanging on by a thread. You know that.”

      “I do. But still—there has to be a way to salvage it, to save it. Maybe it could be completely transformed with another draft or two. Maybe it could be totally amazing!”

      Merry shakes her head. “Maybe Faye has reached a plateau with her sales. Maybe she’s lost her touch with readers, or we’ve lost our touch selling her to them. Between the market and the bestseller list being almost impossible to crack now, and tastes leaning toward wealthy and privileged characters, not a gritty, angry, misanthropic math teacher in some grim seaside New England town cosplaying as an amateur sleuth—most readers want a writer to solve the crime of why someone like Kitty doesn’t know the difference between Saint Bart’s and Saint Thomas and Yves Saint Laurent.”
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      “You’re here!” I squeal.

      “We are! And we’re so happy!” Merry says.

      Hal nods. “So happy to be here!”

      “Yesterday. Was. Amazing.” I swan back and forth across the wood-planked porch floor. “It couldn’t have been more perfect!”

      Except for Peggy.

      “That’s fantastic! After your concerns about the slight ‘upmarketing’ we did, I’m glad it’s working out!” Merry can’t help herself. She always has to be right. And take credit for everything.

      “And today is jam-packed with special events! Including: Abby Schuss’s appearance! Trust me, she’ll be impressed.”

      “Duly impressed,” Hal says.

      “Beyond ‘duly,’” I say. “I want her to be nothing short of insanely and intensely and enviously impressed. I want her to be texting her team as soon as she leaves here with a whole list of things to copy from me—her nemesis!”

      “Like?” Hal says, his face freezing into a tight smile. Just like Merry’s.

      I glare at him. “Like all the amazing activities. Sure, we’re not going ‘luxury shopping’ every five minutes like some Author Weekends do, and we’re not ‘tucked away’ in an Aspen hotel bar ‘après ski,’”—I pump air quotes around lines from the New York Times article about Abby—“‘soaking in spring water hot tubs’ and ‘gazing up at the mountains and the western sky’ while the guest of honor ‘reads from her latest book near a roaring firepit’”—pumping, pumping, pumping—“because we have better, less ‘aspirational’ things to do. To learn. To experience.”

      “Like?” Merry can’t help but ask with a frozen face too.

      “Like—this morning after yoga, there was a sea-glass hunt, and then a bird watch. Great Misery Island and its sister island, Little Misery, right over there, are among the top locations on the East Coast to see so many species like”—I stop, like I’m trying to recall memorized answers for a test, but I’m slightly distracted by having called Little Misery the “sister island” of Great Misery, given what happened with Lindsay and me—“brown thrashers, herring gulls, black-backed gulls. Along the way we toured the ruins of the old Misery Island Club, and each fan noted ten birds they’d seen to enter the Grand Finale Sweepstakes Prize.”

      “What Grand Finale Sweepstakes Prize?” Hal says.

      “I don’t remember seeing that on the itinerary,” Merry says.

      “We added it. Recently. We slotted it in after the Publishing Confidential panel and my book signing, but before archery, Menopausal Mermaid Meditation, and Nibbles and Bites. I mean, Bites and Bubbles. I mean, Bubbles and Bites. There’s also an optional book club meeting in the library. Fans can talk about whatever books of mine they want to.”

      “Or they can just talk about you!” Hal says.

      “I’m exhausted even hearing about all these activities!” Merry says.

      “We want people to get their money’s worth,” I say. “Not everyone is as rich as Abby’s fans. My readers aren’t used to this kind of extravagant indulgence, so they should be rewarded for sacrificing so much to come, for putting themselves first for once.” When neither Merry nor Hal expresses instant approval, I shake my head and sneer. “You’re such snobs.”

      “We’re both from New Jersey, Faye,” Hal says. “It’s impossible to be a snob when you’re from New Jersey.”

      “Except that you both went to Princeton, snob central, even though you didn’t know each other there,” I jab. “Anyway. Too much downtime is never good at events like this. Too much time to think. Better that guests are overwhelmed and exhausted than bored.” My smile dims. “I’m sorry we didn’t get a chance to get every addition approved by you and your cat publicist, but we know my fans and what they like better than she does.”

      “You mean Xoey. Xoey Catz. And she’s not a cat publicist. She’s a book publicist who loves cats.” Merry forces herself to defend Xoey—it’s her job, as a manager and an executive—even though she knows I’m essentially right. Xoey actually is a cat publicist—a publicist who publicizes a cat, not a cat who is a publicist—even though Hatchet pays her to be a book publicist.

      “Who is so obsessed with cats she changed the spelling of her last name to reflect that obsession. Assuming her real last name is even Katz to begin with. But whatever.”

      Yes, whatever.

      Hal is staring into the middle distance, in the direction of the water dispensers, pointing in awe at the colorful cucumber- and lemon-filled ice cubes floating inside them as if he’s looking into an aquarium of exotic fish. My head tilts as I try to figure out what’s wrong with him, and in those split seconds Merry manages to escape, getting away before I can ask her about the manuscript.

      “Are you high?” I ask Hal, who is now trying to grab a cube or two of fancy ice with tongs from one of the fruit platters.

      “Yes, I think I am,” he says, then tells me about overmedicating this morning. “Dramamine and edibles. Not the best combination. But I didn’t want to embarrass myself. Again.”

      “I don’t care what you do on a boat without me. As long as I don’t have to be there to watch.”

      “Good to know.”

      “But what did you expect? There’s a reason I hate edibles. They’re not regulated. You never know what’s in them and how long they’re going to last. I wouldn’t eat gummies if you paid me money.” I lead him to a small wicker couch in the far corner of the porch, away from the distracting fruit ice. “Sit,” I say. “We have to talk about Merry before she comes back. Did she mention anything about the manuscript on the plane?”

      “Let’s first talk about your crazed fan. The Swim Truther. Is there any news since yesterday? Do you think she’ll interrupt the luncheon or the publishing panel with more questions? Should we talk to her before it all starts?”

      “No, she left early this morning, actually,” I say. Which technically isn’t a lie, though she “left” in a way that could be more accurately described as having been quietly removed by a coroner because she was dead. “She had an upset stomach, maybe a bad clam or scallop at the welcome lunch.” Which is a lie, since there were no clams or scallops at lunch. “We had a good talk after I spoke to you, before she was struck down by food poisoning, and we cleared everything up.”

      “You mean, after you screamed at me.”

      “After I screamed into the Scream Muffler,” I clarify. “But yes, I was able to put her mind at ease. It’s all good now—apologies for borrowing your signature anxiety mantra.”

      “How exactly did you put her mind at ease? If the topic comes up again, I want to know what to say.”

      I pick nonexistent hair and lint off my blouse—blue-and-white striped today, instead of red gingham checks like yesterday, but mercifully less fitted—and wave him away. “It was all just a big misunderstanding.”

      “So how did you leave it? Did she say anything about pursuing it further?”

      Like a dog with a bone. “Again, I ask you: Are you high? I just told you that everything is fine! It’s over! Enough about Peggy the Swim Truther! I want to talk about Merry the Ghoster!”

      His eyes widen. “Wait, Peggy Mercer—a.k.a. Annie Wilkes—is the Swim Truther?”

      “I thought I told you that yesterday.”

      “No, you did not tell me that yesterday.” He is suddenly quite sober. “That makes a huge difference.”

      “Why?”

      “She’s not only your biggest and most loyal fan. She’s a respected former copy editor and fact-checker. For those reasons alone, people would be likely to believe any accusations she makes. Whether she decides to speak out publicly will determine the outcome and everything else.”

      “Everything else?”

      He sits forward to put his head in his hands before looking up at me again. “Yes, everything else. Your next book. Your future career. Your legacy.”

      “Not to put too fine a point on it.”

      He stands, rallying, or trying to. “If you really did put her doubts to rest yesterday, then it’s all good. But I’ll need to talk to her as soon as possible to make sure the issue is completely resolved. Can I get my phone back?”

      “I’ll see if I can find Jade, Keeper of the Phone Pail,” I say calmly, knowing we have nothing to worry about from Peggy.
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      Faye and I go to my room so I can get settled and decide if I want to change my clothes—I decide that I don’t—because she can’t find Jade. I grab a light cotton crewneck sweater and a baseball cap—a Kitty Howe–branded hat that I’ve never worn—and we both head down to the tent for the luncheon.

      “How was Abby on the plane and on the ferry?” Faye asks as we walk along the grass, the sun sharp and bright and hot, cicadas whining and buzzing in the distance. “Did she say anything about me?”

      “She was lovely, actually. Warm and genuine and surprisingly friendly.” Her face falls, but I can’t help mentioning Abby’s incredible charisma and magnetism. She reminds me of Lars Jansen, the blond, tan Dutch god who was on my high school soccer team, who I was too shy to ever speak to because he was so perfect. And straight.

      “I’m sure no one ever describes me that way when they meet me.”

      “We can’t be all things to all people. You are who you are, Faye. You have your own brand of irresistible charm.”

      “You’re such a bullshitter, Hal. But you’re my bullshitter.”

      I give her a little half embrace, and we keep walking, but of course she can’t leave it there. She can’t help herself.

      “What did you talk about?”

      “Just your basic travel small talk—What time is the flight supposed to get in; where are we meeting the boat; should we have brought a gift for Faye—that kind of thing.”

      “Did she? Bring a gift?”

      “I don’t think so. I didn’t bring a gift for you either. Should I have brought a gift for you?” I cover my mouth with my hands, my brain still swimming in edible shame and paranoia and confusion. “I’m so sorry, Faye! It didn’t even occur to me! Because the event was here, and not at your house! If it were at your house, I definitely would have brought a gift! And I’m sure Abby would have brought one too!”

      Faye pretends it doesn’t matter, but I know she’ll keep score like she always does. She’ll go to her grave holding this grudge, even though, really, why would we have brought gifts to her Author Weekend? Isn’t the gift of our presence the present itself?

      “I still can’t figure out why she came, Hal.”

      “Because she’s a fan. She said so on the drive from the airport to Salem. She’s been a huge Faye Wader fan since Night Swim.”

      “I don’t buy it.”

      “You think she’s here as a spoiler?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “Why else would someone as successful as Abby waste her time coming all the way from Aspen for this?”

      Faye’s eyes widen. “Gee, thanks.”

      “No! What I meant was: Why would someone like Abby come all this way for any reason other than total fandom?”

      “Please. It doesn’t make any sense. We’re not friends. We’re barely acquaintances.”

      I nudge her with my elbow. “That’s your gloom-and-doom insecurity talking. Peggy rattled you yesterday. But today is a new day. You have a tent full of fans—fifty of them.”

      “Forty-nine—I told you, Peggy went home.”

      “You have forty-nine fans—plus Merry and me and Jade and Xoey, and Fluff, so technically fifty-four fans—who are about to have lunch with you and who can’t wait for our panel afterward. And then there’s archery and face painting and finger painting and pin the tail on the donkey.” I elbow her again to try to jolly her out of her dark mood. To my surprise, it kind of works. “I mean, just ask yourself our proverbial question: WWKD? What would Kitty do?”

      She nods and takes a moment to think the way she always does when I pose that question—in the middle of a book’s revision or at a moment like this, when she needs an extra boost of inspiration. “Kitty wouldn’t give a shit why Abby was coming. She’d just be jazzed to have the opportunity to show off. And prove her wrong.”

      “Exactly. That’s your motivation.”

      “Okay, then, Home Ruler,” Faye says. “Stay sharp. Kitty wouldn’t let Merry leave tomorrow without having Hatchet’s offer in hand.”
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      I thought I’d planned for every contingency, but I didn’t anticipate the sudden death of a fan-guest, which has left me reeling and doubting my own competence and judgment—the idea that there might have been something I could have done to prevent her demise continues to nag at me no matter how much I try to ignore it. I also didn’t anticipate this rock star level of excitement around Abby Schuss being here. I knew there would be some, that her appearance would stir the pot, add some glitz and glamour to the event and some drama to the weekend—but she’s instantly recognizable with her super-short blond hair and sophisticated monochromatic separates in the color “white sand” (someone asked). Faye’s fans are vibrating with celebrity-spotting energy and the thrill that they’re getting two famous authors for the price of one.

      “I think it was a risk to invite her,” Xoey says.

      “You’re right. It was.” It was also a risk to show up uninvited. And a risk to bring your cat.

      “She’s going to upstage Faye, and it won’t end well.”

      “I don’t agree, but if you’re so afraid of that, what do you suggest we do?” As always, Xoey is making big negative pronouncements—this is bad, this is more bad, this is baddest—without ever offering a solution or fix. Or offering to do any work. Another publicist would be figuring out a plan to get Abby out of the tent to keep the focus on Faye—a discreet emergency intervention—but Xoey just watches things happen, like there’s nothing she can do, or cares to do, to stop them.

      “I have no idea, but I really wish I had my phone. Fluff is doing something super cute right now, and I’d love to post it.” She bends down and points, though I don’t see anything particularly super cute, and finally she stops obsessing about the stupid cat and looks around the tent.

      We both see Faye standing with Hal and a circle of cooing women, all in their fan wear—the caps, the aviators, the book-cover T-shirts, the nerd packs—and then we see another group of women surrounding Abby, gushing and blushing about how much they love her suspenseful romances. Xoey raises an I told you so eyebrow and walks away. I move closer to eavesdrop.

      “Love is everything,” Abby says. The women around her swoon. When one of them asks when her next Aspen fan weekend will be, she reaches into her bag for her phone—forgetting that it’s in the Phone Pail—then closes her eyes to access her actual memory. “February thirteenth through sixteenth. It’s a special romance-focused Valentine’s Day themed event, of course.”

      Of course. I’m so glad she’s promoting her event here, on our dime, within earshot of Faye. I wish we could cool it on the rising action for a while. The women repeat the dates to themselves and each other, committing them to memory without their phones or writing them down in their little notebooks, promising to sign up as soon as they get home, though I wonder how many of our guests will be able to afford a #SnoColdFox weekend. If Faye’s comparatively modest New England weekend was a financial stretch, how could they possibly manage to go to one of hers in Aspen?

      “But we’re not here to talk about my Author Weekend,” Abby announces when she sees Faye glaring at her, loud enough for her to hear. “This is Faye’s first Author Weekend! She’s the guest of honor!” She puts her arms out straight and claps extravagantly like Oprah does when she’s giving everyone in her studio audience a car, tilting her head, smiling her perfect smile—until Faye smiles and claps back. Then Faye unbuttons her blouse down to the white tank underneath. She’s hot flashing, more from rage than from the heat, if I had to guess.

      This should be the moment to get everyone seated and bring Faye to her first-course table visit, but they’re not ready for us yet, so we all keep talking and waiting until a noisy motorboat pulls up to the dock. Abby quickly excuses herself and runs down the grassy slope to the water, where the driver of the boat has unloaded several cardboard boxes, put them on a dolly, and started wheeling them toward the side service entrance of the Manor, where Abby is pointing. On her quick jog back up to the tent, I stop her.

      “Hey, so what’s with the boxes?”

      “My assistant, Gabby, said you’d suggested I bring some of my books to sign and give away later—for free, of course, not to buy. She said that you’d said that there wasn’t a bookstore on the island, so we could bring the bookstore to the island!”

      I shake my head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I swear I saw an email to that effect—if I had my phone, I’d show you!”

      “I believe you, of course, but honestly, there must have been some misunderstanding.”

      “Oh God,” she says, covering her mouth. “I’m so sorry!”

      “It’s just that, you know, this is Faye’s day, and I wouldn’t want her to feel⁠—”

      “Upstaged. Of course. How stupid of me.”

      “It’s fine. We’re having a little signing for her after the panel. Let’s see how it goes, and if it feels right to set you up at the same time, then we’ll do it. Added value for the fans—two superstar bestselling authors for the price of one.”

      Abby touches my arm. “That is so generous of you. And no pressure. I can always have Gabby arrange for the books to be shipped back, or we’ll leave them here as a gift to future guests.”

      “I’m sure the Manor would love that.”

      “You’re the best, Jade. Faye is so lucky to have you.” She squeezes my arm again, gently, like a friend, then leans in to hug me, and suddenly I’m so jealous that Gabby gets to work with someone as human and humane as Abby that my eyes blur with tears.
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      At lunch I move from table to table, from salads to chilled lobster rolls to slices of nearly frozen Baked Alaska, charming everyone and thanking them for coming. I keep thinking about Peggy, eating that chocolate last night and dying so quickly: Leave it to her to do everything with such extreme efficiency. At least, I hope she died quickly. I hope she didn’t suffer. But if she ate all the chocolates, maybe she did. Did she feel the effects immediately? Was there a delayed reaction after the first truffle that made her think it was safe to eat the other two, giving her a level of toxicity that would be fatal? Did her throat close? Did she know she was dying? In the instant she felt her body react, did she realize that the chocolate must have been nut tainted? Did she think it was an accident, or did she suspect that I’d brought her the wrong chocolate on purpose? Peggy wasn’t stupid. And as a student of Kitty Howe and Faye Wader, she understood how our minds work when it comes to intentionality and our strong instinct to survive. She knew me better than I know myself.

      And what if, when the autopsy results eventually come in and show the cause of death as anaphylactic shock—assuming there is an autopsy—brought on by her severe nut allergy, they track down Lloyd, who could tell them that I asked him specifically for the regular chocolate, not the special nut-free chocolate? What then? Would I be presumed innocent, or would I be charged with murder? If they found out what Peggy had on me, they would know I had a strong motive, but they’d have to prove intent, since my actions could have caused her death accidentally, so maybe I’d be charged with involuntary manslaughter. Even if no one ever comes for me, will I be forever tortured and destroyed by guilt, Lady Macbeth at my stupid laptop, alone in my stupid empty house, until the day I die too?

      WWKD? Kitty would force herself to focus on the women who are ridiculously excited to be here, to meet her, and to meet each other, fellow fans from all parts of the country. They’re talking about their favorite Kitty books—the ones they’ve reread multiple times (all of them) and the ones they wish would be turned into movies or television series (all of them). They’re comparing notes about where they bought their cute sneakers and sandals and water shoes and pedal pushers and shorts and skorts. (Nordstrom Rack! T.J.Maxx! Target! Lands’ End! And of course L.L.Bean!)

      So I do exactly that. When women ask me if I’ll sign their treasured first editions after the Publishing Confidential panel, I assure them that of course I will—and that I’ll even sign old and new T-shirts, hats, and totes. Their warmth and adoration are a surprise to me and a gift. I want to enjoy this, but I’m struggling to feel morally deserving of it. After all, what kind of monster kills, accidentally or otherwise, their biggest fan on the first day of their first Author Weekend?

      Jade floats through the tent, today in a white T-shirt and white pants, making sure everyone has the right entrée, the right beverage, the right dessert; checking that their wine is cold and their coffee is hot; making sure I always have an icy can of plain seltzer in my hand instead of a YETI tumbler of wine or prosecco since, as I proved yesterday, I should never day drink. Jade doesn’t even know about Peggy’s transformation from Annie Wilkes to the Swim Truther yesterday, but she knows enough to want to prevent any more of my stupid ad-libbing. I’m so envious of her suddenly I can barely stand it: envious of her clean conscience and her guilt-free spirit, not to mention her youth. I’ll never be able to return to that original state of being—someone who has not accidentally killed one of her fans—no matter how much I try. No matter what happens after this weekend, nothing will ever be the same.

      We move from the tent into the library, where the panel table is set up, where Hal and Merry are paying so much attention to Abby that when I slide past them on the way to taking my seat at the table, a few yards away, they barely notice me.

      “Maybe you three should get a room,” I interrupt. That’s what Kitty would say.

      Merry laughs. “Maybe we should!”

      “We definitely should!” Abby says.

      “Who knew this was going to be so fun—meeting each other like this!” Hal says.

      “Why don’t we ever get together in New York?” Merry says.

      “Because I live in Aspen!”

      “Well, maybe you should move!” Hal says.

      “Well, maybe I will!”

      “Why don’t we ever get together in New York?” I interrupt again, though this is something Kitty would never say. She’s never desperate and whiny; she never expects people to give her things. She makes things happen without ever asking permission.

      Merry turns to me. “We do get together in New York!”

      So does Hal. “You came a few months ago!”

      I remember that trip, which was more like eight months ago. They’d arranged for me to meet with Xoey and Hatchet’s marketing and sales people to pump some energy into the fall publication of What Are the Chances. Afterward, Xoey was focused on Fluff, of course, and neither Merry nor Hal was able to meet later that day or the next, together or separately, for breakfast or lunch or coffee or drinks or dinner. They were both busy with other people and other things: Merry had two authors doing bookstore events, I saw on her Instagram page and Hatchet’s; Paul was turning forty, and Hal had planned a small fancy celebration and still had to finalize the menu and decide on a gift.

      “I’m so glad I’m in town!” I said to Hal when I managed to get him on the phone. “Where is it?”

      “Oh, Faye. We’d love to have you, but it’s a super-small group. Just family. Paul’s father and sisters are coming in for it and staying with us, and we only have room for a few other really close friends.”

      Just family. Really close friends. The words cut me, a knife to the gut. Wasn’t I family? Wasn’t I a really close friend? Hadn’t I known Hal for twenty years, and Paul for almost ten? Hadn’t I been at their wedding? Brought housewarming gifts whenever they bought and closed on a new home? Hadn’t they invited me several times for Thanksgiving and Christmas and to use the country house for solo writing retreats anytime they weren’t there? Didn’t that make me part of their innermost circle? Their chosen-family family? I’d thought so, but I was wrong. The line Hal drew that day broke my heart, though I didn’t let myself feel the deep wound of exclusion until later. The hurt of it, the truth of it: I was a client. An author. A writer. I was a friend, but I wasn’t family. And I never would be family. He and Paul had felt like family to me, and I’d always presumed reciprocation. It was devastating and humiliating to realize that I didn’t mean as much to them as I’d thought I did. That I didn’t mean as much to them as they meant to me.

      I sit down in front of my name card at the panel table and wait for Merry and Hal to join me. They don’t. They’re giggling and whispering with Abby in a way they’ve never giggled and whispered with me—or maybe they have giggled and whispered like that with me, and I’m just being a giant left-out baby. A hanger-on at my own party. Whatever the truth is, Jade’s attempt to move them my way—it’s after two o’clock now—is ignored. They’re crying laughing, leaning against each other so that they don’t collapse from their private hilarity. I don’t know if I wish they were dead or if I wish I were dead, but I don’t like any of it. I’ve read all the articles about how charismatic Abby can be—like a benign cult leader, is how most people describe her effect on them—and it’s true: Merry and Hal, my people, my team, are falling for her. During my Author Weekend.

      I tap my microphone sharply. “Um, guys?”

      Nothing. I get up from the panel table and walk back toward the three of them. Abby is in the middle of a story—I hear every third word, maybe every fourth—ski, sex, sobriety, self-care—and they’re so rapt they barely notice me by their side. I poke Hal, who seems finally unhigh, hard in the upper arm—I know it’s hard because he winces and stares at me like I’m an animal, rubbing the spot to try to make it stop hurting—and then I snap my fingers in front of Merry’s face to get her attention.

      Jade, next to me now, whispers in my ear: “Snapping your fingers at someone probably isn’t the best idea. We wouldn’t want someone talking about it or posting about it when they get home.”

      “Nobody has their phone, so no one has a camera.”

      “Right. But they could still post just words about it later without a photo.”

      “Just words? That’s pretty far-fetched, don’t you think, Jade? Nobody posts ‘just words’ without a photo and without a phone.” When she doesn’t answer, I shrug and roll my eyes. “If you’re waiting for me to Venmo you, you can wait all day. This is my party, and I’ll snap my fingers at my disloyal team if I want to.”

      The Cool Green Stone nods, then stares straight ahead, professionally, inscrutably, the way she always does when her feelings are hurt.
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      It just kind of happens. We’re standing around talking, waiting for the panel to start, so full from lunch and wiping our eyes at the hilarious story Abby is telling us about her fan weekend this past winter, when the women in the conga line got so drunk they went straight out the French doors from the dining room into the heated, lit pool, one after another after another, laughing their heads off even after they were fully submerged. Which is slightly weird: that there was so much alcohol around, considering that Abby is all about sober living.

      “We had to fish them out with those giant pool nets,” Abby says, barely able to get the words out. “The kind with the long stainless steel handles. We were lucky no one died—can you imagine if someone died at one of my fan weekends?!—but my God, it was funny. Booze makes people so stupid!”

      Instead of mingling with her fans in the few minutes left before the panel, Faye is fixated on us. Because we’re having so much fun. Since it’s not our Author Weekend, we’re not as stressed as she is, which means we’re enjoying ourselves and she’s not. It’s like we’re guests at a wedding and she’s the bride—or so I’ve heard. Unlike most of my friends and all of my siblings, I’ve never been married, and I hope to keep it that way. Part of me knows I should be more sympathetic to Faye—I know how socially awkward she is and how uncomfortable this exact sort of event makes her. But this was her choice, her doing, and that relieves me of the responsibility of taking care of her today, especially since I had to get up so early, and especially since our conversation about her book is still looming. All of which is making me want to distance myself from her as much as possible, which I know is wrong. And weird: The same force that’s pushing me away from Faye is pushing me toward Abby. She’s just so much more fun. I know that’s terrible to admit, and I feel guilty for even thinking it, but it’s true: There’s a lightness to her that pulls you right in.

      When Jade finally alerts us that it’s time to take our seats at the panel table, it seems strange that Abby isn’t going to be up there with us. After all, it’s an inside-the-industry panel—and you can’t get more inside the industry than Abby Schuss. She’s certainly as inside the industry as Hal, Faye, and I are—and besides, most of Faye’s fans probably have questions for her too.

      I’m not saying it’s right that Hal invites her to join us—Of course you should be up there with us! You have so much to bring to the conversation, and you’d make it a more even playing field: two authors, two publishing people!—but that’s what happens. I think. Or did Jade say that? I can’t remember. Blame it on the edibles. All I know is that Abby is now excitedly leading the conga line as we three hippity-hop across the room to the panel table.
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      Honestly, I can’t believe Jade suggested that Abby join us on the panel.

      “Really?!” Abby says, with her palm flat against her chest, shaking her head no as she follows us across the room. “I’m a guest here. A fan just like everybody else!”

      “Not exactly ‘just like everybody else’!” Jade says. “And you came all this way! What a waste it would be for you and all the guests if you only sat and listened!”

      “It’s Faye’s day. I’m not going to upstage her,” Abby demurs while maneuvering around chairs and tables and women and tote bags and handbags to the panel table, like she’s slalom skiing around those little red poles on a downhill course.

      “She can take it,” Jade says. “She’ll be fine.”

      I tug lightly on the sleeve of her T-shirt and pull her aside. “I don’t think she can take it. And I don’t think she’ll be fine. And if Faye isn’t fine, none of us will be fine.”

      “I think we’ll live,” Jade says coolly.

      “Seriously?”

      “I just think it would be weird if Abby didn’t join the panel.”

      “Weird for whom?”

      “For Abby, of course. And for us. It would make us look exclusionary if we didn’t include her.”

      “Exclusionary? But this is Faye’s event. It is, by definition, exclusionary.”

      “As someone who helped plan this for months, I do know that, Hal.”

      “Then why divert attention away from the guest of honor, who is also the hostess? Why dilute the moment?”

      “Because it’s better for the guests. That’s who this is really for, right? The fans, not Faye.”

      “I’d say it’s for both of them, actually.”

      “Of course it’s for both of them. But why deprive them of the opportunity of hearing from both authors if they’re both here?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JADE

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a slow-motion car crash, a train wreck, and they haven’t even started talking yet. But I’m here for it. Faye deserves it for being so sharp with me just now after all I’ve done. Especially since it seemed that she’d been getting better—more able to control her bad behavior and therefore needing to Venmo me far less often than she had before. One minute Merry and Hal and Abby are talking and laughing in a tight little group, and the next they’re conga lining across the room to the panel table, where Faye is waiting. There are three chairs and three microphones; now there are four people jockeying for position. Merry is pointing at her mic and telling Abby that they can share it. Hal flags down a waiter and asks for a pen, and when he comes up empty handed, he waves me over.

      “Abby can share a mic with Merry,” he whispers, while Faye has stepped away to get herself a glass of water, even though there’s a glass about to be filled in front of her seat, which means she’s “taking space” to compose herself. “But if you have an extra name card, that would be great.” He mimes a rectangle with both index fingers and then a pen writing something. Abby’s name. For someone who just minutes ago questioned my decision to include Abby on the panel, he seems to be trying to make the best of it now. Hal is nothing if not polite; at the very least, he understands optics.

      I whip out a Sharpie from my bag and hand it to him like I’m a surgical assistant in an OR. Then I produce a blank name card. I keep extras of everything on me at all times because that’s what I learned from Faye: Always anticipate failure or disaster; never trust that things will last or happen the way you expect them to; always have a contingency plan. “Go for it,” I say.

      “Again, Jade, I’m not sure this is a good idea—this is Faye’s day, and Faye’s event—but it’s not too late. We can say no right now. It wasn’t a legally binding invitation. We could just tell her to get down and take a normal seat.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it would be too weird. It’s already happening. Let’s just let it play out. Everyone will behave.”

      “You think Faye is going to behave?”

      “She has to. She’s in public. It’s not just us, alone in a room with her.”

      “True. But later it will be just us, alone in a room with her. And then what?”

      “We’ll survive.”

      “Will we, Jade? Will we?”

      “Hal. You’re an agent. You torture people every day for money. Faye is just a person.”

      He looks at me like I’m insane. “She’s not just a person! And you two have put months of work into this weekend. Which is intended for Faye’s fans, not for Abby’s fans. Abby has her own fan weekends.” He shakes his head and sighs loudly. “We’re all going to pay for this, and it’s not going to be pretty.”

      “We’re all in this together. We’ll be okay.” I pat Hal on the arm and find a spot against the wall in the back of the room. I’ve had enough of his neediness today. The fans are all in their chairs, and Faye is glaring at me: She doesn’t know I’m to blame for this situation, but she does know that there’s no way to get Abby off the panel and into the audience without causing a major public scene. She understands optics too. Removing Abby now would make her look small and petty and ungenerous for not wanting to share the stage and the spotlight with another writer—which is what most writers are like, from what I’ve seen. Publishing is not one big happy family. That’s just total fan fiction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FAYE

          

        

      

    

    
      I turn my back for a minute, and suddenly Merry and Hal are walking up to the panel table with Abby in tow. Abby could not look more perfect in her monochrome summer-weight white cashmere separates, her short, smooth hair full of highlights and lowlights in caramel and butterscotch and honey and creamy coffee and ashy blond, her whole being so perfect and appealing compared to my lumpy, shapeless, invisible self—even in my stylist-approved clothes—and she’s projecting shyness and humility, like she’s an accidental and reluctant participant filling in for someone who hasn’t shown up, when really she’s crashing my panel. When I’m right here. How is this happening?

      My only option is to be a good sport. Or pretend to be. Because that’s what Kitty would do. Even though I’m not a good sport and neither is she. We’re both epic grudge holders, and Hal and Merry and Jade know that by now. But I have to appear magnanimous, to pretend to be the bigger person. Come! Steal my spotlight! With my team’s blessing! No problem! I flip the little switch on my microphone and tap to test it.

      “Jade, hon, bring up a fourth chair, please, so that Abby can join us!”

      “She can share mine!” Merry says, sitting on half her seat and inviting Abby to sit on the other half.

      “Adorable!” I look out at the guests in front of me with false glee. “See, everyone? This is publishing in action: cooperation, collaboration, and connection. These two are sharing a chair! This is why we all love what we do! And why we all feel so lucky to be able to do what we do!”

      “Thank you so much for including me!” Abby says into the microphone that Merry has so thoughtfully positioned between them so that it can be shared, along with her chair and this experience. “I’m just so happy to be here!”

      “And we’re so happy to have you here! The more the Merry-iahhhh!” I say, using my best Boston accent to drop my r and accentuate the stupid pun. Then I glare at Merry, but she won’t look at me as she buttons the top of her sad little cardigan over her sad little white tank top. She really could use the stylist she hired for me.

      Merry has avoided me since she arrived, focusing first on nursing Hal back to health on the porch after his Dramamine-CBD-THC debacle and then on Abby’s fabulousness before, during, and after lunch. Which makes me wonder if she and Abby have been friends all this time without my knowing or if their chemistry simply blossomed here, a new bud blooming spontaneously on this remote island with its sun and salt air and endless ocean views. Either way, I’m now certain that Merry hates my book. I can feel it. Luckily, I brought the Scream Muffler with me in my tote bag. I know what I’ll be doing immediately after this is over.
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      I’m supposed to be seated front and center, in the middle—Merry, me, and Hal—but with Abby there, there is no middle. Now it’s Abby and Merry, and Hal and me. Two and two. Like teams.

      I’m furious, but I can’t let my fans know what a petty, jealous, nasty bitch I am, so I make a big deal about including Abby, hoping it will telegraph spontaneity and flexibility and generosity—all lies. The lack of control I feel is one of my worst nightmares, making it impossible to be in the moment the way Greg always tells me to be: Stay in the discomfort and face whatever it is that’s making you angry so you can resolve it and learn from it. Please. Why. I don’t like this moment at all. And I already know what it’s trying to teach me: that I hate Abby Schuss with the heat of a thousand suns and wish she’d never been born. And that I also hate my editor and my agent for allowing Abby to steal my spotlight. They should have been protecting me, not disrespecting me.

      Jade uses one of the mics to make the introductions, reading Abby’s bio straight off Wikipedia on her phone with a perfectly flat and rote tone, for which she deserves a $500 Venmo payment as soon as this is over. That Jade has really grown into the job. I’ll give her a raise and promote her after the weekend too—to what, I’m not exactly sure, not that it matters; writers don’t have titles—but now it’s time to behave. To take the high road. I hate the high road. It gets you nowhere.

      “Thank you, Faye, for sharing this space with me today,” Abby coos, as if I actually want to. “I’m a stalker-level admirer of your work, so being included in this special event is such an honor.” She makes a heart with her hands: knuckles of the eight bent fingers against each other, the two thumbs touching. Then she does namaste with her hands. I glance longingly at my tote hanging from my chair; I can’t wait to start screaming immediately after this conversation. If I make it that long.
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      The questions on the little scraps of paper I collect in a basket for the panel to pick from include the following:

      Where do you get your ideas? Did your best friend really steal your high school boyfriend? How do you get published? How do you find an agent? Do you get to pick your cover? Do you like going to bookstores and doing signings? What’s your favorite pen? What’s your favorite part about being a writer? What’s your least favorite part? Are your books autobiographical? Are you and Kitty Howe the same person? Do you think you’ll ever write a memoir? What’s your writing process—do you write every day? In the morning? At night? Do you drink when you write? Do you write when you drink? What do you eat when you write? Do you like to write? Who are your favorite authors? How old were you when you started writing? How long does it take you to write a book? What happens if your editor wants you to make changes that you don’t want to make? Have you ever had writer’s block? If yes, what did you do to get past it? If no, why do you think you’re immune to it? What advice do you have for young writers? What advice do you have for older writers? Should you read when you write, or does reading make writers unconsciously copy the style of the writer they’re reading? Are you and Abby besties, and would you ever go on a book tour together? Do you have lots of other writer friends? If yes, what do you talk about with them? If no, is it because you don’t like other writers or because you don’t live near any? Do you think writers should be on social media? If yes, do you think they’re right to constantly self-promote, or do you think it’s annoying after a while? Do you like when authors on social media talk about politics? When authors on social media post about books they’ve read and love, do you believe them or assume they’re just doing someone a favor? Speaking of writer favors, do you ever write blurbs for books you don’t like? If you could tell your younger writer self one thing, what would it be? How much was your first advance? How much money have you earned with all your books? How many books have you sold total? Is that just in the US or worldwide? How many countries have your books been published in? Do you like your agent? Do you like your editor? What are the things you and your agent or editor argue about the most? Do your agent and editor get along? Who do you trust more, your agent or your editor? What happens if you don’t like your agent or editor anymore—should you leave them or try to make it work? Do you read reviews about your books? Do you read reviews on Amazon and Goodreads? Do you google yourself? How do you replace the battery and the bulb inside the Kitty Howe headlamps? How much do you weigh?
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      I don’t know how many questions Jade reads from the small pieces of paper in her basket—five, ten, a hundred?—but this is the one that stops me cold:

      “How does it feel to finish a book?”

      My nostrils flare at the irony—like I’m being punked—but I force myself to take a breath and laugh. “Funny you should ask that, because I recently completed my fifteenth novel, and I can honestly say that finishing a book is my favorite part of writing a book.” I force another laugh. “Kidding. I love writing! Of course I love writing! What writer doesn’t like writing?” I pause to cackle bitterly at the obvious hilarity of my own question. “Writers hate writing! And if I loved writing, I certainly wouldn’t admit it! I’d want to fit in with all my writer peers!” More laughter.

      Abby shrugs, apparently not in complete agreement. “There’s that old saying, ‘I hate writing, I love having written.’ Which is true. But not because I hate writing—but because there’s nothing better than turning my manuscript in and getting that phone call! That excited phone call from your agent and your editor telling you that they read it overnight, that they couldn’t put it down, that everyone in house is reading it—sales and marketing and design and publicity—and that they all think it’s your best book yet and can’t wait to publish it.”

      I suppress a giant snort-laugh. “Oh, that phone call! Of course! I love that phone call too!” I smile politely at Merry, who smiles back but doesn’t say anything. Hal nudges my knee with his. Careful, his knee says. I push back sharply against his leg. Where’s my fucking phone call? my knee says.

      “So can you tell us about that moment?” Abby asks, shifting from panelist to fan. “What happened when you turned your new book in? You and your editor could talk about it, since you’re both here!” She points to Merry and me, connecting us by her finger in the air. “I mean, how often do we get to hear a firsthand inside account of that moment from both sides?!”

      “You make it sound like publishing porn!” I roll my eyes at the audience, then wink. “The book business really isn’t that exciting!”

      While everyone laughs, Merry looks over at Xoey for help, and when Xoey shrugs, she stares at Hal.

      “I think what we’re witnessing here right now,” he says, leaning over his microphone and putting his arm around the back of my chair like we’re a little work couple, “is a rare moment of discretion in publishing.” He, too, forces a false smile. “Most of the time we love nothing more than to engage in the sport of extreme gossiping—at least I do!—but because we’re currently in negotiations with Merry for Faye’s next novel, which she only recently submitted, and the next batch of future novels, since the one coming next month completes her most recent three-book contract with Hatchet, our lips are sealed.” He mimes locking his mouth shut, and when he adds the revolting flourish of throwing away the key, I want to die. What is happening?

      Still, there’s palpable relief at the table, and from Jade, who is watching from the back of the room like it’s a doubles match up here, probably trying to figure out how to fix this event that’s gone so off the rails. But jumping into the fray and really taking charge isn’t her style. She doesn’t have the constitution for conflict, for a fight, the way I do, which is what separates the doers from the talkers. Jade is a talker; I’m a doer. If you want to be an actual writer, you have to do it, not just talk about it.

      “But you have to be able to give us a little bit!” Abby pleads, using her fingers as the measurement for her idea of a tiny hint. “None of us have our phones, so we can’t leak anything.” She looks around for support, and the women in the chairs nod and clap. “How exciting would it be to hear the first gush of praise from Faye’s editor about her latest manuscript? Isn’t that why we’re all here? Because we’re huge Kitty Howe fans and we’re desperate to know what this new story is about and how things work behind the scenes!”

      Merry shakes her head. “I sure would love to, Abby, but Hal is absolutely right. Until we have a deal, we’re legally obligated to keep quiet.”

      “Pretty please?”

      “So sorry!”

      Abby turns to Merry and practically purrs into the mic. “Really?”

      Merry’s face hardens. “I would if I could, but I can’t.”

      “Because you love it so much?” Abby says.

      Now Merry and I are both squirming. Does Abby know something I don’t, or is she trying to stir the pot to juice the situation and bring a little drama to the panel?

      “Maybe Merry hasn’t had a chance to read it yet,” I blurt. “And if that’s the case, I would hate to put her on the spot and make her admit that right now.”

      Abby covers her mouth with her hands. “Ohhhh. I’m so sorry. I assumed that she would have read it by now because—well, you’re Faye Wader, and if she’s not reading your manuscript immediately, whose is she reading? Who’s more important than you?”

      “I’m not saying she hasn’t read it yet—I’m just saying maybe, hypothetically, she might not have read it. Yet.” I force both a smile and a lilt in my voice. I’m trying to keep it light, even though this is the darkest thing imaginable: The public shame that my editor likely hasn’t made time to read my book is excruciatingly unpleasant. “I’m not Hatchet’s only author, and I’m sure that Merry has many other manuscripts she’s working on right now.” It’s a good answer—the best possible answer I could give under these appalling circumstances—one that makes me look forgiving and unassuming, the opposite of the kind of author who makes a million demands and is never happy. Which is pretty much exactly the kind of author I actually am.

      “But you’re certainly Hatchet’s most important author,” Abby says. “The way I’m Stratton’s—at least, that’s what they tell me.” She rolls her eyes to pretend that there’s a chance she’s not.

      “Of course Faye is our most important author!” Merry says. “And of course I’ve read the novel!”

      I feel my jaw go slack, and I turn to Hal—is Merry lying about having read it, or is she telling the truth? Both are bad scenarios, but the latter is the worse of the two: It implies that she’s been trying to figure out how to tell me how much work it needs, how extensive a revision will be required to fix it. Which makes me sick to my stomach. No writer wants to have that conversation, the one full of sighs and pregnant pauses and explanations about where and why each plot point and character-development arc failed to deliver; how unsatisfying and so-what the story felt. They especially don’t want to have that conversation when they’re feeling extremely vulnerable at their first fan weekend, which their nemesis has crashed. Given that, and given Peggy’s death, I don’t know how much more stress I can take today. Hal avoids my eyes, looks up at the ceiling, then exhales long and slow, completing his signature Trifecta of Discomfort body language moves.

      Abby sighs, then makes a big face that telegraphs intense disappointment. “I guess we’re not even going to get a tiny morsel, a bit of cheese, about how much you loved it and how much we’re going to love it, something to feed us hungry little rats until you come to terms and make the official acquisition announcement?”

      Merry, Hal, and I nod with frozen smiles.

      “I guess not!” I say, too loudly and with too much false cheer, clapping my hands twice to make it so. “Next question, Jade!”
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      When she sees a hand go up, Jade ignores the basket and looks at me. The hand is attached to an older hippie lady who’s wearing a long tie-dyed tank dress; her thick, wavy hair is pushed back with a stretchy matching boho bandeau. I point and nod. “Ask me anything.”

      “What made you want to write and become a writer?” she asks with pure and genuine curiosity.

      My throat clenches and my eyes fill. It’s the first time anyone has ever asked me that, believe it or not, and the question pierces my thick hide like an arrow. For a few seconds I’m stunned into silence, afraid to drill down and hit a raw nerve. But then it comes, the answer, so deep and buried in my soul that I never even knew it was there:

      “Because nobody ever really saw me or listened to me when I was young.” I swallow, then clear my throat. “And now they do.”

      My eyes blur with tears, but I force them back inside, along with everything else: my parents’ ugly divorce, the years of fighting and drinking before and after, how Lindsay was always everyone’s favorite—perfect and beautiful and charming and smart, compared to me, awkward and dark, always alone with my books, my only friends, my only escape. How I read, and later wrote, my way out of that unhappy life to a better one. This one. Or the one I had when David was still in it with me.

      Her eyes fill with tears, and she covers her mouth with her hands as she nods. “And now we do. Now we see you and we listen to you.”

      I’m not sure if she’s the one who starts it, or if it’s one of her friends, or if it’s another group of women entirely, but before I know what’s happening, all the women in the room are standing and clapping and blowing me kisses.

      “We love you, Faye!” they say. “And we love you, Kitty! We’re so grateful for your voice and your stories!”

      I can barely speak, I’m so moved, so surprised by this sudden and unexpected show of deep, healing affection, and it makes me momentarily forget Abby’s intrusion. I make a heart with my hands, or try to, anyway—I’ve never been coordinated, and I can’t seem to figure out how to position my hands to make them look like something other than two arthritic claws abutting each other. In seconds a few women come up to the panel table, showing me how to do it, all of us making hearts at each other and laughing, before they go back to their seats and everyone gets their books and their bags and lines up for the signing.

      When I stand and leave the panel table, I pass the tie-dyed hippie lady who asked that final question. “What’s your name?” I ask her.

      “Lindsay!” she says.

      I blink, then think to myself, What are the chances? Was that Lindsay’s way of apologizing after all these years, sending some messenger supernaturally from wherever she lives now—we haven’t spoken or seen each other for almost twenty years, not since our parents’ funerals, not long after Night Swim was published—to heal our wound? I laugh, then feel myself start to cry. “Thank you, Lindsay! Thank you, everyone! What a perfect way to end this panel!”

      I wipe my eyes and glance back at Merry and Hal, my team, who are looking at me with the oddest expression: shock, surprise, quiet astonishment. As if, despite the proof right in front of them, they can’t quite believe that people actually love me and my books.
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      I want to weep with relief: After almost two hours—and after I’ve sweat through my clothes—the panel is finally over. Jade leads Faye to another table for her book signing. It’s a little antique secretary desk with an upholstered chair and a crock of Sharpies splayed like cut flowers, and when each fan approaches with their book—some brought from home, but mostly copies of her latest hardcover and paperbacks of Swim to the Light—she removes the yellow Post-it stuck on the front, where Jade has spelled out each name in big black letters, all caps.

      I watch the signing the way I’ve watched a thousand others in my career—a silent movie playing, the graceful ballet between assistant or publicist or bookseller and author—the book being opened to its title page and slid across the table; the whispered spelling of the name on the Post-it note for added clarification and to prove that someone is taking care of the shy writer working so hard with their hand cramping, the strain of forced, polite small talk exhausting them during those few seconds between signatures when everyone is praying the fan won’t start a long conversation and kneel down in front of the table for a private chat the way Peggy Mercer did at a big book signing in Harvard Square that I’d come up for.

      Speaking of whom: Where is Peggy? Wouldn’t she be at her favorite writer’s very first Author Weekend? But before I can ask Jade, Xoey appears out of nowhere. I flinch as she whispers Carl Sandburg into my ear:

      “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you ‘on little cat feet,’ like fog, but I wanted you to know that we donated the books that Faye is signing.”

      “We did?”

      “Jade asked and I agreed. It seemed like a small thing to contribute, especially since both the hardcover and paperback are about to be remaindered.”

      Technically I’m the one who’s supposed to approve these requests, but I let it go. “Right. Makes sense.”

      “Plus, I figured it would be a good thing to do. Considering.”

      “Considering what?”

      “Considering that we haven’t told Faye yet that we’re not buying her next book.”

      We.

      I bristle at Xoey’s use of the word again, since that’s really a me/my decision, not an us/our decision. Does Xoey, like Whitney, want my job? Plus, I never said that we definitely weren’t buying Faye’s next book. Not exactly. Not in so many words. And certainly there’s been no official decision announced in house. Which I clarify. Am I not the boss?

      “Oh. Well, Whitney told me that we were passing.”

      “I don’t know why she told you that, because I never told her that.” I’d say more, but I’m too startled by Fluff’s head poking out of the big denim bag that Xoey wears cross-body like a baby sling.

      “You know, maybe you should leave Fluff in your room,” I snap.

      “Why?”

      “Because this”—I gesture around the library, where readers and fans are mingling, some still in line, and waiters are coming through to replenish cold drinks and fruit and cookie trays—“is kind of a people thing.”

      Xoey smiles and pets Fluff’s head. “But Fluff is a people cat. By which I mean a cat that’s like a person, not a cat who likes people.”

      “Not sure that’s relevant, actually, but whatever.”

      “Plus, she was spooked. She refused to be left alone upstairs, so I had to bring her down here with me.” Xoey stares at the ceiling. “There’s definitely a weird vibe up there, something that Fluff was picking up on. Something deeply unsettling. Like the Manor is haunted. With ghosts.”
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      I’m trapped behind the ridiculously tiny table that could be a child’s desk, so small and low that I can’t cross my legs underneath it, forcing me to have both feet flat on the floor. Jade is next to me, bending and whispering what I already see on each Post-it note. I’m old, but I’m not blind. Every time the Cool Green Stone reads a name aloud after sliding the open book over to me and I get my hand-eye coordination and a brief exchange with a fan going, she fucks it up by spelling the name: Cathy with a C. Katy with a y, not an i-e. Kerri with a K and an i.

      All the healing love from the end of the panel is gone, and I’m full of rage again: Through the window off the library, I can see Abby and Merry and Hal having drinks on the porch in big wicker armchairs. Without me. I feel a massive hot flash coming on. What are they doing out there? Why are they drinking and having so much fun together? Couldn’t they have waited for me to finish my stupid signing so I could be there too? This is my day—I’m the bride, after all—without me there is no event! Seething and frustrated and sweating, I whip my blouse off and strip down to my tank top, hideous jiggly arms be damned. I did what I’ve had to all these years to survive and thrive, and the horribly unfortunate situation with Peggy is no exception. What bestselling writer out there wouldn’t have tried to save themselves if they faced the kind of mortal wound she was threatening to inflict? Extinction is never an option.

      I stop mid-thought and mid-signature and glare at Jade. “Please. I can read.” I pull the Post-it off the book jacket and stick it to the desk.

      “O-kay!” Jade smiles like a parent humoring an unruly child. “But see, you just wrote Jane without the y.” She points at the name on the Post-it note—Jayne—and then down at the book. Jane.

      “Oh fuck. Why do people have to make things so complicated? Jane should be plain old fucking J-a-n-e. No y.”

      I follow Jade’s widening eyes to the woman standing in front of me. Jayne.

      “But that’s my name: Jayne with a y,” Jayne with a y says. “I’m sorry it’s so complicated!”

      “It’s not complicated! I was being a moron because I’m hangry! Which is probably because I didn’t eat anything at lunch: The host never eats at their own party!”

      The woman’s face falls. “I don’t think you’re supposed to use ‘moron.’ It’s derogatory and ableist.”

      I look at Jade for help; a translation.

      “‘Ableist’ means,” she says, crouching down and whispering, “that intelligence is relative, and that people are ‘differently abled.’”

      I have no idea what she’s talking about, and I don’t really care. Why are we off on this tangent when all I want to do is finish signing so I can race out to the porch and join the clique that formed in my absence? “You mean that dummies are smahht too?” I try to lighten the moment with the latent Boston accent that I trot out like a party trick, but my joke falls flat, and neither of them laughs. Which makes me shift in my chair and recalibrate one more time. “I’m sorry, Jayne with a y. And Jade with an a-d-e. Let me correct my mistake.” I take the book back and add a y after the a and before the n, using the official proofreader’s “caret” symbol to insert a word: ^, an homage to Peggy. “There you go!”

      Jayne looks at the inscription, then at Jade. “It’s kind of messy—it looks like a mistake that you fixed.”

      Jade hands me a new book and opens it to the clean title page. “Why don’t we just start fresh.”

      Whydon’twejust.

      I write Jayne correctly this time and apologize as sincerely as I’m capable of apologizing, which isn’t saying much, but I’m still fixated on the porch, where my team is bonding with my nemesis. It’s galling to see them whispering conspiratorially and laughing, hanging on each other’s every word, like they’re sharing secrets. Are they sharing secrets?

      I turn to Jade. “What’s going on out there on the porch? Why are they having so much fun without me?” Suddenly I’m in sixth grade watching Doreen and Maureen and Laurine, my three best friends, decide that they don’t want me in their group anymore because I’m wearing lame Wrangler jeans instead of cool Levi’s, the beginning of a lifetime of social rejection because of my refusal to care about fashion. “What do you think they’re talking about?”

      Jade shrugs. “Probably the panel. Or publishing gossip. I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      Iwouldn’tworryaboutit.

      I wish for once she could just join me in my paranoid fugue state, in my abyss of insecurity. But no. The Cool Green Stone can never fully be on my side. There is always an explanation, a mitigation, a reason it’s my fault that I can’t let whatever it is just roll off my back. She’ll always be Switzerland. She’ll never take a stand to support me unconditionally. All the old resentments about our differences and her shortcomings, dormant these past months, come racing back through my veins, and I feel my rage spike.

      “You don’t think it’s weird that they’re yukking it up at my event without me?”

      She greets the next fan, who is patiently waiting for me to look up and sign her book, signaling that it’ll just be a second. “Obviously, in a perfect world, you would be out there too.”

      Obviouslyinaperfectworld.

      “This weekend, my Author Weekend, was supposed to be that perfect world. In a perfect world, I’d be in my perfect world.”
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      We’re sitting on one of the grand side porches, postpanel drinks in hand—Merry with a big sweating glass of rosé, me with a giant gin and tonic, and Abby with an iced tea, a sprig of mint the size of a small houseplant sticking out and up into the air like something out of Dr. Seuss.

      “I’m such a bore with my sobriety and abstinence,” Abby says.

      “You’re a teetotaler,” Merry says.

      “No—I don’t drink at all.”

      “I know. That’s the actual definition of ‘teetotaler’: someone who never drinks. Most people think that ‘teetotaler’ means someone who barely drinks or is a lightweight drinker.”

      Merry. Always the smarty-pants in the room. Or at the table. Which was her role growing up with her parents and siblings, she once told me. I was the book nerd; the one who got good grades; the outlier of all us kids, too many kids. That was partly what connected Faye to her so strongly: Both were unpopular geeks, even within their own families.

      “And everyone needs a nondrinker in the group. They’re the designated driver, which means everyone else can relax and get hammered.”

      “Yes, but we’re on an island. No one’s driving home tonight. Unfortunately,” I say, elbowing Merry.

      “I know, right?”

      I turn to Abby. “How long has it been? Your sobriety? If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “I don’t mind at all. I’m the one who brought it up! I just hit sixteen years.”

      Merry and I nod with reverence. “Did you get one of those coins?”

      “I sure did!” She pulls a thin gold chain out from under her white crewneck T-shirt so that the pendant hanging from it shows. “I had my jeweler make it into a necklace. Every year we switch out the old number for the new one.”

      “What an accomplishment,” Merry says. “It must be hard to maintain.”

      “It is sometimes. Like now.” She looks across the table at our frosty drink glasses, then around the porch and out to the water and the perfect sky. “I mean, if this isn’t the time to suck down a bottle of ice-cold Sancerre, or two, I don’t know what is.”

      We all laugh, but Merry and I look at each other in horror. “I feel terrible!” she blurts, staring at her drink like it appeared in her hand without her consent.

      “Me too! We’re terrible! We should have been more sensitive!”

      “Maybe we should pour our drinks out over the porch railing, into the bushes, so that we can abstain with you!”

      I shake my head. “We can’t, because the poor hydrangeas will get drunk and die.”

      “Good,” Merry says, her voice edgy with deep rage. “I hate hydrangeas. They’re such big stupid blue flowers. Like if goldendoodles were a flower instead of a dog, and if they were blue, they’d be big stupid hydrangeas. Why have such ugly shrubs become such a thing?”

      “Because of Nantucket,” I say like I know anything. “The fetishization of a blue flower is just another status symbol. Proof of quiet luxury.”

      “Actually, I have a goldendoodle,” Abby whispers. “And I love hydrangeas. And Nantucket.”

      Merry and I collapse into each other laughing. Could we for once not say the totally wrong thing at the totally wrong time?

      Abby laughs too, a total relief after I stuck my foot in my mouth. “And now I’ll never be able to look at Jean-Claude again without thinking of a hydrangea.”

      “Your dog’s name is Jean-Claude?” Merry says.

      “Yes—after Jean-Claude Killy. Who won three gold medals at the 1968 Winter Olympics.”

      “Didn’t they call him ‘Chocolate Kitty’ because of the way he pronounced his name with such a thick French accent?” I ask. Merry isn’t the only smarty-pants at the table today.

      “I’m impressed, Hal! You sure know your skiing trivia!”

      “Speaking of ‘Chocolate Kitty,’” Merry says, pointing down beyond the hydrangeas where Xoey and Fluff are soaking up the sun, “I think Fluff is working on her tan.”
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      “So. Guys.” Abby sits forward, getting our attention. “I need to talk to you about something.”

      “Do you have juice you couldn’t share on the panel?” I say.

      “Super-secret juicy-juice?”

      Abby nods. “I’m looking to move.”

      “Leave Aspen?” I gulp my rosé. I need more. “Why would anyone want to leave Aspen?”

      “Because it’s expensive there.” Hal shrugs, stating the obvious. “Not that New York isn’t, but there’s regular expensive and billionaire expensive.”

      “I’d say New York is billionaire expensive too.”

      “I don’t mean leave Aspen,” Abby whispers. “I mean leave Stratton.”

      I almost spit out my wine. “You want to leave Stratton House? You’ve been with them your entire career!”

      “Exactly. I think it’s time for a change.”

      I try to recover, to play it cool, but I’m certain they can see the wheels inside my head turning so fast smoke might be coming out of my ears in cartoon plumes. I hold my wineglass tightly, sipping from it slowly to steady my breathing, then nod. “I get it. It’s good to shake things up. It’s like you got married young and now you need to get out, see the world, sleep around.”

      “Exactly,” Hal echoes. “How old were you when you ‘married’ Stratton?”

      “My first book was published . . . twenty years ago . . .” Abby tilts her head back and forth coyly, not wanting us to know her exact age, though we could easily find it on Wikipedia. If only we had our phones.

      “So: young,” I say.

      “Very young,” Hal echoes again. I look at him, thinking he should get his own responses instead of repeating mine.

      “It all feels very been there, done that. They’re not excited about me anymore, and they take me for granted. They’ve been taking me for granted for a few books now, and I’ve been in denial about it. They’re like family, so it’s hard to admit when your family is disappointing you, when you sense that they don’t love you enough or in the way you want to be loved.”

      “And what way is that?”

      “Passionately. Intensely. Unconditionally.”

      I put my drink down, sit forward, and bombard her with diagnostic publishing questions: sales figures and past publicity tours; film options and foreign sales and bestseller-list placements. And every answer leads to the same conclusion: According to Abby, her books are super-strong megasellers that get a lot of in-house support from Stratton.

      “So what specifically is the problem?”

      She looks out at the ocean. “I feel underwhelmed. Underappreciated. Underloved.”

      I want to laugh, but of course I don’t. “The way most publishers show their love and appreciation and ‘whelm’ is with money. And from what I’ve heard and read over the years, they’ve shown you a ton of all of that.”

      “They have. But there’s more to showing love then simply throwing money at you.”

      Hal and I exchange glances. “There is?”

      “It’s how they treat you. How seriously they take your work. How much they respect you as an artist.”

      I’m glad I still have some gummy cannabis and Valium in my system from earlier that day, because otherwise I’d be struggling to keep a straight face. Abby Schuss is many things, but an artist—or artiste—isn’t one of them.

      “They don’t want me to grow. To try new things. To take chances as a writer.”

      “See, we treasure our commercially successful authors completely,” I say. “They’re our bread and butter. What keeps the lights on and the doors open and our paychecks coming. They’re our creative partners and our most valuable assets. We’d be nothing without them, so we always support their creativity, no matter what.” I gulp my wine, knowing that what I’ve just said is a disgusting lie and that what I’m going to have to tell Faye at some point today is the truth: We don’t really want our authors to take chances. We can’t support them when their creativity doesn’t match the marketing data. The truth is that we want them to stay in their lanes and to keep doing what they do best, even if what they’ve been doing for twenty years has lost its freshness to longtime readers.

      Abby’s eyes fill with tears. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “I’m not sure Stratton feels the same way. I’m just not happy there anymore. I want out.”

      “Wow. Okay.” I drain my wineglass, pat Abby on the arm, look desperately for the waiter to get a refill. “Have you given any thought to where you might be happier?”

      Her eyes, now dry, sparkle. “I was in New York all week, having secret meetings. That’s why I was late coming here. And I’ve decided that in a perfect world, I would go to Hatchet. I want a clean slate and a fresh start: New agent. New publisher. New team. I’ve given this a lot of thought, and I’ve met with everyone there is to meet with, doing my due diligence: You two are that new team. My dream team. You’re the best publishing hang I’ve ever had!”

      Hal and I stare at each other.

      “That’s why I’m really here,” Abby says. “When I got the email about Faye’s weekend and saw your names attached to the panel, I thought: Why not come? Why not find out if it’s possible to make this impossible dream of mine come true?”
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      Halfway through the signing, Lloyd appears—he’s refreshing drinks and clearing away used plates and glasses from the snack table. When he sees me, he smiles, and I smile back, which Faye catches, and now she won’t let me out of her sight. She said she wanted me to have some fun with him this weekend, but now she looks like she wants to kill us both.

      “I hope your boss-mom liked the chocolates,” he says.

      “What chocolates?”

      “The ones she came down for yesterday. She was having a craving, she said.” He smiles, then whispers in my ear, “Blame it on the menopause.” When I stare at him, appalled, he says, “Her words, not mine!”

      “Faye loves chocolate, that’s for sure.”

      “I just think it’s funny.”

      “What’s funny.”

      “She’s a mystery writer, right?”

      “Suspense, technically. But whatever.”

      “I stand corrected. She’s a suspense writer, this is a gathering of her suspense fans and readers, and now there’s all this suspense among the staff. Whispers and suspicions, to be exact.”

      “What kind of whispers and suspicions?”

      He moves closer and lowers his voice. “That the woman who died was murdered. Death by chocolate. Like maybe she was poisoned. Housekeeping said they found foil wrappers on the rug near her body. I’m assuming they were chocolate wrappers.” He points at his brain and nods. “I watch Law & Order reruns. And Forensic Files. I know how this stuff works.”

      I pull away and stare at him. “But we got special chocolates for the guest who died and another guest with a minor nut sensitivity!” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I remember my exchange with Peggy at check-in, how I confirmed her nut allergy, which she reminded me was a severe nut allergy. I cover my mouth with my hands as my mind races with questions of liability. “Maybe room service brought her the wrong kind!”

      “She didn’t order room service.”

      I blink, then pull back again. “What are you saying? That Faye gave her the chocolates you gave her? That she poisoned that guest?”

      He laughs, then shakes his head. “Wait, what? I’m just messing with you! They did find foil wrappers on the floor, but I have no idea if they’re from the chocolates, and no one’s talking about it! I just thought it would be funny to start a rumor that someone was murdered during a weekend celebrating a suspense writer. It’s like something you’d see on Netflix. You know, like The White Lotus.”

      “Funny?” I don’t mention that I’m the one who discovered Peggy’s body, that I saw those foil wrappers on the floor, right near her, but didn’t register them. I also don’t correct him about The White Lotus being an HBO original series, not a Netflix series.

      “Not funny funny but ironic funny.” When I stare at him, unmoved, he wipes his hands on his apron and smooths his hair and his bun. “Sorry. That was totally insensitive.”

      “Yes, it was. Somebody—Peggy Mercer; Margaret Ipswich Mercer—died yesterday.”

      “You’re right. I’ll be more sensitive in the future.”
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      In the future? Does he see us having a future? Or does he mean, like, tomorrow? I’d be lying if I said I didn’t kind of love the sound of that, whichever he means, even though I don’t really believe in relationships, at least not lately. Living up on the North Shore is pretty isolating, without much going on for young single people who already prefer solitude like me. At Iowa, when everyone else was complaining about being in the middle of nowhere, I pretended to agree, but really, I didn’t: I love living without a ton of distraction. I assumed that would help me be productive and write, but it hasn’t, until this week, when I’ve finally been able to see a story I want to tell and imagine a world I want that story to inhabit: Faye’s quilt method and this tight weekend of drama are making me see that everything that’s happening and that’s happened before now is mine to mine. All I need to do is find time to get some words down every day—the way she does. Every day, no matter what—except maybe this weekend—she gets her words down.

      During the rest of the signing, I can’t stop thinking about the scare Lloyd just gave me with the chocolates—the possibility that Peggy’s death might be suspicious, and that Faye could have been the chocolate-delivering culprit. But it makes no sense: Peggy was her biggest fan, and Faye had no motive to harm her, aside from Peggy’s many Annie-Wilkes-ian annoying qualities, which I had to deal with far more often than Faye did. But what distracts me most is that at the end of the signing there will be extra books—the ones Faye would have signed for Peggy with the usual inscription: To Peggy, my number one fan, from your number one fan—and a few others. When there’s a brief pause in the line, I slip the books into my giant tote bag so it won’t be obvious later that a fan is missing. Then I quickly pull up the schedule and itinerary on my phone as discreetly as possible. I don’t remind everyone that I get to have my device and they don’t get to have theirs.

      “What’s next this afternoon?” Faye asks. She flaps her hands like they’re unbearably sore from all the signing she’s done, even though she hasn’t even signed close to a hundred copies yet—one paperback and one hardcover for each of the forty-nine fans will be the total when the slow-moving line ends. Everyone wants their one-on-one moment with Faye; they wouldn’t be here if they didn’t. “And what were you talking to Floyd about?”

      “It’s Lloyd.”

      “I know it’s Lloyd. You don’t have to get so defensive.”

      “I’m not defensive. I just think you should call people by their correct name.”

      “Oh, do you, Jade?” she blurts, her eyes narrowed to slits, her voice singsongy with condescension and disdain. “Is that what you think?”

      I stare at her and she stares at me, and I know she assumes I’m waiting for her to say something bad that I’ll tell Greg about, to report that she’s backsliding into her old worst behaviors and now not even compensating me for them. Instead of reacting or engaging, I focus on the business at hand, running down the list of upcoming afternoon activities with her—archery in an hour or so, the book club meeting, Menopausal Mermaid Meditation, Bubbles and Bites, then the clambake, the S’mores Firepit, the Star Watch, and finally the Midnight Float. Before I can finish, Faye swats my arm.

      “Whose idea was it to pack in so many activities?” She doesn’t bother waiting for my answer, because it won’t be the one she wants. “Okay, fine, it was my idea, but you should have told me it was stupid. You should have said, Faye, this isn’t a weekend for hyperactive seven-year-olds. People—adults, middle-aged women—need downtime.” She looks at me, deeply annoyed and disappointed. “You should have said something. It’s your job to say something. To protect me from myself.”

      I force a contrite smile, but inside I’m furious. Exhausted. There’s no telling her anything, and there’s also no winning. If I’d said that, she would have accused me of being a Debbie Downer, a naysayer, unsupportive of her ideas. Because I didn’t push back, I’m not tough enough: I can’t keep her in check; I’m a yes-person. If this weekend hadn’t felt like an answer to my writing prayers, inspiration- and material-wise, I might have exploded or quit on the spot—a normal nonwriter person certainly would have. But I’m not a normal nonwriter person. I’m suffering for my art: More ideas for narrative-tension building in the plot, more causality in the buildup of the assistant’s rage toward her boss, more and more rising action toward an inevitable climax. I’ll sacrifice my self-respect to let things play out, to see where it goes, to see how it ends. Then I’ll write about it like Faye always does. Isn’t that why I’m doing this, for the plot—the plot of an actual future book, not just a plot point on the narrative arc of my stupid, boring life?

      “I’m paying you to manage things, Jade,” she continues. “Which includes managing me. If I’m off base, you need to tell me. You need to say, Faye, this is fucked up. You’re wrong about this. Can you do that? Because if you can’t, then I need to find someone who can.”

      Her threat to fire and replace me does nothing to me now. In fact, it’s a gift; a fantasy. Please. Fire me. What a perfect scene that would be. The book would practically write itself after that. All I’d have to do is write everything that came before. I blink quickly to pretend I’m scared and upset by the prospect of losing my job, that I’m holding back tears, that I’m trying to be professional, and then I gaze over the top of Faye’s head to the water beyond. The ocean is a deep blue, with big puffy clouds floating in an even deeper-blue sky. A perfect summer day. I’m thirty, and I haven’t had a vacation in three years. What would it feel like to be down on the sand, sitting on a blanket with a book, or in a beach chair, my head back as I stare at the sky and listen to the waves, sipping a drink that Lloyd brings me, feeling full of satisfaction that my novel is officially in progress? I have my point of telling, and more rising action than I know what to do with. I can quit anytime and start writing it. For a few seconds, the realization makes me feel weightless with elation:

      Soon I’ll be free. Soon doing it for the plot will all be worth it.
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      I leave the library signing fanning myself with one of my paperbacks while keeping an eye on the evil throuple on the porch. Are they talking about me? Is Merry confessing that she hates my new book but doesn’t know how to tell me? Is Hal telling them about how I still make fun of him for barfing on the Circle Cruise? Is Abby reveling in the thought of my mid-career crisis and how she’ll definitely win the popularity contest of my Author Weekend?

      I signal Jade with my finger, then whisper when she approaches: “Go eavesdrop.”

      Her brow furrows. “I can’t. They’ll see me.”

      “Not if you’re scrappy. And sneaky. You’re good at that.” The Cold Green Stone comes in on little cat feet. A left-handed compliment, for sure, but I’m sorry-not-sorry, not Venmo sorry. Awash in paranoid adrenaline, I persist. “Go. Be my Wizard of Oz flying monkey. Find out what they’re talking about and report back.”

      She turns slowly—pissed, I’m sure—and leaves the library, the soft slap of her flip-flops against the heels of her feet fading as she disappears.

      Flymonkeyflyonlittlecatfeet.
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      If only I had my phone. I’d be texting Paul from the bathroom now in between drinks, telling him what just happened, asking him for reassurance that none of it is my fault. And it isn’t my fault. I didn’t invite Abby to the weekend. I didn’t ask her to join the panel. I didn’t suggest she change publishers and come to Merry at Hatchet. And I certainly didn’t try to steal her away from her agent, Bennett Stern. Why do I feel so guilty and disloyal if I didn’t do anything wrong?

      Maybe I should have left when Abby called what I’d done for Faye’s career “creating a silk purse out of a sow’s ear”—both Faye’s work and my work on her behalf deserve more respect. And maybe I shouldn’t have admitted that Faye would see my possible representation of Abby as a betrayal, revealing how deeply insecure and competitive she is. I could attribute my indiscretion to the second (or third?) gin and tonic and the residual cannabis and Dramamine in my system, but that’s no excuse. I could have and should have kept my mouth shut and given away nothing.

      Even if I thought I could possibly represent both Faye and Abby equally, that I could manage their competing careers and their constant need for my attention, which I don’t think is possible—putting myself in the middle of two huge egos in the same women’s fiction space would be insane—Faye would drop me the minute I proposed it. The question itself would brand me a traitor, a Judas. Our relationship would end in that instant, vaporizing two decades of hard work and trust and singular memories. There would be no going back.

      But why should I say no? I’m almost forty-five. My career is peaking, has peaked, is on the downslide even. If I’m being honest, and I have to be honest, I’m no longer the boy wonder, the preternaturally young agent whose star rose along with that of my first client’s first novel—which was my first sale, and my first seven-figure sale. So many firsts. If I don’t make a big move soon—like, now—I’ll be a has-been, riding out an inevitable series of lasts, forever the pathetically loyal agent to a bestselling commercial-fiction writer who never quite came back from a scandal about her fake backstory right before her fourteenth—and likely final—novel was published. How can I not take Abby on as a client? A massively successful author with a huge future still in front of her—book deals and television deals and money and visibility? Why should I stunt my future income and potential? With all our expenses coming up—the apartment, the house, Paul’s widowed father, my aging mother—I can’t do that. We need the money.

      Paul would find a way to say something comforting and supportive and affirming of my good intentions and integrity, even though he wouldn’t understand the subtleties and vicissitudes of the situation or fully comprehend the magnitude of what is happening here today. Or maybe he would understand it. It’s not that complicated. It’s business. Anyone would jump at the chance to represent a huge and still-ascending client. Nothing is guaranteed. Every agent’s future financial security depends on a gravy train like Abby.

      When Abby got up to quickly sign a book for a fan, Merry whispered that this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for both of us and a trade worth making. “Losing Faye is a high price to pay, but as she herself wrote in Night Swim, ‘Shedding the past makes it possible to wade into the future.’” I guess that’s what Merry will do—and what I’ll decide to do, in the end: shed Faye. Because our futures matter too. Don’t they?
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      I didn’t like seeing that little tête-à-tête between Lloyd and Jade—but leave it to the Cold Green Stone to be inscrutable. There’s no way she’d tell me what they were talking about, but it probably had nothing to do with me asking him for those chocolates yesterday. I bet they were just exchanging some stupidly flirtatious banter. I breathe and focus instead on waiting for Jade the flying monkey to return from her mission, though I don’t need her to confirm what I’m seeing with my own eyes: the happy throuple. And Hal sipping his gin and tonic, the rosy cheeks, the coy smile. He always gets so loosey-goosey when he orders that second drink, not to mention the third—so open and boyishly excited, so game, so caught up in the moment.

      Like a few months ago, when I was finishing up the first draft of High Tides and he took me out to dinner to celebrate in advance at La Mer, our place, dark and quiet and nostalgic. That’s where we’d met for lunch for the first time, when he told me he wanted to represent me all those years ago. He’d chosen it, he’d said, “because la mer is French for ‘the sea.’” Which I knew, of course. I remember how proud he was of himself for that perfect pairing of client and restaurant, and for a long time, when I thought about how cheesy and unsophisticated he was then, despite the Princeton education, I used to cringe. Now I find it heartbreaking. Because that Hal—the brilliant but adorably pathetic little rube he once was—doesn’t exist anymore. He’s long gone. And I miss him terribly.

      “Maybe she’ll get married,” he said about Kitty, well into one of many Scotches that evening.

      “You’re drunk. That’s the most ridiculous thing you’ve ever said.”

      “I am drunk, but it’s not ridiculous. Kitty should find love, don’t you think? Why does she have to be sentenced to such a solitary life?”

      “Because. That’s who Kitty is. She’s a loner. She likes it that way.” This was Kitty Howe 101. Why was I suddenly having to define and defend her to someone who knew her—or should have known her—almost as intimately as I did?

      “But does she?” He was leaning forward, his head tilted, his eyes intent on me, soft and glassy and concerned. “Does she really like it that way?”

      I stared back at him, wondering how, if he knew Kitty at all, he could ask a question like that. Of course she does.

      “Or is that how Faye likes it?”

      I felt my cheeks burn with shame, the soft, vulnerable flesh of truth visible from such an unexpected unmasking. We rarely talked like that, so deeply, so personally, so close to the bone, and I wasn’t prepared for it. I didn’t have my story straight. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning if Faye can’t have love, then Kitty can’t have love either.”

      I cackled and sat back in the booth. “You’re insane,” was all I could think to say as a retort, which was so obviously a lie I never would have had a character in one of my books utter it as a denial.

      He raised an Am I? eyebrow, and I waved the waiter over to get another drink, to pause the conversation, to buy some time. But he persisted.

      “Faye.”

      “Hal.” I held my breath as the candle flickered.

      “Maybe you should consider having more of a life. Get a dog. Learn to make cheese in France or bike through Italy. Open up your world a little. And your heart. It’s time.”

      “I have a life. I have a great life. As for your specific suggestions, they’re basic and clichéd. Plus, I’m too busy to take on the responsibility of a dog, I hate cooking, and I’ve never engaged in group activities, which is why I only ever pursued solo sports. All of which you know. Or you should know by now.”

      He finished his drink and ordered another when the waiter brought my refill. “You’ve had an incredible career, Faye. But I’m talking about a personal life.”

      “Are you talking about dating? Relationships? Mr. My Last Name Is the Same as a Dating App?” And also a word for flammable material, wood or paper, used for lighting a fire. Was that what he was doing now? Burning everything down?

      He shrugged. “You’re still young. You have years ahead of you.”

      “I tried that once. And look what happened. You were there for all of it—the perfect beginning and the tragic ending.”

      I thought of him and Merry at my wedding on a bright and brilliant Labor Day Saturday at Castle Hill on the Crane Estate in Ipswich almost twenty years ago, my master and maid of honor, giving me away to David, the first person I’d loved and who had loved me; the only person I’d ever trusted completely, who I knew wanted the best for me. The three of us, the original throuple, me and Merry and Hal, so young still, though I was older than both of them: Hal in a pressed bone khaki suit, a shirt that matched the color of the sky, and a deep-ocean-inspired midnight-blue bow tie; Merry in a champagne silk sheath and matching thin cashmere wrap; me in a simple white dress, narrower and more fitted than the shapeless things I wear now, and strappy sandals that I’d taken off the minute we’d said our vows. I’ve never been able to suffer heels, not even then.

      “David was your person. He was your twin flame. But that doesn’t mean another twin flame isn’t out there. And wouldn’t he want you to find one? To find happiness again?”

      We both laughed at the mention of one of our favorite true crime documentaries—about an internet soulmate-finding cult—which was a relief, and a respite, a way for me to try to catch my breath and regain some footing. David’s terminal diagnosis, three summers later, and his death six months after that had robbed me of years of joy. I’d married late at forty-two; by forty-six I was a widow. The house we’d lived in was full of my books and the cookbooks he’d edited for years—the kitchen and dining room shelves lined with them. I’d find him almost every dusk, or midday on the weekends, flipping through pages in search of exactly the right recipe for that moment, that day, that meal, that mood. He loved cooking for me almost as much as he loved giving me the time and space I needed to write. After he was gone, I took to working in the kitchen because I could swear I still felt him there: the warmth of him, the breadth of his generosity and spirit. I couldn’t bear to cook, could hardly bear to be in that house without him, but it was impossible to imagine living anywhere else. I never have and I never will.

      I looked at Hal then, his perfect face glowing behind the candle—so handsome that I’d almost gone with another agent all those years ago. I’ve never trusted attractive people, not being one myself. The glass of ice and deep-amber liquid in the hand without his wedding ring made my eyes fill with tears. You’re my person now, my twin flame. Don’t you know that? How could he not know that? That in the years of David’s absence, he had come to fill that void?

      “Maybe I don’t want one.”

      “Why wouldn’t you want one?” He leaned forward and looked straight into my eyes, bemused but kind, like he was talking to a strangely troubled child.

      “Because I need to work. Because I want to work.” I ran my hands through my hair, which had been a deep chestnut brown when we’d met and was now streaked with blondish lowlights to hide the gray. “Having a person would make that impossible. It would be a distraction. Isn’t Paul a distraction for you?”

      Hal tilted his head then, like I’d said the strangest thing he’d ever heard. “Yes. Maybe. I guess he is. But in the best possible way. He’s my air, my food, my water. The solid ground I walk on. He’s everything to me.”

      I felt something inside me quietly collapse, a delicate scaffolding caving in on itself until all that was left was a sad, tiny heap of sticks and dust. David had been all those things for me when he was alive, and I was all those things to him. For a moment there was a wrinkle, an overlap, a confusing glitch in the universe or maybe just in my brain, where my deepest feelings of love for David had been transferred onto Hal. “I thought I was your everything,” I said softly, like it was a joke, even though from the crack in my voice we both knew it wasn’t. The world seemed to come to a quiet stop then: a still point, waiting for whatever Hal would say next to start things back up again.

      He reached across the table and took both my hands. “You are my everything! You’re my work everything. My first client. My first success. You’ve made the life I have now possible. I’m so grateful to you for what you’ve given me. I can’t imagine my world without you.”

      The exquisite torture of him casting me as his benefactress, his donor or docent, or in the obvious role of a forever client but not a spiritual twin flame, was too much. The unbearable choke hold of shame eased only slightly when I slid my fingers away from his and wrapped them around my drink, trying to process the crushing blow he’d just dealt. There was a tear in the fabric of our relationship—of my relationship with him—that would have to close and heal. I knew, with deep sadness, that it would take years, and like any wound scarred over, I knew, too, that the skin would never be the same. That we would never be the same.

      Watching Hal look at Abby under the tent at lunch, on the panel, and on the porch on this gorgeous, horrible ruin of a day, I can’t help but wonder if he is infatuated with her now, with the idea of her, all the possibilities of a new client: the excitement of it all; the lack of a long history to complicate and darken every step of the path ahead. Thinking of the boyfriend who chose my sister over me, I wonder whether Abby would ever leave her agent for Hal and whether he’d ever leave me for her. I know I’m jumping to insane conclusions—they’re just having a drink at my fan weekend!—but the fact that I’m even considering any of this means something. It means that a tide could turn, and if it does, it would wash me, his work everything—but not his everything everything—away forever.
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      It’s an hour and a half before archery time, and I hope that Hal and I can squeeze in a quick emergency strategy session while Abby is in her room and before we have to change and race down to the old ruins to get outfitted with fucking bows and arrows. Faye could come out here any minute from the library where she’s been huddled with Jade—it looks intense, whatever they’re talking about, Jade’s face somber and Faye’s full of fury. Typical. She’s really giving her the business. Hal and I watch them from the porch, through the windows, and shake our heads. We’ve been on the receiving end of that mood countless times; maybe we won’t have to be anymore.

      “Will you do it? Will you go with Abby?”

      He shrugs, doesn’t answer.

      “We don’t have to live like this, you know,” I say, then point to the scene on the other side of the glass, a Renaissance painting of suffering. “Poor Jade is really getting it.”

      “Maybe we should save her.”

      “And then what? Faye will turn on us for rescuing her assistant. No thanks. Not today.”

      Hal shrugs again. “Does it even matter now? It was bad enough before today, when it was just about you not liking the new book and probably not offering on it. That would have been a line in the sand, dividing things into before and after Faye was a Hatchet author and we three were a team. We would have been on our own again, and she would have spent the rest of her life and mine cutting you out of every photo, bad-mouthing you at every opportunity. Now it’s a million times worse. You’re going to publish Abby instead of her, even though Abby is essentially talking about doing the same thing creatively—wanting to take more risks and break out of her formulaic mode. And if I agree to represent Abby too, agree to take on a client who says they want to break out of their old mold when I’ve just criticized Faye for doing that, it will inflict a wound she’ll never recover from, and a desire for vengeance we may not survive. It’ll be war. You know that, right?”

      I roll my eyes at his melodramatic take. “First of all, Abby doesn’t want to leave because she wants to take new chances. She wants to leave because she thinks she’ll get something with us that she’s not getting from her existing team. The grass is always greener wherever an author isn’t—you know that. I bet as soon as we agree to take her on, she’ll want a five-book deal based on five brief plot summaries that are variations on her existing #SnoColdFox themes, give or take a ski lift or two. It’s not like she’s suddenly going to write War and Peace or Fates and Furies. Abby is Abby—she’s not stupid. She knows her limits and what she’s good at. We can rein her in if her risk-taking fiction doesn’t work.”

      Hal nods, but he’s not convinced.

      “Second, authors leave publishers and change agents all the time. Relationships matter until they don’t anymore—until they stop serving everyone involved. Faye will get over it. Change—starting fresh with a new team, whoever that new team will be—could be a really good thing for her. Just like it will be for Abby. Not every breakup or divorce has to be a scorched-earth situation.”

      “Seriously?”

      “What? Just because I’ve never been married or divorced doesn’t mean I haven’t been through my share of breakups. And I’m still friends with a lot of my exes.” Hal stares at me. “Okay, a few of my exes.” He keeps staring at me. “Okay, fuck all my exes, they all suck, and while I don’t wish them ill, I don’t wish them well either. But this doesn’t have to be the end of our relationship with Faye.”

      “You don’t know her at all if you believe that. It’s all or nothing with her. You’re either with her or against her. There is no gray; there is no in-between.”

      “Maybe. But I’m going to say yes to Abby regardless. Of course I’ll say yes. I have to say yes. Assuming I can come up with the money, which I think I can. And why shouldn’t I? Because Faye’s feelings will be hurt? Because she’ll feel betrayed if I acquire her nemesis and I don’t buy her book?”

      “Um, yes?”

      “It’s not my fault she wrote something that I can’t sell, Hal.”

      He shifts in his chair, jolting almost, like he’s stuck his finger in an electrical socket. “So that’s it? You’re done? Seriously? Fourteen books, and she writes one ambitious, slightly off-brand one that’s a challenge to market, and you’re cutting her loose? And taking on her archnemesis, who essentially wants to do exactly what she did? What the fuck, Merry? Why won’t you work with her on this? Why won’t you even try to save the book and the relationship? Why are you throwing it—and her—away? Keeping Faye is the right thing to do.”

      I shake my head. “If you’re trying to soften the blow of both of us taking on Abby, I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. I can’t sell Faye’s next book to anyone in house. I tried. I shared the manuscript with the publisher and the head of sales this week, and it was a clear and unanimous no, which surprised me because both readers are women, in the perimenopausal zone for sure, and I thought they’d relate. But women in publishing seem not to want to go there, even though I think a lot of readers do want to or could be convinced to want to.” I shrug. “I mean, look at Miranda July’s All Fours and the group texts that came out of that for women who until then felt like they were alone with their changing bodies and hormones and libidos. Even though readers are interested in what Faye is exploring here, her numbers are still waning, which is why I’d have to choose Abby. For the good of the house and for the good of my career.”

      “Wow. That’s cold.”

      “Yes. It is. But I want to survive too. I need the job. No one’s coming to save me, Hal, so I have to save myself. And Abby’s the sure thing.”

      He shakes his head, slowly, sadly. “Nothing’s a sure thing.”
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      Merry and I are on our way back inside when she points to a small sign behind the front desk:

      
        
        Business Services

        (email, phone, printing, photocopying, fax)

        available for guests upon request.

      

      

      I nod enthusiastically—I’m dying to send Paul an email about Abby—so we ask for and are then given the key to a small, cool, enclosed room, with screens and office chairs. She sits down at one computer, and I sit down at another, the quiet hum of electronics and the whir of the overhead fan the only sound besides the clicking of our fingers on our keyboards. Neither of us has checked our email for hours, since right before our phones entered the dead zone of the Phone Pail, and there is silence as we get into our accounts and scroll, thirsty for news in our feeds and in our inboxes.

      Then there’s something else. A gasp.

      “Holy shit.” Merry points at her screen right as I’m seeing the same messages on mine. Queries from Publishers Lunch and Publishers Weekly about emails they received late Friday afternoon from “a Margaret Ipswich Mercer (Peggy) claiming that ‘astonishing falsehoods, lies, and untruths in the origin story of author Faye Wader’s claims of open-ocean swims have come to light at Ms. Wader’s first-ever Author Weekend, which I attended. The character I have followed for two decades and the author who created her are, sadly, not who they purported to be. I am heartbroken and crestfallen at this unfortunate discovery. Facts matter, and readers deserve to know the truth.’ Ms. Mercer was unreachable by phone, but this story will run Monday morning with or without comment from Hatchet House.”
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      “Did you know?” I ask.

      “Did I know what? That this accusation was going to be made or that there are ‘falsehoods, lies, and untruths’ in Faye’s origin story?”

      “Either! Or both!”

      “I absolutely did not know about the discrepancies in her origin story!”

      “Which are what exactly?”

      Hal pulls and twists his earlobe the way he always does when he’s nervous. “That she may have misrepresented some of the details pertaining to the swims.”

      “Which details, Hal?”

      “Faye called me yesterday. She said that someone had questioned the veracity of her swims after the luncheon because of what she said or didn’t say during the event that had made this fan suspect that she hadn’t used pilots for those swims. The fan confronted her afterward, and Faye wasn’t immediately able to convince her that she had indeed used them. Probably because she didn’t. I didn’t know until yesterday that she hadn’t used pilots, and I didn’t know until today that it was Peggy who confronted her. Until now, I had no idea about any of this.”

      “But she had to have used pilots! You can’t swim in open ocean—back and forth across Boston Harbor, where boats and ships and ferries are crossing—without a pilot! You’d get killed!” I stare at him, blinking, desperate to remember Night Swim, trying to scan the pages in my memory for direct references to pilots or vague allusions to them. My mind is a blank. Was it my fault for assuming Faye had used them, for trusting that she had, even if she hadn’t included anything about them in the story or mentioned their names in her acknowledgments? Was it my fault as an editor for not flagging that in the manuscript before the book was published?

      Hal shrugs. “I mean, now that I think about it, the thought may have crossed my mind when I first read the book, but⁠—”

      “So what are you saying? That her whole backstory is a fucking lie? That she never made those swims? Any of those swims?”

      More earlobe pulling and twisting. “I don’t know. I don’t know the extent of it. We only spoke briefly yesterday, and I said we’d figure it out when I got here today. But when I arrived, I was so drugged from the Dramamine and the gummies, and there have been so many activities and interruptions—including the panel, and then the bomb drop of the conversation with Abby—that we haven’t had time to get into it. I think there’s a very good chance she did the distance coastal swim, because she could have hugged the shoreline the whole way and stopped whenever she needed to. But the open-ocean swims I’m not sure about now.”

      “That’s great.” I flap my arms and put my hands on my hips, as if histrionics will help. “I need to talk to my legal department, but no one’s reachable on a Saturday in July. I’m not even sure it’s a legal issue—maybe it’s more of a fan-brand issue: readers trusting her and then turning on her in droves when they find out she lied to them. Integrity is everything. It would be a huge betrayal. That’s what must have happened with Peggy: When she realized the truth, she was angry and devastated. The fantasy of who Faye and Kitty Howe were got killed.”

      “Either way, Faye needs to talk to a lawyer—ours is away until Monday. I figured nothing would happen over the weekend, but Peggy must have emailed Publishers Lunch and Publishers Weekly before she left early.”

      “And she left early because?”

      “I assume she left because she was upset. Because she’d been tricked and deceived. Conned, basically.”

      “You know who else is upset that they’ve been tricked and lied to and conned? Me, Hal. I am. I’m upset that for years, through the publication of fourteen Kitty Howe books, I’ve unwittingly tricked and lied to our sales reps and to our marketing people and to our readers and to our booksellers about the creator of those books, and that she is actually a fraud.”

      Hal stands and puts his hands up, like I’ve gone too far. “Before we jump to these catastrophic conclusions about Faye’s fundamental character and integrity, we need to talk to her first. We owe it to her to hear her side of the story.”

      “But you talked to her yesterday. Did she deny Peggy’s claims?” I take his silence as a no and pace the tiny room, then slump into a chair. “I should have known. And I did know, deep down. Just like you. I suspected. I should have listened to that tiny voice in my head that said, all those years ago, when I first read the submission you sent: How is it possible for someone without a background in swimming—any kind of swimming, much less open-ocean swimming—to have completed the Boston Light Swim and the Mass Bay Crossing and all the other solo swims, let alone making it up the coastline from Gloucester to Boothbay Harbor? How is it possible for someone with zero experience or expertise to do something so insanely hard? The answer is it wasn’t possible. And since editors rarely fact-check novels—we barely fact-check nonfiction books, though of course we should, and we rely on copy editors to flag problems—the holes in her story slipped through the cracks.”

      Hal looks away. The enormity of Faye’s potentially decades-long lie, the public and the private deception—how many times have we talked about the true story of the swims and the lifelong effect they had on both her and on Kitty?—was just starting to hit me. I could feel all the air in my body seeping out. I was a tire going flat.

      “You think you know someone, and then it turns out you don’t know them at all,” I say, almost in a whisper. “I believed it all. The bravery, the courage, the grit. I knew women readers would respond to Kitty, that they would be hungry for that kind of story: about the intensely transformative power of solitary adventure and extreme physical challenge. I thought maybe someday she’d even write a memoir about it. Almost like what she wrote in High Tides, but nonfiction, an actual memoir. I loved Faye Wader and Kitty Howe and admired them both so much—faults and flaws and all.”

      “I know. Me too.”

      I stare at him. “You really didn’t know?”

      “Why do you keep asking me that? Of course I didn’t know! I would never have lied to you!”

      “Neither of us thought Faye would ever lie to us, and look where we are now.” I feel myself sinking into the quicksand of cynicism, unable to stop. “Look, I’m sorry, but at worst you two could’ve crafted this story together, cocreated this fraud. At best, you wouldn’t be the first agent to look the other way about a client’s false backstory.”

      “We don’t even know if Peggy is right.”

      “She’s right. I know she’s right. And you know she’s right. It all makes sense now. I should have known better. It was all too good to be true, and in the end, it wasn’t.”

      Hal sighs, threads his fingers together, and twists his hands in some kind of quiet agony. “If I’m being totally honest, I did wonder if everything she said was true. Because part of me couldn’t fathom how someone who was never even a lifeguard would suddenly start doing multiple open-water swims.”

      I stare at him. “Did you ever ask her?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because no one else doubted her! As much as I sometimes doubted whether everything about her backstory was entirely true, I had a harder time believing that she would lie so brazenly. That she could weave a story so convincing it would fool me. That she could fool all of us.”

      I shake my head at Hal, and at my younger self. We were both so naive, so stupid. “Of course she could weave a story so convincing it fooled you and all of us: She’s a writer, a skilled writer. And that’s what writers do. They fool us into thinking that their stories are true so that we’ll fall into them, headfirst, and turn the pages all the way to the end without question.”
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      On my way to get set up for “Target Practice with Kitty Howe,” the one-hour beginning archery lesson, I run into Faye.

      “I feel bad about what I said before.” She’s standing unusually close to me, like we’re actual friends, close enough for me to see that faint glimmer in her eyes that she gets when she’s trying really hard to behave. “I shouldn’t have come down so hard on you about not protecting me from myself—about not stopping me from overscheduling the schedule. It was my fault. I should have known better. After the lunch and the panel and the book signing, we should’ve had free time to take naps or drink on the porch and stare at the ocean! But that’s on me. What was I thinking?”

      There’s such a concerned look on her face that I almost forget this is a transactional moment: Faye can be so warm and human when she wants something. Like she does now. She wants information. My information. My flying-monkey information.

      “It’s fine,” I lie.

      “You look upset. Are you upset? I’ll Venmo you later. I’m sure I’ll owe you well over a thousand dollars by then—maybe even a million dollars—but there isn’t time right now.”

      There actually is time, but Faye is desperate for a debriefing, practically tweaking in anticipation.

      “So what did you hear?”

      I could tell her the truth—that Abby wants to leave Stratton. That she wants to come to Hatchet and have Merry be her editor. That she wants Hal to be her agent. That a coup is in progress. I had to crab walk down part of the lawn and hide between two enormous hydrangea bushes to overhear all of that. But honestly, it’s too much. I don’t want to be the messenger for something so soul crushing and life-changing. The enormity of the betrayal and its potential fallout is too much for me, and it’s not even really about me. So I decide to tell her something based on the truth but not actually true. As angry as I was before, part of this is my fault. I invited Abby and made this whole situation possible.

      “I think Merry is leaving Hatchet.”

      Faye’s mouth drops open. “No. That can’t be right. She would have told me. She’s been my editor for twenty years. She was in my wedding. She wouldn’t leave me out of one of the biggest decisions of her career. Especially a decision that affects me directly.”

      I shrug. “That’s what I heard. Or what I think I heard. I came in at the middle of whatever they were talking about—something about her leaving because she feels underappreciated, undervalued, unloved—but maybe I’m completely wrong.” Plausible deniability.

      “Unloved? Nobody loves anyone in this business! This is publishing!” Faye takes a breath. “What else? Did Hal or Abby say anything?”

      “I didn’t stay long after that. I didn’t want to get caught. The only other thing I heard was some talk about where she would move to.”

      “Wait,” Faye says, nodding slowly, a bare bulb flooding the dark room in her head with bright light, her face suddenly relieved. “Now it makes sense. That’s why Merry has been stalling, not getting back to me about the new book. She’s leaving Hatchet and doesn’t want to make a deal until she lands somewhere new! It’s not that Merry hasn’t read the manuscript or, worse, that she hates it. She’s been keeping this a secret until she lands somewhere and I can go with her!”

      I didn’t expect Faye to interpret things this way, but of course she does. It’s so Faye. In this moment I’m incredibly grateful for how her mind works—how it bends and twists and contorts itself to protect her from the utter devastation of bad news wherever it lurks. Which I guess I can understand. Hal once told me how sudden and traumatizing her late husband David’s diagnosis and passing were, so no wonder she’ll do anything to avoid believing that another worst-case scenario could be around the corner.

      “I can’t wait to talk to Hal about it.”

      “I’m not sure if he’s doing the archery lesson.”

      “Of course he’s not doing the archery lesson. He hates group activities as much as I do!”

      “I just saw him go upstairs, so he’s probably in his room.”

      She stands and grabs her giant tote bag. “I’ll be down in time for the lesson. But I still don’t understand why they would talk about it with Abby—why she would be included in such a sensitive and confidential conversation. Merry barely knows her!” She stops herself from getting more agitated than she already is. “I’m yelling, and I promised I wouldn’t yell. But I can’t help it! There’s a missing piece to this situation, and I have to find out what it is.”
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      Hal is on the phone—the cordless landline, on the desk—when I go to his room. He puts up a finger when he opens the door and mouths, “I’m on with Paul,” then waves me in. He turns away before I can whisper back, “Say hi to him.” Not that it matters.

      I look around his room—a gorgeous view, of course, from three windows; his small hard-shell carry-on with wheels, one of those high-end brands that charge your phone and practically push themselves through an airport or train station, splayed open on the bed. Shirts. Socks. T-shirts. Pants. One day and one night, and he packed for a week like he always does. Just in case. I want to have options. Hal loves options.

      I was with him when he bought that suitcase a year ago on our way back from Washington after a bookseller dinner. His well-worn piece of luggage, an overnight suit bag he’d had since college in a style that isn’t made anymore, needed to be replaced—the zipper had broken, and the buckle to the strap had come undone—which made him sad. The bag had immense sentimental value: His father, dead before we’d met, had given it to him after college graduation, when he’d moved to New York. “I’d just landed my first job as a textbook sales rep for Viking Penguin, and I was going to be traveling a lot. He wanted to make sure that I was prepared.” I’d seen him get emotional, but only while drinking, and never like this, completely sober, and my heart broke for him. There was nothing like the selfless caring of a loving parent. Something I’d only heard about from friends or read about in other people’s books.

      We had time to kill at Union Station before catching the Amtrak that would drop him in New York City and me farther north in Boston. We found a luggage store, and he made a decision quickly, taking time only to choose the color. It was between three shades of blue: navy, wave, or coast. He asked me which I liked better.

      I pointed to the blue-gray carry-on: “Wave.”

      “Me too.” He took it off the shelf with its special grab handle and wheeled it over to the counter to pay for it. “It’s very Night Swim.”

      I sit in the wingback chair now and wait as he finishes his call, listening to one side of their conversation—I know. Same. I’ll see you tomorrow. We’ll have a special dinner when I get back—and I think about Merry’s news, how weird it is that he hasn’t talked to me about it. Shouldn’t my agent tell me that my editor is planning to leave the publishing house where I’ve spent my entire career?

      “So sorry!” he says, returning the cordless phone to its docking cradle. “I hadn’t checked in with him since I’d arrived—you guys confiscated our phones!—and then I remembered: There are landlines in the rooms. Paul wanted to make sure I survived the trip. Which I did.”

      “Barely.” When he rolls his eyes, I roll mine. “I’m kidding.”

      “No, you’re not. But it’s okay. I’m used to it.”

      “Used to what?”

      “Your stabby-jabs when you’re nervous and insecure. Which is fine. I’m your punching bag sometimes. That’s the job.”

      I shift in the chair, uncross and recross my legs, look down at my feet—at my toes, a lurid shade of Barbie pink, thanks to a last-minute preweekend pedicure and a suggestion from Jade that I go with something super girly in keeping with the enforced femininity of the fan weekend. I was going to fight it, refuse to give in to Hatchet’s ideas, but for once I decided to let it go and let them have their way with me. Go along to get along. Wasn’t that the phrase? I was tired of fighting, especially about something so stupid—did anyone really care if I agreed to a nail polish color I didn’t want? Would taking a stand even matter? Did anything matter? It didn’t seem so then, and now it feels even harder to care about something so meaningless: With the horror of Peggy’s death, accidental as it may have been, and the possibility that it could be traced back to me, and now Merry’s abandonment of me, it’s hard to face the future. The garish pink is completely ridiculous and embarrassing, and I wish more than anything that I could dip my feet in a vat of nail polish remover and make it—and everything else—disappear.

      “So you and Merry and Abby sure looked like you were having a great time on the porch this afternoon, drinking your drinks.”

      “We were having a great time. It was fun.”

      “I’m so glad! I’m so glad you were having fun at my Author Weekend with another author, the one who crashed my event!”

      “Here we go.”

      “Why so shocked, Hal? You know how I get.”

      “I sure do: jealous and threatened.”

      “With good reason! You guys seemed like you were really into her. Because you were acting like you were really into her.” I pause. “Are you guys really into her?”

      He opens a bottle of water on the counter near the little flat screen TV monitor, then hands me one too. “Look, Abby’s great. She’s very engaging. We were killing time after the panel since you were signing, so we had a drink. Or two. No big deal.”

      But I already know it’s a big deal because Jade told me and because he didn’t answer the question. And because he started his sentence, his answer, with look. Defensive and avoidant and deceptive. I know that from all the experts in body language and statement analysis I watch on YouTube. I’m waiting for him to say it already; to tell me about Merry; to tell me that as soon as she lands somewhere new, they’ll make a deal and everything will work out. But he says nothing. Which I don’t understand. Shouldn’t he be dying to tell me the juice? We’re always dying to tell each other the juice.

      “I know about Merry,” I blurt. I’m tired of being coy.

      He blinks rapidly and swallows. “She told you?”

      “Someone overheard your conversation.”

      “Someone like Jade?” He rolls his eyes. “You sent her out there to eavesdrop on us.” A statement, not a question.

      “Of course I sent her out there to eavesdrop on you.”

      “Oh, Faye.”

      “Don’t Oh, Faye me. You’re sitting out there for an hour with my nemesis, talking about a big shake-up that’s imminent, and I’m supposed to pretend like that’s fine?”

      “I was going to tell you.”

      “When? When were you going to tell me? You’ve been up here talking to Paul, and I doubt you were planning on going to archery.”

      “I definitely was not planning on going to archery.”

      “That’s why I came up to find you. When were you going to tell me? Don’t you think it’s important for me to know?”

      “Of course it’s important for you to know. But I’m still thinking it through.”

      “Thinking what through? What will happen when Merry leaves?”

      He freezes.

      “Jade told me that she’s leaving. That she heard her say something about feeling unloved. That it was time for a change. Which would explain why she hasn’t gotten back to us on the manuscript yet: She’s in between jobs.” I lean forward in my chair. “This could be a good thing. For all of us. Especially if she goes someplace even better.”

      Hal sits up straight, then looks down at his hands. “Jade heard wrong, Faye. Merry’s not leaving Hatchet. Abby’s leaving Stratton because she feels unloved and underappreciated. And she wants to come to Hatchet.”
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      Faye stares at me, waiting for more. She knows there’s more.

      It’s all good.

      It’s all good is bullshit right now. I’m dying. Abby’s also leaving Bennett Stern and asked me to represent her is on the tip of my tongue. As is, Publishers Weekly and Publishers Lunch are both running stories on Monday about your soon-to-be-debunked origin story and asking for our comments before Sunday night. But I don’t say any of it. I can’t. Not yet. It’s all too much. She’ll explode. Or implode. I’ll take it one question at a time, one answer at a time, without volunteering any information I don’t need to share. The way lawyers prepare clients and witnesses to respond in court. I’ll tell her everything tomorrow, once the fans are on their way home, when this infernal weekend is finally over.

      “And Merry wants to acquire her,” she guesses.

      I nod. “Yup.”

      Normally Faye would yell at me for using the word yup, which she hates, though she hates it less then yep, which she finds even more appalling and annoying for reasons I still don’t understand, but she looks too shocked to react to my word choice.

      “I thought this was going to be such a different conversation,” she says calmly, softly, sadly. “I thought I was going to come in here, confess my insecurities to you about watching you and Merry and Abby together, come clean about how it triggered my stupid, embarrassing, pathetic jealousy and fear that you both like her better than me—all my abandonment issues, all painfully out in the open—so that you could reassure me the way you always do when I get crazy.”

      “I am reassuring you.”

      “You are? It doesn’t feel like you are.”

      “You’re my favorite client. You’ll always be my favorite client. We’re like family.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell me? Why did you run up here and call Paul?”

      “Because I always call Paul when something big happens.”

      “But this is big for Merry, not for you. Aside from worrying that Hatchet will spend all their marketing and publicity money on Abby instead of me—unless they publish us in different seasons, in which case it might be okay. Right? There’s a chance it could be okay.”

      Faye is so rarely positive, so rarely hopeful about things working out in any other way than the most disastrous, catastrophic trajectory possible, that my heart breaks a little for her. She’s like a child, pleading for reassurance. If I can’t give it to her, then I owe her honesty.

      “Faye. Abby is also leaving her agent. And she wants me to represent her.”

      She falls back in her chair, collapsing into it, like she’s been punched in the stomach. Which she has been. By me. Her eyes fill with tears, shock flooding her nervous system. “And what did you tell her?”

      “I told her I needed to sleep on it.”

      “You need to sleep on it?” she repeats, sitting up straight. The sentence sounds so horrifying, so damning, so cruel, once I hear it coming out of her mouth. “You’re actually considering it?”

      “Yes. I’m considering it.”

      “Even though representing her would be the equivalent of stabbing me through the heart?”

      “I think that might be a little extreme.”

      “It’s not. It’s the truth. You know how I feel about Abby. How she haunts and tortures me with her physical perfection and incredible success. How reviewers and feature writers and fans always give her all the love because she’s so pretty. So attractive. So undeniably, unapologetically, seductively feminine.”

      “Well, maybe she shouldn’t haunt you so much. I mean, you’re Faye Wader!”

      She stares at me. “Who are you? What bullshit are you spewing?”

      “I can represent you both fairly and squarely. I know I can.”

      “What are you talking about? You’re making a deal with my nemesis! That’s unacceptable! Why are you doing this to me?”

      “I’m not doing this to you. I’m doing this for myself. I need this for my career, for my future. Paul and I have a lot of expenses coming up—the apartment; the barn; our aging parents—and I have to keep moving and growing, taking on new challenges. And earning as much as I can while I still can.” What I don’t say is that once the news of her lies breaks, her career will come to a dead halt. And so will my income.
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      Maybe I black out somewhere in the middle of the conversation—my mind shuts down and I temporarily leave my body because reality is suddenly so insane and horrifying—but I think I hear him say on his way to the bathroom: Trust me. I can make it work, I promise.

      Oh, sure, Hal. What are the chances of that being possible? Absolute zero.

      The enemy has come in straight through the gate—they’ve all let her in, willingly, happily, idiotically—and now I’m supposed to be fine with adding a new sister wife to our monogamous agent-author relationship, a sudden switch to polygamy. What did I expect from Hal Tinder? Of course he would swipe right after Abby did. Of course he would be unfaithful to me. Set fire to our history. But I’m not fine. How could I be fine? My team is now Abby’s team? My people are now Abby’s people? Abby’s success will be as important to them as mine, if not more so? How could that possibly be okay?

      I thought Merry and Hal knew me. I thought they knew that I’m not someone who likes to share, who is able to share, especially when it comes to my inner circle, my confidants. I don’t want a plural marriage. I want my Flames to only have one soulmate: me. They know my issues—my deep and profound insecurity, beyond what most normal writers feel; my intense need for loyalty; my fear of being abandoned for someone better. They read and published Night Swim. And yet, knowing all that, they’ve still embraced my nemesis.

      Hal’s part in this terrible play is particularly crushing. Just as women expect men to cheat on them but never expect their friends and sisters to steal their boyfriends, writers expect editors to sell them out for other, bigger writers—they answer to giant corporations, after all, and only have so much power—but no writer expects their agent to sell them out. Or even contemplate selling them out, because that relationship is sacred. Almost like a marriage. That’s why Hal’s betrayal is the ultimate betrayal. It’s the one I never saw coming. The one I can’t imagine ever getting over. Or forgiving. On par with, and maybe even slightly worse than, my sister’s betrayal all those years ago.

      Which means I’ll have to leave Hal. He is untrustable.

      I’m glad I brought the Scream Muffler with me. My huge tote bag can hold almost anything—a bowling ball, a human head—with room to spare. Waiting for him to come out of the bathroom, I sit on the chair and fit it over my face.

      Mid-scream, he reappears. Standing in the bathroom doorway, then taking baby steps toward me, his eyes widen—he’s never seen the Scream Muffler in action, and I can’t tell if his expression is horror or fascination or both. I scream again. He sits down in the swivel desk chair across from me.

      “I can’t believe that actually works.”

      I move the muffler away from my mouth, wipe my face with the back of my hand. “I couldn’t believe it either when I first used it. I was certain it was a gimmick and a waste of money. Nothing more than a sight gag. The perfect joke gift for that horrible moment in time.”

      He nods warmly, sadly. “I remember. That terrible New York Times review. Gutting. So unfair and gratuitously mean.”

      “Nothing helped, until you sent me this.” I look at it, this cheap piece of shit from Amazon, then tap on the heavy brown plastic faux pottery with melancholic nostalgia. It’s bittersweet that he gave it to me to try to ease my pain with humor and deeply ironic that I’m using it today to scream out the pain of his shocking betrayal.

      “Show me how it works.”

      “You fit the opening over your mouth and nose so the sound will have nowhere to go but into the vase. There’s a coiled plastic tube inside that absorbs the sound,” I say, explaining the science like Kitty Howe would, in calm, simple terms. “You can scream forever and no one will hear you.”

      He smiles. “I want to try it. I need to scream.” It’s a game to him. Some innocent fun to break the tension of the awful moment we’re in. A way to distract us both from my pain. He looks down at his feet—his brand-new, perfectly white pair of Stan Smiths. “I feel so bad about all of this, Faye. I really do. I never meant to hurt you. And I’m sure we can find a way to work through this and stay together. Be one big happy family no matter what.”

      Onebighappyfamilynomatterwhat. I think I feel my face twist into a smile, but I’m not sure. If I looked in a mirror now, I wonder if I would see a deconstructed cubist representation of a face, my features broken down into geometric pieces and rearranged into an abstraction. I’m not completely connected to myself anymore, or maybe part of me is gone, jettisoned, like those space shuttle rocket boosters that fall away after a launch. He hasn’t mentioned High Tides, whether he’s talked to Merry about it, whether there’s been any hint what she’s decided. Am I just supposed to float out here in the blackness forever, tethered to nothing and no one, in an endless orbit? Is that how my story ends?

      “It’s always been that way—you and me,” Hal says. “We started out together, and look what we built. There’s no reason it can’t continue. Merry and Abby and I will be another enterprise, connected but completely separate from us two. None of this has to affect our relationship.”

      I bite my lip—lit-trally—to keep myself from screaming, because of course it will affect our relationship. It will end our relationship. It already has.

      “I just have one question.”

      I nod. “Ask me. Ask me anything.”

      “Why did you lie about your backstory?”

      I blink, think back to that time, so long ago. The feeling of getting far away from my family and needing to find a way to earn a living; having no faith in myself to succeed because I’d never been seen as successful at anything the way my sister was. “I had nothing, Hal. No connections, no experience. No safety net. Juicing my story was the only way to sell it. To support myself. That’s what I thought then, anyway.”

      “Would you do it again if you had the choice?”

      I stare out the window, then at him. “Maybe. Probably. I was forced to be on my own at a young age. I’m self-made because I had to be. I never felt like I belonged anywhere until I met David, and I’ve never felt at home anywhere since he’s been gone. Loneliness forces you to be self-reliant, to make choices for your own survival and self-preservation. We’re all just scared animals inside, trying to stay alive.”

      “But you lied. To me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. And I am.

      “I guess I’m shocked by that. And hurt by that.” He wipes his eyes, then his nose. “And it makes me wonder.”

      “About what?”

      “If you lied to David too.”

      The question guts me in a way I’m not prepared for. It feels like all the air has gone out of my lungs and I can barely stay upright. “If you mean, did I ever tell him the truth, no. I never did. But at the end, he made it clear that he’d known all along. And that it didn’t matter. He’d accepted me for who I really was, not for who I’d pretended to be.”

      “That’s love.”

      I nod and swallow hard. “Yes, it was.”

      Hal sighs and nods. “It’s all good,” he says, as if we’ve resolved our situation and can now move forward.

      “No, it’s not, Hal. It’s not all good.”

      “No. It’s not. I know that.” That’s when he reaches toward me for the Scream Muffler. “I think I need it.”

      I pass it over to him and watch as he turns it over and looks inside it. He sits up straight, puts one side of the muffler over his mouth, then moves it away to talk to me. “Like this?”

      I nod. “Like that. Just like that.”

      He puts it back over his mouth and yells Hellllllooooo, like he’s in the Grand Canyon or somewhere in the Alps, but the muffler does nothing to contain the sound. He moves it away from his face again, then looks at me, the big sister he never had but found in me, for help.

      “You have to make sure it’s completely covering your mouth and nose,” I say calmly, Kitty teaching again, explaining the science, the mechanics of something new. “To form a seal, so that no sound gets out.”

      “Show me.”

      I stand, walk slowly around to the back of his chair, and fit the muffler firmly over both airways, smelling the gin on his breath and feeling the intensity and exhaustion of the day rising from his skin like heat. My Home Ruler, my twin flame, burning out like a falling star. I put my palm flat against the other end, to cover it, making sure it’s pushed tightly and securely against his face.

      “Go ahead, Hal,” I say to my once-beloved agent, my friend, my everything. “Scream.”
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      Every editor dreads the come-to-Jesus talk with an author about how the pages they’ve labored on for months or years don’t work; how characters and plot points and pacing and voice would need to be completely and drastically revised to create a compelling and addictive novel that readers would stay up deep into the night to finish. But there is no precedent for this situation between Faye and me: Never has she turned in a manuscript that needed so much work. Her previous books required only the usual nips and tucks: cutting for length, adding for depth, tightening to increase suspense. An earful of ecstatic praise over the phone, followed by an editorial letter and the marked-up manuscript—that was how it always went. Then Faye would complete a polished revision, ready to be put into production.

      But this time? That’s not possible. Though ambitious, the new book checks none of the usual boxes Kitty Howe is known for or what her readers expect from her: a tight, dark story that only she can solve with misanthropy, empathy, and common sense. High Tides has a bit of Kitty’s trademark science—the oceanographic and mathematical calculations of waves and phases of the moon that are meant as metaphorical counterpoints to Kitty’s midlife introspection—but not enough, and without more of her typical scaffolding, it all falls flat. When I thought about how to fix it, the story was like a cake that kept breaking and turning to crumbs: No amount of frosting could patch or hide its brokenness. Faye would have to start from scratch. Or maybe—even probably—she’d have to start a whole different book.

      How do you tell your beloved, prized author that? How do you say that to someone you’ve worked with your whole career, from the time you were a lowly editorial assistant, miraculously assigned a promising first novel by your boss, who’d gone on maternity leave and would never come back? A commercial suspense novel about a gritty high school math teacher advocating for her public-education students, written by a charismatic and outspoken woman with an insanely inspiring history of completing open-ocean swims that she layered onto her fictional heroine. How do you tell her that her fifteenth book, arguably her most honest and potentially strongest writing-wise, is unsalvageable?

      After a walk down to the water and partway around the island to clear my head, I come back and find Xoey. We need to huddle with Hal and come up with a crisis PR strategy before everything blows up next week. But when I call his room from the front desk, there’s no answer, and Xoey and Fluff go back to their room. I take a breather with an iced tea and a plate of house-made gingersnaps, brought by a waiter who looks oddly like Jade—tall and lanky with a perfectly messy bun—and it’s the first moment I’ve had all day to decompress and process what’s happened. If Hal goes to archery, we can talk there, before or after or on the sidelines in between targets, but I know he’s not going to show up. I wish I didn’t have to show up, but I owe it to Faye. And I can’t take the stress of our looming conversation much longer. I want to get it over with already.
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      I’m telling myself to breathe, to not panic, to keep my eyes open so that I won’t see the image of Hal struggling to free himself from the Scream Muffler, his arms flailing like a drowning man’s, grasping at nothing but air. How things have gone so insanely wrong today mystifies me. One minute I’m hosting what’s supposed to be a great promotional opportunity in the book world, one that could bolster my career by finally connecting me with the fans who have wanted to meet me and spend time with me for years. The next minute I’m scurrying down to meet Merry and beg for that career. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She and Hal were supposed to see me in action with my fans and be convinced of my continued viability as a franchise writer; they were supposed to understand that my appeal could still grow. But instead, a series of forced errors occurred, and now I’m trying to pretend I’m plotting one of my Kitty books: How do I get this character—me—out of this impossible situation unscathed?

      From the path I can see Merry on the wall near a table set up with archery equipment—bows and arrows and other things I can’t identify—her legs swinging, like a child’s, in anticipation, waiting for class to begin. Right on time, as always. If today weren’t so fraught, I’d be excited to see her, to spend time with her, especially here. I could count on the fingers of one hand the times Merry has come to Massachusetts to see me—either at my house on the North Shore or in a restaurant or hotel in Boston when she was passing through. The fact that she made the trip today, that she’s here now, and that we’ll finally talk soon, face-to-face, with no interruptions, had given me hope that all would not be lost, that we could reach some kind of agreement on the book, that I could talk her out of all her doubts. But that was before I found out about Abby’s coup. What will become of me now without Hal, and with Merry on Abby’s team?

      Watching my step, aware that everywhere along the way are tree roots and rocks—obstacles, both symbolic and literal—makes me wonder how to escape whatever this weekend has become. Is there a way off the island now, before any more time passes and anything else bad happens? Could it possibly look like Hal’s death was Merry’s fault—a professional relationship gone wrong due to some unknown betrayal—and like Peggy’s death was due to either natural causes or negligence on the part of the hotel or Jade or the chocolatier?

      Before I can think it through any further, a group of fans approaches me, on their way back to the Manor. The women wave and smile, all wearing the knockoff Ray-Ban aviators and holding their little Kitty Howe notebooks.

      “Hi!” they say.

      “Hi!” I say back. “What are the chances of running into you all here on this path!” I joke, trotting out my usual trademark phrase, even though of course there was a huge chance of running into them here.

      “We’re looking for clues!” one woman says.

      I smile nervously. “To what?” I feel my breath catch in the back of my throat the way it did those first few years after Night Swim came out, the way it did yesterday when Peggy threatened to expose my shameful secret. Do they know something about Peggy’s death? Is that what they’re looking for now? Clues to my guilt?

      “For the scavenger hunt!” they say together, as if on cue, then point at a crumpled piece of paper on which all the Kitty items they’re supposed to find have been printed.

      I throw my head back and laugh, not with humor but with extreme relief. “Of course!” I say. “How could I have forgotten?”

      “Because you’re Faye Wader and this is your weekend! You can’t remember everything!”

      I feel my eyes fill, thinking of both the truth and the lie in that statement. I am Faye Wader, and this is my weekend. But now I don’t know who Faye Wader really is or what will become of her. I take my sunglasses off to wipe away the tears, which I blame on dust from the path. That’s when one of the women steps forward and points.

      “You’re wearing Wayfarers.”

      I nod. “I know.”

      “But Kitty wears aviators.” She turns to the other women, and they all point at their swag sunglasses.

      I shake my head, confused. “Right. But these are what I wear.”

      Instead of closing the chasm on the issue, my explanation seems to only widen it.

      “We assumed you wear what Kitty wears.”

      Stupidly, I laugh. “Kitty and I are different people! I don’t necessarily do what she does, and she doesn’t necessarily do what I do!”

      I wait for my response to land well, but it doesn’t. Like an unintentional insult, it instantly kills the moment. The women slowly push their aviators up over their foreheads to rest on top of their heads, and I do the same with my Wayfarers, pushing the hair off my face. Our eyes meet. I get it now. “I actually love aviators more, and if one of you has an extra pair, I’ll wear them instead of these stupid ones!” I try desperately to repair things, finally grasping the disharmony between the fantasy of fandom and the truth of reality. But the fourth wall has been breached; they’ve seen behind the curtain, and now it all feels completely fraudulent.

      “That’s okay. We’re good,” they say, turning away to continue on toward the Manor.

      “See you later, at Bubbles and Bites or Bites and Bubbles!” I desperately call after them, but they only wave over their shoulders, no one turning around to say goodbye.
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      Merry smiles when she sees me, hopping off the wall, her little white sneakers making a soft thud in the grassy, sandy dirt that is everywhere the water isn’t. We hug, despite the fact that we’ve already seen each other today, then pat each other on the back the way we always do—affection contained by boundaries. Our relationship has always been more restrained than mine and Hal’s.

      She’s wearing the little matte gold scallop-shell earrings I gave her for her birthday earlier this year—partly because the jewelry designer was inspired by organic forms and shapes and materials found along the eastern coastline, from Massachusetts to Maine, like my swims, and partly because I wanted to get her something special; something expensive. It was her forty-fifth. With almost fifteen years between us, she’s always felt like the younger sister I wanted but never had.

      Merry, like Hal, was barely twenty-five when we met, and she started editing my books with a brilliance and wisdom wholly unexpected in an assistant barely two years out of Princeton. She got the insanely lucky break to edit Night Swim because her boss, my acquiring editor, was out on maternity leave. She outperformed everyone’s expectations—except mine, because I had no expectations. It was my first book, and I was just happy to be there. My career took off, my novels hitting the bestseller lists, one after another after another, and hers did too. Our success, hers defined by climbing the corporate ladder at Hatchet, was connected, reciprocal, enmeshed. I think of all our lunches, the ones she paid for, first with her own personal credit card, then with a company American Express card, and later, now, with her corporate gold card. I think of the cheap shoes and suits and handbags that have been replaced by better and better ones over the years, nothing showy or flashy, since that’s never been her style; her confidence growing with every promotion; our relationship deepening with every publication. I haven’t always agreed with her edits, but I accepted most of them, and after arguing about the rest, we always arrived at a version of the book that we were both happy with. It has been, from my perspective, a perfect partnership, and I’ve always been grateful for it.

      “I’m glad we’re going to talk after archery,” I say. “It’s such a crazy weekend that I knew we wouldn’t get a minute alone if we didn’t schedule it.”

      “Like couples who are so busy with kids and jobs that they have to schedule sex.”

      I laugh. “I wouldn’t know. I’m not married, and I don’t have kids or a job.”

      Merry laughs too. “Except for the job, same. But at least you’ve been married.”

      “Married and widowed. I guess that counts. Except one minus one equals zero.”

      She looks down, sorry, I’m sure, that she opened the door to David in such a glib way. Not that I would normally mind—it’s always a gift to have an excuse to talk about him occasionally—but it’s been twice today, and after Hal’s question about him, the sound of his name coming out of her mouth now makes me wince.

      Merry shakes her head and smiles as two archery helpers arrive carrying targets—the classic ones with concentric circles in yellow and blue and red. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “For reminding you of a painful memory.”

      I wince again.

      “Not to reduce him to that.”

      “Good. Because that’s not what he is.” That’s what Hal is now: a painful memory.
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      I’m quickly checking that they’ve laid out the Kitty Howe–branded L.L.Bean backyard archery sets on the folding table exactly as drawn on my diagram, which they have. People love little kits and sets; they love curated things—the idea that someone who knows more than they do about a hobby or a skill or a sport has picked items out, like a shopping sommelier, specifically for them. Curated sets make people feel loved. Special.

      And these don’t disappoint. Padded, zippered black nylon storage cases containing everything needed for a first archery lesson: an easy-to-string takedown recurve bow with elevated rest and laminated wood riser, three solid fiberglass arrows, a bowstring and bow stringer, and a hip quiver with a metal belt clip, not to mention a colorful paper target to take home. They’re part of the swag-bag items that the fans will leave the island with, which I wrangled for half their normal wholesale price, terms negotiated at the flagship store in Freeport, Maine—and they scream added value. I send photos of the table and the targets to the cohort, to which they reply:

      
        
          
            
              
        Don’t kill anyone Jade—“doing it for the plot” doesn’t mean murder LOL

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Arrows don’t kill people. People kill people

      

      

      

      
        
          
        People with arrows kill people

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Writers with arrows desperate for a book deal might kill people

      

      

      

      

      

      As the women unzip their cases and examine the gear inside, the instructor corrals them to the level path in front of the targets. As he explains posture and stance—how they should pull back the arrow and release it without focusing too much on the target, which is such a metaphor for how to aim for and reach your goals in life, I think—I notice that Faye isn’t listening, isn’t pulling back her bow. She’s staring at Merry, sizing her up, watching her every move, as if planning her strategy for their looming conversation.

      Not that I blame her. Thinking that Merry is leaving Hatchet is enough of a shock. I can’t imagine what will happen when she learns the whole truth about Abby and Hal and Merry—how that will all play out; when and where. The idea of it makes me so nervous and guilty that I have to leave.

      Before I head back up to the Manor, I slip the kit that would have been Peggy’s into my bag alongside the unsigned books from earlier that afternoon. My tote bag has become a secret graveyard for a dead fan’s uncollected swag, souvenirs from the dream event she was looking forward to for months but isn’t here to enjoy anymore. When I get home, I’ll put them on a shelf near my desk like a little memorial so that I’ll always remember her. And so that I can channel her when I want to write about her.
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      I hit all my targets, of course, because I’m Faye, and because I know my way around a bow and arrow, given all the hours I spent researching Aim to Die. After reading a little item in some Midwestern paper about a high school US history teacher who had been found with an arrow in his back on the floor of his classroom, apparent revenge for assigning too much homework that previous summer school session, I thought: I have my next book. In real life, the student shooter got caught because she’d left behind a trace of lip gloss and DNA on the kisser button, a little piece of plastic that attaches to the bowstring and aligns between the lips for a reference point before taking a shot. A rookie mistake that my fictional character, whose name I forget, doesn’t make.

      And so here we are now, all the women collecting the arrows that soared far afield of the targets, pops of yellow littering the path on both sides of the stands. They put the arrows in their zippered cases, making sure they have all the pieces of their kits for when they return home to their families Sunday night—there’s still a lot of summer left and fun to be had in between the cookouts and firepit gatherings and s’mores making. After each one thanks the instructor, they wave goodbye to me, and I wave goodbye to them. That’s when I signal Merry to hang back.

      “I thought we could have that talk here, outside. That scheduled-sex talk,” I say, keeping it light. Or trying to. “It’s so beautiful out, and then we can go back up and have a drink.”

      She nods, but as much as I sense she wants to get our talk over with too, I notice her eyeing everyone else making their way along the path back to the Manor with envy. She wishes she were going with them instead of staying behind with me; I can tell. I can always tell. Who wouldn’t wish that?

      “Before we get to my manuscript, we need to start with Abby.”

      Blindsided, Merry blinks. “Abby?”

      I’m not in the mood for games anymore. It’s time to be direct again and go in for the kill. “Yes, Abby. The fact that she’s coming to Hatchet. To work with you.”

      All the color drains from her face, and she lays both hands on her stomach, like some kind of meditation pose designed to calm the central nervous or limbic system. “I don’t know what you heard, or who you heard it from, but that is by no means a done deal. The only thing that happened today was that a conversation was initiated.”

      “Hal made it sound a little more definitive than that.”

      “Hal tends to paint with a broad brush. Out of the blue, over drinks, while we were killing time until you finished signing, Abby told us that she wants to leave Stratton. And that Hatchet House is her first choice of where to move to. Needless to say, I was not expecting that.”

      “And that she wants Hal to be her agent too.”

      “Yes. And that too.”

      “So my team will now be her team.”

      “Again, we haven’t begun to talk about the details. It’s a summer Saturday—no one at Hatchet is reachable right now to discuss whether we can even afford her.”

      “But you will. Eventually. Next week you’ll likely make a deal. A big deal. And then, like I said, my team—you and Hal—will be her team. My family—you and Hal—will be her family.”

      “Faye.”

      “So many people Faye-ing me this weekend!” I say, my voice rising but still restrained, considering. “Don’t patronize me! I know what’s happening! I see what’s happening!” I squint at Merry and make my version of cop eyes, like hers when she would try to get an answer out of me about a character or a plot point that didn’t yet make sense to her. “I never imagined you both would betray me this way—by going into business with my nemesis at my own Author Weekend. I mean, my God! It’s operatic! Shakespearean! So don’t expect me to take it sitting down. Don’t expect me to be calm. You should know me better than that by now! You should know the dark places my mind goes!”

      “I’m not expecting you to be calm. I’m hoping that you’ll be reasonable. Because you know me. Because we’ve worked together on fourteen books. This isn’t a betrayal. It’s not personal. It’s just business. Our business right now.”

      “You said fourteen books together, not fifteen. Is that your way of saying without saying it that we’ve come to the end of our road?” Merry blanches again, refusing to meet my eye. “You’ve had High Tides for over a week now. You’ve never taken this long to respond to a manuscript. Normally you read it over a weekend, and we talk about it first thing Monday. Your lack of response is unprecedented.”

      “It is. And I’m sorry about that.”

      My stomach drops. As confrontational as I am, my biggest fear is having my worst fears confirmed, the way I sense they’re about to be right now. For all my bravado, I never really want the truth. The truth terrifies me. The truth is what can bring so much destruction and trauma.

      Merry sits down on the stone wall again and shakes her head. “Faye. You’ve been my angel. Editing Night Swim; getting to work on your next few books, then finally being assigned to be your actual official editor; acquiring each novel; negotiating each deal with Hal; making each book better than the one before, both editorially and commercially; watching your sales climb with each publication, your fan base expand with each Kitty Howe novel—it’s been the joy of my career.”

      “That sounds like a eulogy. Is it?”

      “High Tides. It just doesn’t work for us. I’m so sorry.”

      I sit down on the wall too. “I can make it work. We can make it work. We’ve done it before; we can do it again.”

      “I don’t think so.” There are tears in her eyes, and her voice is barely above a whisper. “I don’t think I can buy it.”

      I feel my throat almost close up. I expected to argue about a massive revision; to extract a grudging apology for the toll the excruciating delay has taken on my mental health and confidence, how it’s ruined my special weekend. What was to be my special weekend. But not this. The door closing. “Why not?”

      Merry looks at the sky, at the ocean, and finally at me. “Because as ambitious and important and interesting as I think it is, I wasn’t able to convince Hatchet to buy it. I’m so sorry, but I’m afraid this one is unsalvageable.”

      I hear the word, the ultimate insult to a writer—unsalvageable—a wreck that will never be anything but wrecked—and I can’t absorb it. I try to repeat the word, but my lips barely move given the horror of it, the shame of it, as if a part of me knows that saying it will make it real, will brand me forever. Something I’ve written is so bad, has failed so profoundly to work for the reader—for my editor, the editor in chief of my house—that it is unpublishable. A line has been crossed.

      “But we haven’t talked about it! You haven’t given me a chance to revise it! How can you pronounce it . . . un—” I stop before saying the word. “How can you give up before I’ve had a chance to fix it?!” I’m blinking and getting in Merry’s face now. “Are you saying I should shelve it? Put it in a drawer like some undergraduate student in a creative writing class, waiting until I acquire more skill?”

      “This isn’t about skill or talent, Faye, both of which you have in spades. It’s about something nebulous, ineffable: Alchemy. Magic. Turning pain into art. In a way that a publisher can get behind and feel confident is salable. And we just don’t think this one is.”

      “I can skip this one! I’ll write something else! I have a few really good ideas for what I’m planning to do next!” My voice is full of panic and desperation. I’m horrified by the sound of it.

      “Faye.”

      Her tone—quiet, firm, resolved—stops me cold. I’m exhausted, physically and mentally, by fear and dread. I want this to be over with. “Whatever you’re not saying, Merry, spit it out already. Rip the Band-Aid off.”

      “It’s not just this book. There’s been a downward trend in your sales for the past few years. A trend that I don’t think we could possibly reverse with High Tides, or even with a different book. Because tastes have changed. You’re a brilliant writer, and Kitty is a brilliant character, and while I’d hoped to publish you forever, I don’t think that’s feasible now. Given the business. Given the people I report to. Given the possibility—probability—of acquiring Abby Schuss. The numbers simply don’t work. I’m so sorry.”

      I can’t move and can barely breathe. “So you’re essentially firing me. Letting me go. And replacing me with Abby.” Merry doesn’t stop me or disagree. “If there’s a choice to be made—a business choice, a publishing choice, a corporate choice—Hatchet will pick her.”

      “Sadly, yes.” She clears her throat and stands. “There’s another reason for that, besides the numbers.”

      “Which is?”

      “I know about Peggy’s accusation. When Hal and I checked our email in the business center, we both had emails from Publishers Weekly and Publishers Lunch. Both are doing stories based on information they received from her yesterday afternoon.”

      My head is spinning. Peggy!

      “Did you lie about those swims, Faye?”

      “Of course I didn’t lie about those swims!”

      “Then why would she accuse you of that? Why would her suspicions be so strong that your most loyal fan would contact two industry reporters during your first fan weekend?”

      “I have no idea, Merry! People are crazy! You know that.”

      “If her accusations are true and you didn’t make those open-ocean swims, I’m not sure we could recover from that. From a PR standpoint, it would be a huge mess, a blot on both our reputations, one that would take a massive toll on sales of the next book, whatever the next book would be. Readers trusted you. Booksellers trusted you. We trusted you. We’d have to completely rebuild you and your brand, and we don’t have that kind of time or money right now. And even if we did, I’m not sure it would work.”

      I feel myself go stiff. Finally, I’m speechless.

      “Why, Faye? Why did you do it? You had everything—grit, talent, ambition. You didn’t need to lie.”

      “But I did have to. I had to become someone. I was no one. Without the swims, without that first novel, I would have stayed no one.”

      The world telescopes away. Everything goes silent. I can see Merry’s face, her mouth moving and little black typewriter words floating from her lips, but they fade and disappear before they reach me. I try to focus on the trees. And the sky. And the ocean beyond. I feel like I’m watching a short silent film about the end of something. What is the sound of something ending? Of a life dissolving, turning to sand, dust, or air? I remember what Hal said about Paul that time, over dinner: He’s everything to me. I can’t feel my feet on the ground, so I look down to make sure I’m still here, still tethered to the earth if only by the obligatory force of gravity. It’s not that we want you to stay; we just can’t let you leave. That’s the law of physics.

      “So it’s over,” I say. “It’s all over.”

      Merry’s eyes fill with tears, but she wipes them away and collects herself. “You have many more great books to write. This is a storm you’ll weather and survive because you’re Faye Wader. Whatever the issues are in your origin story, you’ll get past them. You might even sell High Tides to another publisher who sees it differently, who can fix it in ways I’ve missed, who can overcome your impending PR challenges and publish you despite them. Hal is a magician, a genius, a force. He could pick up the phone tonight and have you moved tomorrow to another house, and you’d be on your way to a whole new phase of your brilliant career. Maybe that’s why he skipped archery. Maybe that’s what he’s already doing.”

      I feel the blood drain from my limbs, my head, my gut, at her mention of Hal. Then there’s the sickening shock and shame that she knows about Peggy’s accusations, the deep wound of the word unsalvageable still echoing in my ears, a bell that will never be unrung. I will always be branded a liar and a fraud. I will forever internalize those messages. I will likely never write again because of them. Within days the industry will know the truth about my false origin story; they’ll know that Merry passed on the book; they’ll know that my stock has tanked and my price of acquisition has plummeted. I’ll be lucky if Hal can sell me and High Tides to a small press for a four-figure advance. Except that Hal of course won’t be able to sell me anywhere. Because he “accidentally” suffocated himself with a novelty Scream Muffler.

      “I guess it’s apt that we’re here, among the ruins of the old Misery Island Club,” I say in a whisper. “Given the fact that our relationship and my relationship with Hal are now in ruins.” The light from the two people whose judgment and love and friendship meant everything to me is gone, falling stars streaking their way across the black sky of my dark soul. “I really did love you both. So much.”

      Merry’s eyes are wet with tears when she reaches out for a hug, which I grant her. But my eyes are dry now. Faye has left the chat. When she picks up her tote bag and turns toward the Manor, I know there’s nothing left to say, no more words to exchange. Another betrayal, and now our world—my world—has just been laid to waste; eventually it will be forgotten like the buildings that once stood right here but were reduced to rubble in the grass. In ten years, in five, maybe even in two or three, no one will know who Faye Wader or Kitty Howe were. It will be like we never existed.

      As Merry walks up the sandy path along the aspens and oaks, under a late-afternoon sun making its long, slow midsummer arc from east to west, I unzip my padded black nylon archery set. In a haze and a daze, I silently take one fiberglass arrow out of its little Velcro seat belt, put it into the bow, and step away from the stone wall. I rest my mouth on the kisser button until it hits right between my lips and aligns my reference point. I stare at the growing distance between Merry and me, physical and emotional, then focus intently on the soft spot between her shoulder blades. I adopt the stance, feet apart, drawing back slowly on the bow in a single smooth motion. I wait to take my shot, then watch as the arrow, so fast and straight and silent and final, pierces and drops her, murdering my unsalvageable future.
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      “Where’s Merry?” Faye has returned from archery alone, carrying two black kits and an extra tote bag into the library, where I’m going over the schedule. Again.

      “Exploring!” she says. “You know her, always with the hiking and the biking and the climbing and the swimming. She loves this kind of thing. She said she wants to take advantage of being out of the city. She’ll probably skip Menopausal Mermaid Meditation and Bubbles and Bites to walk around the island and take a dip. That’s why she asked me to bring her kit and her tote bag back here. She didn’t want to lug it around on her little adventure.”

      I check my phone, ready to adjust the attendance numbers for the rest of the day’s activities. “Do you think Hal will be down for Mermaid Meditation?”

      “Who knows. Last I heard, he was taking some Advil and crawling into bed for a few hours before dinner. That early-morning flight and the edibles and the two big gin and tonics he had with Merry and Abby really knocked him out.” She rolls her eyes at me. “I’m sure he’ll be down for Bubbles and Bites, though, since he’s never met a cocktail hour with passed hors d’oeuvres he didn’t like. Not to mention the clambake and the promise of s’mores. He wants to get his money’s worth.”

      “Even though he didn’t pay.”

      “Exactly!” She laughs or tries to. She looks tired from the heat, the long stressful day, the archery lesson, like she’s aged ten years in two short days. “I’m going up to my room to freshen up and change. Remind me what I’m supposed to be wearing again?”

      I scroll through my photos until I find the Hatchet House–approved outfit for tonight: slim cropped black pants, black peep-toe espadrille wedge slingbacks, and a silky, blousy, flowery top that ties under the chin with a big stupid bow. “I’m sure Merry will be happy to see you following the stylist’s plan.”

      Faye nods, then looks out the window, toward the water. “Oh yes, The Plan. I’m all about The Plan. Though I might revise The Plan just a little. With so much going on, maybe Merry won’t even notice what I’m wearing or not wearing.”

      “Speaking of Merry,” I say slowly, “did you get a chance to talk to her—about the book and . . . everything else?”

      “Yup!” she says. “We got it all figured out.”

      Faye never says yup. She hates yup. She hates yep more, but I’ve never heard her use yup or yep except when she’s telling me how much she hates those words.

      “About the book?”

      “Yup!”

      “And her situation with Hatchet?”

      “Yep!”

      Wow. Okay. Now it’s yep too.

      “It’s all good, Jade. It’s all good.”
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      Back in my room, I pace a tight square from the desk to the bed and back, barely calmed by the views of the blue water and sky everywhere I look. I try to make the images stop—handing Peggy the plate of chocolates; seeing Jade’s face the next morning mere minutes after she’d discovered her dead in her room; watching Hal’s flailing arms before he finally fell back into the pillows, then wiping the Scream Muffler down, placing it near his chest, and wrapping the fingers of one hand around its handle; pulling the arrow back and positioning my mouth on the kisser button, closing one eye to take my shot at Merry’s back, then seeing her drop into the high dry grass. In under forty-eight hours, my life has imploded. Yesterday’s threat of being unmasked, of my stupid lies being exposed, started a downward spiral that escalated and ended minutes ago with Merry’s demise. All day I wrongly assumed that some distant relative of Peggy’s was likely overseeing cremation arrangements and making plans to meet with lawyers about the contents of her will (she would never have died intestate). But in reality, she’d leaked my lies to the press before I could stop her. Which means her death will now look very suspicious, and there will undoubtedly be an autopsy. As there will likely be one for Hal up in his room, laid out on his bed, staged to look like he’s napping. A brown plastic vessel that resembles a heavy clay urn resting by his side, the outline of the deadly suction it caused still visible around his mouth and nose.

      Add Merry to the list of Misery Island casualties, facedown in the dry grass, the arrow removed from her back and returned to my kit, her body pulled gently by her sneakered feet to some big rocks behind the stone ruins, surrounded by brambles and leaves and wild rosebushes. With her sneaker laces untied and her head bruised from falling when the arrow slid between her ribs and punctured a lung on its way to her heart, she could easily have tripped in any number of ways and landed there, fatally concussed. Or maybe something criminal happened; someone employed by the Manor, maybe Lloyd, stalked her until a struggle, and blunt-force trauma to the head, ensued.

      But now with the news about my lies about to be made public, their deaths could be tied together—and to me. What are the chances that three deaths on a secluded island are purely coincidental and accidental?

      Please. Say it with me. Absolutely zero.

      I open my suitcase and pull out the large Ziploc bag marked Saturday Night. Touching these assigned clothes, these coordinated separates that are nothing like me, reminds me of how my mother used to pick out girly clothes for Lindsay and me to wear to school, to family events, to restaurants. The white tights and Mary Janes, the frilly dresses that never felt right, never fit right, never looked right on my body the way they did on Lindsay, my nemesis; the hours and minutes ticking away until I could go home and change into my own clothes, become myself again, not some poor man’s version of the prettiest girl in every room. I look at the silk blouse, the long ties along the neck waiting to be floofed into a big floppy bow; the capri pants and sandals and other detritus—a statement necklace, big earrings, cuff bracelets. Why should I bother wearing them now? With Merry gone and Jade paid to support my choices, I only have the cat publicist to answer to. Her cat should wear these awful clothes instead of me.

      I dig deeper into the depths of my suitcase, which is twice the size of Hal’s but the same color and the same brand, Wave—another irony; what’s a wave if not a goodbye?—until I find my favorite jeans (old faded boot-cut Wranglers) and my favorite flannel shirt (a classic red-and-black buffalo plaid that I’ve had forever, now business-casual formal wear for my inner Kitty). I brought them to wear alone in my room, emotional-support clothes, ones that calm me with their familiarity and comfort. I strip off my sporty archery costume—the pink polo shirt and stone-colored khakis and purple-and-orange trail shoes—shower quickly, then change into my own clothes. My second skin. I feel like myself again on a molecular level.

      But I’m not myself. I’m not at all the same person who arrived on Misery Island two days ago. Has it only been two days? I stand in front of the mirror and watch my hands slip into my front pockets like keys into locks. Something inside me opens. A door to the confusion and horror of my new reality, my unraveling; of how I’m about to lose everything through a series of unfortunate events, necessary acts of self-protection and self-defense. So much has changed in so short a time. Even Kitty Howe wouldn’t be able to square this calculus.

      I could stop right now—confess, turn myself in, take my punishment. Plead temporary insanity to all three “mysterious” and likely “accidental” deaths, then try to salvage what’s left of my life. Maybe even write about it in some kind of cathartic memoir. Like High Tides except nonfiction—a memoir. My memoir. Maybe someone would publish it despite my soon-to-be-revealed lies, because it would be actual true crime, not made-up crime. But it’s too late to turn things around. If this were a novel, I’d be wrapping it up now, pulling all the threads together, calling it a day. Falling action leading straight to my final denouement, a disastrous ending. But it’s not a novel. There’s no saving Faye Wader. She’s too far gone.
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      I wait for Merry or Hal to come down—cocktails start in twenty minutes—but neither of them shows up. I feel like I’ve spent half the day waiting for them. Where are they? Taking a prolonged break from a single day’s obligatory events? Hiding from Faye to avoid her fury about all the attention they paid to Abby and their betrayal? Possibly. Likely, in fact. But still weird. I double-check that the mats are ready for Menopausal Mermaid Meditation and that the Manor staff is setting up for Bubbles and Bites. Then I sit briefly in the living room to catch my breath and check my phone.

      A day’s worth of identical texts from Greg—Check in with me please, Jade, ASAP—and an ongoing thread from the cohort chat:

      
        
          
            
              
        What’s happening

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Text us

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Fill us in

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Dying to hear the latest misery from Misery
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      I feel slightly bad about keeping them all out of the actual loop, but it’s way too complicated—unexpectedly and seriously complicated. I don’t want to let Greg get anywhere near what happened to Peggy either. Not that I know what happened to Peggy. I just know that the less I say right now, the better. I also know that if I don’t respond at all, he’ll get concerned, which he should be, and that his concern could lead to action. Greg is always telling me to take action, and I don’t want him sending me a million prescriptive texts on how to handle Faye, since she’s impossible to handle and because, let’s be honest, I’m partly if not mostly to blame for the state that she’s in today: I let the enemy in through the gate. I opened the door for her to walk in and wreak havoc on Faye’s career. I did this. For the plot.

      All I wanted to do was juice the drama of the weekend, to give myself some excellent scenes to work with, to set some things in motion and watch them play out. It was harmless enough. Until it wasn’t. Never did I think things would turn out this way. Abby’s coup was never part of the plan. I feel like I should confess my sins to Faye. To explain. To apologize. But when? She’s upstairs getting dressed, and soon it will be on to the full evening of events. Too full, though most of the events planned for tonight were her idea. Abbondanza, she said, back in the early planning phases of the weekend, which now feels like forever ago. That’s Italian for “plenty.”

      I draft a brief update to Greg:

      
        
          
            
              
        All quiet right now. Hal and Merry are chilling in their rooms before the rest of the evening’s activities. Faye is coming down soon. She seems less bothered by Abby siphoning off some attention from Hal and Merry and a few of the fans and seems even to be having (some) fun. Despite the sense of competition, there’s definitely been a spirit of abbondanza.

      

      

      

      

      

      I delete the part of the sentence about her having fun because it’s such a dumb and obvious lie, an immediate red flag. Faye never has fun. In its place, I write:

      
        
          
            
              
        . . . and seems to be settling into the groove of the weekend quite nicely.

      

      

      

      

      

      To the cohort chat I text:

      
        
          
            
              
        The rising action has led to an unexpected climax. All joking aside, not anything I would have ever imagined or invented. Or wanted.
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      Jade knows something’s up when she sees me in my normal clothes: the jeans, the flannel shirt, the taupe suede Birkenstocks that look like clogs but aren’t and are lined with a thick layer of shearling even though it’s summer. I’m glad I brought them because they conveniently hide the hideous Barbie-pink toenail polish that I hate so much. I don’t think I even have makeup on, let alone earrings or any other kind of jewelry. Accessories make the outfit, the stylist wrote in her multibulleted instructions memo: Always wear a statement necklace, bracelet, or earrings—or all three! Your fans will love that you got dressed up for them.

      Really? Will they really love me for getting dressed up for them?

      I can tell that Jade is mentally running through ways to manage me and the situation—which she doesn’t even know the half of. I know I’m difficult, bordering on impossible; I know that her job as my assistant has never been easy. But we’re way beyond that now. We’re off the grid, in the wilderness of an unknown world. God only knows how the rest of the day will unfold.

      Out the window, the sun is still bright, still making the water sparkle, still alive with life and mystery and possibility. Oh, the irony of Misery Island being quite the opposite of its name, with all its changing light and tides and epic beauty. Inside me, the nihilism is growing, blooming like mold: the dread of the end being near. Should I go back upstairs and change into that silly little outfit and come back down and engage with my fans, pretend none of the deadly sins I’ve committed this weekend have actually happened, continue playing along with the farce to try to preserve my innocence for as long as possible? Or should I wait until they come for me and plead innocence then? Peggy’s allergic reaction to the nut-tainted chocolate; Hal’s aneurysm or suffocation by Scream Muffler when his long time cash cow was about to be unmasked as a fraud, which likely would have thrown suspicion on him too; Merry’s freak accident—poor, lovely, adventurous, candy-coated-heart-of-stone Merry, who tripped on the rocks in her dopey unlaced sneakers because she was too distracted by the thought of acquiring Abby Schuss to tie them. Can I possibly survive the scrutiny of any one of these things, let alone all of them collectively?

      Of course I can’t.

      Before I figure out what to do or where to go next, I hear women in the library. I move closer, standing just outside the door where they can’t see me: It’s the book club meeting, the one Jade and I arranged so that fans could talk about their favorite Kitty Howe novels. And that’s what they’re doing: comparing notes on the scenes and plots they love most and reading passages out loud. Under different circumstances—the circumstances I expected when we first arranged this weekend, not the surreal landscape of a decimated present and future that I’m faced with now—I thought I’d stride into the library, sit down with my fans, and soak in the bliss of their excitement and their hard-won admiration. Under different circumstances, Merry and Hal would be here too, looking at me with quiet astonishment at the realization that my readers love me and love Kitty so much. Under different circumstances, this would be the beginning of the best part of the whole weekend.
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      Abby is holding court on the Zen Deck, regaling Faye’s fans with stories of her own #SnoColdFox weekends, which just seems to be the way this day is going. I still don’t know where the fuck Hal and Merry are: I’ve knocked on both their doors, called their rooms from my phone, and had the front desk call their rooms. Nothing. I keep making the rounds to try to find them—from the Zen Deck to the porch, out to the lawn, down to the beach, back up the steps inside, and through the library, the living room, even the kitchen—but they are nowhere. Did they do an Irish goodbye—slip out without telling anyone, bypassing all the awkward small talk, the lies and excuses for having to get home earlier than planned? Did they hop on the 6:00 p.m. ferry, the one returning to Salem after dropping off pastries and supplies for tomorrow’s early boxed-breakfast assembly? I doubt it. I would have noticed them leaving the one-way-on-one-way-off island. When I ask Abby if she’s seen them, she says she hasn’t, not since their betrayal drinks on the porch. My words, not hers.

      It’s far more likely that Faye behaved so badly during this awful, terrible day that they’re lying low. Extremely low. She must have tortured them about Abby joining the panel even though it’s partly my fault, or mostly my fault. And she has to have flipped out about the actual Abby news, which Merry likely told her after the archery lesson. She probably also knows about Hal by now, because that likely came out in her conversation with Merry. Of the two betrayals, I think Hal’s is worse, but only by a hair, so I get why they would be hiding now, making themselves scarce for the rest of this interminable day. They probably grabbed a bottle or two of something strong, along with a few glasses, and are self-medicating on another side of the island, as far away from us as possible, hoping to enjoy the beautiful, peaceful sunset and contemplate what their future with Abby holds. Why would they want to stay and participate in the rest of the day’s group activities under such incredibly awkward circumstances? Why would they want to stay and watch their world burn?
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      It’s easier than I think, faking it. Downstairs, in my own unstylish clothes, I mingle with my fans in the library, during the book club meeting. I tell them stories about writing my novels and where the ideas came from:

      “From the past. From life. From the everyday. Stories are everywhere. Little squares that we stitch together. Little scenes that form a whole world. That’s all a novel is, really. A word quilt. And that’s all a life is, really, too: a memory quilt. Little squares of things that happened, of people we loved, of the stories that make us who we are.”

      I smile, then search the room for Jade. She’s lurking in the background, of course, just out of sight.

      “I bet most of you don’t know that our Jade is a writer too.” I want to tell everyone about her now, to express my gratitude for her support all these years, especially through the planning and execution of this weekend, despite where it’s ended up. Doing so can’t hurt: I need Jade to stay loyal to me, to see that I can be useful to her career, to support me no matter what happens. “Jade is a very special person. Dedicated and hardworking and highly intelligent—slightly misguided in her very academic approach to writing, but I think I’ve made her see the light. That you can feel your way, instead of think your way, through a story you’re writing. And through life.”

      All the women coo and turn toward her.

      “My Jade,” I say. “Someday she’ll finish her novel and it will be great, and you’ll all be here for her Author Weekend!” My eyes blur with tears. I’m not slurring my words, but I feel like I am. A gate inside me has opened, and something—sadness, regret, freedom—is pouring out. I really do love her. And Hal and Merry. Why have I never admitted that to myself until now? “I mean, we. We’ll all be here for her Author Weekend.”

      The women clap, and I clap with them, while Jade blushes and waves us away, backing out of the library until she is out of sight. Before she disappears completely, I think I catch her wiping her eyes. The Cool Green Stone has feelings after all. We both do. We’ve each evolved this weekend, for different reasons and in different ways; we’ve each gotten closer to the bone. Which is why we still need each other. To save each other. Alone, we’ll both drown.

      “It’s important to pass the baton,” I say to the group, and to Jade, who has reappeared in the doorway. “So I’m officially passing the baton—my baton—to Jade. She has put up with me and taught me things about writing I didn’t even know I needed to learn. Like words for craft things that I’d never heard of. We should always hold the ladder for the next generation of women coming up in the world. I’ve tried to do that for young writers making their way. I’ve blurbed their books, bought their books, talked about their novels during interviews. Who are we if we don’t clear a path for new voices waiting—deserving—to be heard?”

      I think of Jade with her misguided notions of literary writing and nonliterary writing, like the distinction matters; of all her talk about causality and interiority and rising and falling action. All the terminology that means nothing in the face of telling a story from the heart, from the gut, from the tender wound inside of our true self. Someday she’ll figure it out. I know she will. She’s smart and she’s seen a lot and learned a lot working for me, and if she still wants to write after watching me suffer, especially during the last few days as the wheels have come off my career—and my life, though she doesn’t know it yet—then she deserves all the success in the world.

      “Speech!” I say, after we all toast Jade.

      She shakes her head no, but I insist. I don’t want to make her uncomfortable by putting her on the spot after such a long, stressful day—she’s been through enough already; we both have—but I want her to mark this moment. It’s important. It will be important. One day she’ll look back and know that this was the beginning for her. That everything started to shift when someone expressed belief in her. The way I always wished someone, before David, had believed in me.
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      I’m dying as I stand next to Faye in front of all these women, everyone clapping for me for no reason except that she just told them that I’m a writer too and that she’s passing the baton to me. Like I’m some kind of successor, even though I’m not, for reasons including that she’s never read a word I’ve written and that we’re completely different kinds of writers who write about completely different kinds of things. Those details notwithstanding, I’m shocked and blown away. She opened a door, a big door—to my confidence. And yet I want to die of shame and guilt for having set in motion a weekend that has caused, and will cause, so much upheaval for her. I want to tell her that I’m sorry. But I can’t—not here, not now.

      “Thank you to everyone for coming,” I manage, my voice shaking. “To everyone for having faith that this would be as much fun and full of wonderful moments as we envisioned it—Faye and all of you, her loyal readers, getting a chance to share and experience Kitty Howe’s world together.”

      More clapping.

      “Most of all, I want to thank Faye for her generosity.” I clear my throat, blink away what I’m surprised to realize are tears. “I’m embarrassed to admit that I wasn’t only afraid that I wouldn’t be the right fit for Faye—I’d never been anyone’s assistant before, and I knew nothing about publishing—but that she wouldn’t be the right fit for me: I wasn’t sure what she could teach me about writing that I didn’t already know, that I hadn’t already learned in graduate school.” I clear my throat again. “Obviously, that was stupid and naive. Because everything I know about life and grit and working hard and surviving—and thriving in—this business, I’ve learned from her these past three years. And during this weekend. Faye Wader is the GOAT.”

      I turn to her, about to translate, but she waves me away. “I know what GOAT is, Jade.”

      She moves to hug me, not the usual loose, performative air hug we sometimes (though rarely) share in public but a real hug. She’s almost clinging to me. I close my eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper into her ear. “I’m sorry I invited Abby to come. It’s all my fault.”

      She pats me on the back and whispers in my ear before our hug ends, “It’s all good, Jade. It’s all good.”
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      I follow and join everyone on the Zen Deck for Menopausal Mermaid Meditation. I grab a Kitty Howe–branded mat and lay it out on the teak flooring, then listen to the soothing voices of the two mermaids guiding the group through calming scenes before leaving us alone in the quiet to think our own thoughts. Or not. Isn’t that what meditation is all about? Clearing the mind until there’s nothing left inside? Which is oddly perfect right now, since there’s nothing left outside either. The slate of my life has been wiped clean. The world as I knew it is gone.

      I feel a brief and blissful peace at first, my body melting into the mat, a light breeze coming off the water, the sun less strong than it was earlier. My hair is thick and wavy from the salty, humid air, all evidence of my smooth, elevated blowout gone. I can smell the brininess of the shallows, the sweetness of the beach roses below, the coconut base of suntan lotion from one of the meditators nearby.

      With my eyes closed, I almost forget what’s happened, what I’ve done, why I’ve done it, what has been lost. I imagine myself here on the island without a care in the world. I imagine the old me. The me that would have pretended for the first few minutes to love the meditation but would have quickly gotten antsy and bored and restless, unable to stop my thoughts from intruding. That me would have left early, found Jade inside, and asked a million anxious and annoyed questions: What’s next? Is everything ready and prepared? Is this a disaster, or is it going well? Are people having fun? Are you sure? How can you tell? Can’t we leave already? The me that cared about my work, cared about Hal and Merry, cared about Jade. The me that wanted to spend the rest of my life making David proud, fulfilling all the dreams we would have shared together, honoring his memory by continuing to work hard and follow Kitty wherever she would lead me. But that’s not what happened. None of that happened. I led Kitty here, to this terrible moment, this terrible place: the edge of our world, the end of our life together. How disappointed David would be if he were alive to see this, the mess I’ve made of it all.

      My mind has never been peaceful, never been quiet, never been empty, the way it is now.

      The past has disappeared like smoke, like air, like a ghost. My eyes take in the present, such as it is. I stare up at the sky and let my new reality wash over me, drowning me with what will never be. When the mermaids end the meditation, I stand, roll my mat up along with everyone else, and head through the living room and back out to the porch for Bubbles and Bites. The same porch where, only a few hours earlier, Merry and Hal and Abby sat, talking about their future. A future that wasn’t going to include me. And which now won’t include them either.
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      I see Xoey and Fluff in the library—Xoey in a different outfit than before, a retro halter jumpsuit, belted, with black patent leather Birkenstocks and bright-red lipstick. I admire the effort but not the execution: The jumpsuit, some kind of linen-cotton blend, is badly wrinkled, and the halter makes wearing a bra impossible, which is unfortunate, since she’s someone who shouldn’t go braless, especially at a work-related event. Fluff, in her stroller, is in a black-and-white-striped T-shirt, with a little black beret on her head. The vibe is French feline mime. I have no idea why.

      When I approach, I see intense concern on her face. I assume it has something to do with Fluff: The tiny beret, instead of sitting jauntily at an angle on her little cat head, is precariously balanced between her ears, slipping down and almost covering her tiny cat eyes. Normally Xoey would be readjusting it constantly, but she’s staring at a handful of papers and then holding the papers out to me.

      “Have you seen this from Publishers Lunch and Publishers Weekly? I checked my email from the business office here since you took our phones, and these came in earlier this afternoon. Hours ago now.”

      “Is there a problem?”

      “Yes, there’s a problem! Peggy Mercer, Faye’s biggest fan, that really strange woman who always calls us when she finds a typo and makes us practically sign a legal document to promise we’ll correct it in reprints, contacted both outlets accusing Faye of lying about her backstory—‘about some alarming discrepancies having to do with Ms. Wader’s swims two decades ago, discrepancies she realized existed during a conversation with Ms. Wader following the opening luncheon of her first Author Weekend, which began on Friday at a remote resort north of Boston.’”

      When I don’t answer, Xoey swats my arm with the papers.

      “Is this true? Did this happen?”

      “I was there at the luncheon, but I don’t know anything about this alleged conversation.”

      Alleged? Who am I?

      Xoey hands me the printouts, and I read them. Both stories relay Peggy’s concerns that “the bestselling author of thirteen Kitty Howe novels, who has long claimed to have completed a series of open-ocean swims in and around Boston Harbor to points on Massachusetts’s North and South Shores, appeared to admit that she did not have pilots during those swims. According to Mercer, whose father founded the Massachusetts Open Water Swim Association (MOWSA), the lack of pilots, who ensure the safety of swimmers in open waters, would have made those swims virtually impossible and calls into question the veracity of her claims to have actually completed those challenging and dangerous athletic feats.” My stomach caves, and I feel my legs go weak.

      “What the actual fuck?” Xoey says.

      I give the papers back to her. My hand is shaking, my heart beating in my throat. How could I have been so stupid? Peggy being here one minute and dead the next; Faye’s reaction or lack of reaction to the news that she’d been found dead on the floor of her room, then her hint that she knew people—town officials—who could delay inquiries into the situation until after the guests left on Sunday . . . I was so concerned with logistics and obsessed with gathering material for my novel that I missed all the signs of something truly terrible happening Friday and early Saturday. And then there was Faye asking Lloyd for chocolates and his “joke” that maybe she’d been the one to deliver the death-by-chocolate chocolates. I ignored everything. What have I done? What has she done? Have I been unwittingly complicit?

      “Did you know that Faye lied? That she lied about everything—all those insanely epic swims? If what Peggy is saying is true, then Faye is a big fat fucking fraud.” She covers Fluff’s ears when she swears.

      “If,” I say. “If it’s true. And no, of course I didn’t know.”

      “Where is Peggy anyway? I haven’t seen her all day, and I need to ask her some questions ASAP. I bet The New York Times has this by now. They’ll be reaching out any minute for our comments.”

      “She left early this morning.” The question of how and why Peggy died now flashes behind my eyes like red lights. What are the chances that Faye had nothing to do with it? Zero to nil. She brought Peggy chocolates, supposedly as a peace offering, but they likely were the regular artisanal locally sourced small-batch fair-trade dark-chocolate truffles, not the nut-free ones. Faye weaponized our chocolate. This can’t be happening.

      “Great. So we can’t talk to her and ask her what this is all about.”

      “I guess not.”

      Xoey stares at me, trying to square things, figure out the timeline. “So, wait. Peggy arrived, got settled, came to the luncheon, then had some weird, troubling conversation with Faye out of the blue, which moved her to contact both publications from the computer in the business center before dinner, since she obviously couldn’t have contacted them from her phone.” She points to the sign near the front desk about faxing and printing and internet connection. “Because you guys took everyone’s phones. And then she, what, hung out for the rest of the night, at the Mermaid Meditation and the Bubbles and Bites and the dinner and the Star Watch on the beach like nothing had happened?” She fixes Fluff’s beret and turns back to me. “Did Peggy say anything to you that night?”

      “Nothing that I can remember.” Now I’m lying too. Because Peggy wasn’t there that night.

      “I’m hours behind in any kind of crisis-management response. And where’s Merry? And Hal? I’ll need quotes from both of them for a press release.”

      “They’re probably off somewhere outside, escaping the stress of the day. All the tension about the manuscript that Merry hasn’t responded to. And about Abby. How overfriendly they were with her. It made Faye uncomfortable.”

      She shrugs—an I’m not surprised / told you so combo—then squats down to focus on Fluff’s beret. Clearly she knows nothing about Abby wanting to move to Hatchet and have Hal represent her, and nothing about whatever Merry said to Faye about her manuscript. For once I’m deeply relieved—and slightly jealous—that she lives in Fluff’s reality, not ours.

      “So what should we do?” I whisper.

      “Honestly, Jade, I have no idea. It’s a Saturday in July, and everyone’s away. I definitely won’t be able to reach anyone in New York, and I’ll have to wait to talk to Merry and Hal at dinner—and our legal department. I’d rather not go to Faye with this until I’ve huddled with them first. Ducks in a row and all that. But there is something you can do,” she says, taking a step closer and tilting her head in a slightly menacing way. “You can give me my fucking phone back already so that I can check my emails and texts and keep ahead of the situation.” Then she turns back to Fluff’s beret. “I just can’t figure out why it won’t stay on the way it normally does.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I text photos of Fluff’s unruly beret to the cohort but inadvertently include photos of Abby. She’s with a group of Faye’s fans, clearly still regaling them with stories of her own weekends. As always, the replies are swift, this time from the only Iowa grad with a job in actual publishing, as an assistant at one of the big literary agencies:

      
        
          
            
              
        The nemesis is stealing the show

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Not surprised, given the Abby gossip this week

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What gossip

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I have a friend at Stratton who says her contract was up and when her agent tried to make the next deal they didn’t renew. He must have overplayed his hand

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Meaning??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Meaning they dropped her

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Diminishing sales the past few books, not earning back her advances

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You know, the usual

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        When did this happen?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wednesday? Thursday? Whenever she came through New York

      

      

      

      
        
          
        They won’t announce until she lands somewhere

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But good luck with that—I hear she’s a fucking beast to work with

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Super bitchy and passive aggressive and never happy no matter what

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You know, the usual
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      What’s left of the late-afternoon sun sparkles through the trees as I walk down toward the beach, a warm golden glow lighting my way, as if I’m on a path leading me back to the world that once was instead of further away from it. I think about the old days, the golden days of writing and publishing, when I first started out. The excitement of it; the thrill of it. The months of solitude, lost in whatever book I was working on, in Kitty’s world: the other teachers at the fictional high school I’d created bringing coffee and Munchkins from Dunkin’ Donuts for the staff “lounge”; bumming cigarettes from each other and sneaking smokes in between classes; occasionally meeting for drinks or dinner or both during the week, especially after a school function like Parents’ Night or Curriculum Night or any kind of community assembly. Just like it was when I was still a teacher. After David, and beyond Hal and Merry and Jade, who needed actual people? Fictional characters, the ones I created on the page, were my true companions. Now they’ll likely be my only companions.

      When I’m between books—after I finish one and before I start another—I always feel lost, displaced, adrift. No one to talk to in the morning when I get up and open my laptop; no one to come home to after a midday walk or my early-bird dinners of chowder and fried clam. Those interstices have always been the perfect times to go to New York, to see Hal and Merry—to have them fawn over me and show me a good time. How much they loved me once and loved my work; how fun it was coming up with marketing plans, publicity plans, plans for future books—together, over lunch at La Mer or whatever new place they wanted to take me, to share with me. We were building something more than just our careers. We were building our own perfect universe. I thought we’d always live there.

      I remember all those trips over all those years: how I’d come up to Merry’s office and she would walk me around the floor to all the departments, from publicity to marketing to editorial to art, introducing me to the young aspirants in their good cashmere sweaters and messy buns, blushing and waving from their little cubicles full of snapshots of boyfriends and parents, dogs and cats, beaches and bar crawls and martinis and beers, all thumbtacked to their little squares of corkboard. A story is made up of little squares, stitched together like a quilt. So were all their beautiful, exciting, exhausting lives. Everyone loved Faye Wader—straight shooter, plain talker, graduate-level swearer. They loved how down-to-earth I was, how unpretentious, how I treated everyone the same, no matter who they were or weren’t yet. I never came to the office without a big box of saltwater taffy, a regional New England treat, for all the assistants. The banana flavor is my personal favorite, but you can’t go wrong with chocolate or strawberry or maple. Or all three! Who doesn’t love saltwater taffy? Or the person giving it out?

      But that was then and this is now. Tastes have changed. The mean girls at Hatchet told me that. Or did those mean girls change and then blame everyone else, the nameless, faceless masses who haven’t been buying as many of my books as they used to? It comes down to the numbers. Kitty Howe would understand. It’s just math.

      Differential calculus. The rate of how quantities change. How fast things changed for me.

      Back then, in the golden olden days, we didn’t talk about math. We didn’t know about numbers. We talked about words. Because words were what mattered. Words were all that mattered then.
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      I tell Xoey that I’m going upstairs to get her phone from the Phone Pail, but really I’m looking for Hal and Merry. Again. I knock on both their doors—first his, then hers—one down the hall and around the corner from the other. Nothing. I put my ear to each door, listening for any sound—music, television, voices. Silence. Maybe they left, but they wouldn’t have gone without asking me for their phones. No one would leave without their phone. Even an animal gnawing its paw off to escape a trap would drag itself on its one good paw to get its phone back before leaving.

      Still, I text my front desk contact from the hallway to see if anyone on staff called a ferry for them earlier, but no, a ferry has not been called by the Manor. Which means they are definitely here and hiding. Again, who could blame them, having suddenly and unexpectedly blown up their relationships with Faye while stuck on an island with no way off? Just like I am: stuck here when I could be implicated in Peggy’s death, accused of aiding and abetting Faye, if she actually did intentionally harm Peggy. I wonder if I should call the front desk again to have a ferry get me out of here before it’s too late. Unless it already is too late.

      Back downstairs, it’s time for the exhausting sprint through the Final Chapter of the weekend—all the events lined up, back-to-back, for the rest of the night, an embarrassment of riches, like those fireworks displays that go off all at once on the Fourth of July or New Year’s Eve, a blur of such overwhelming extravagance that you can’t take it all in.

      First comes the clambake out under the tent, five round tables of women in their best outfits, with Kitty Howe–branded lobster bibs tied around their necks and Faye changing tables and seats with every course—steamers, chowder, corn on the cob, lobster with drawn butter, soft Parker House rolls—a constant round-robin. Abby’s there too, holding court at whatever table Faye leaves, taking her seat the minute Faye gives it up to head to her next table. I take photos of Faye with her fans, all of them holding up lobster claws and glasses of pink prosecco with Kitty Howe caps on their heads, a few showing off their Kitty Howe tattoos. Everyone smiling. Always smiling.

      When all the women are full and drunk, an impromptu conga line led by Faye forms and heads down to the beach, where the firepit has been lit and platters of decidedly “unorgantic” s’mores ingredients are laid out—Jet-Puffed marshmallows and Hershey’s chocolate bars and Honey Maid graham crackers, plus long birch roasting sticks, presoaked so that they won’t burn in the fire, with one end whittled to a fine point and sanded smooth for piercing through the chubby white flesh of the rubbery marshmallows. Enough with that fancy stuff, Faye said. We’re having authentic Kitty Howe s’mores or we’re not having any s’mores. Abbondanza!

      I’ve never seen Faye as happy, as ebullient, as free, as she is tonight. It must be the love she’s feeling and the relief that the weekend is almost over, despite what happened to Peggy—whatever happened to Peggy—which could still have been an accident and probably was an accident. Of course it was an accident. Maybe my too-active fiction writer’s imagination made me fill in missing parts of that story with crazy ideas. True crime ideas. Faye seems to be truly enjoying her fans and having fun, despite herself, maybe even oddly empowered by the fact that Abby is still here. Like she’s performing for her, showing off, every moment a gleeful victory lap around her nemesis; glowing with the triumph of survival. Whatever happens with Abby and Merry and Hal, business-wise, Faye Wader is still Faye Wader.
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      Everyone is exhausted after the S’mores Firepit, probably because of the sugar and all the alcohol being served on the sidelines, like on The Real Housewives and Love Is Blind. To close out the weekend, there’s more prosecco. White wine. Rosé. Even cans of hard seltzer and craft beer from the Manor’s general supply—I want it all! I tell Lloyd as he and the staff are setting up the final table, so he helps bring out everything they have. Now it’s an all-you-can-drink beach bar. Abbondanza! We’re going out with a bang. As we should be.

      I thought I’d be exhausted by now—spent and depleted and lying in my bed, dead to the world, after the extreme emotional turmoil of the past two days—but I’m not. I’m on fire. I can’t stop. I won’t stop. It’s not over until it’s over. Whatever that means. I have no idea.

      Jade goes in to get the inflated pizza floats, custom designed and made by a small company in Wisconsin that we found when we first came up with the idea for an homage to the final scene in Night Swim—a pizza- and beer-fueled evening that ends with the revelation that Kitty’s fictional “best friend” betrayed her by sleeping with her boyfriend. I try to get everyone pumped up for the final Star Watch session and the floats, but no one is with me. They’re all too drunk and tired to stay up, they say. Even when I resort to gently shaming them into powering through.

      “But you paid for this! You should get your money’s worth!”

      They laugh and wave me away, collect their flip-flops from the sand, and put their sweatshirts and zip-up fleeces on. They hug and huddle and hold hands, both because they’re feeling emotional and vulnerable and happy and also for balance and support, because they’re all beyond tipsy. Then they hand me a giant envelope and tell me to open it.

      I put my forty-two-ounce YETI Rambler down and open the card, which they’ve all signed. All except for Peggy, of course. I read each comment, each line, trace each red heart with my finger, then stare at my fans in disbelief. My eyes blur with tears. When I collect myself, I thank them for giving me one of the greatest days I can remember. “A day that reminded me of what I’ve always loved most about creating Kitty Howe and writing fourteen novels about her,” I say, almost in a whisper. “Not the business of publishing them but the excitement of knowing that my devoted and loyal readers were waiting on the other side. Waiting to read each new book, to witness each new adventure.” I do namaste with my hands because it’s easier than trying to make a heart with them.

      After lots of hugging and drunken, grateful tears, they shuffle up the path and back up the stone stairs to the Manor, secure in the knowledge that their hangovers, which are already creeping in and likely to be epic, will be well worth it.

      I wave, put the card down on a table, and push a huge cold s’more into my mouth, breathing out through my nose as I chew and stare at the ocean, then up at the sky. The Author Weekend started with me shoving a cruller in my mouth and almost suffocating, and it’s ending with me stuffing another giant sugary carb thing into my mouth and almost suffocating. How do the French put it? Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose. The more I change, the more I stay the same. But only in that way now.

      “So this is it? It’s over? We’re not going to do Star Watch tonight?” I say to no one in particular.

      “I’ll do Star Watch with you.”

      I look up and see Abby walking toward me. I’ve avoided her all night, ever since the panel and what I learned after the panel. I didn’t want to become unglued by her treachery. More unglued than I’d already become, that is. But now we’re side by side, and I’m surprisingly calm.

      She points at my phone and shrugs, which feels almost like a peace offering. “Open the app,” she says. “Let’s take in the whole universe. Isn’t that why we’re here? And why we’re alive?”
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      When I get down to the beach with the two unwieldy inflatable pizza floats, the firepit has faded to glowing red embers. All the women are gone except for two, standing close together near the water’s edge, one plain Jane, one striking blond. Squinting, I realize it’s Faye and Abby, their faces aglow from the single phone screen they’re staring into. They’re using Faye’s astronomy app, pointing up at the impossibly bright moon and marveling at Venus, the Big Dipper, the Little Dipper, Orion, Aries, even the Milky Way.

      I stop there, dropping the pizza floats, which are heavier than they look, and two long wooden oars, one in each hand, onto the sand to give my arms a break. Then I watch the women watching the sky. They look like close friends on a beach late at night, awed by the beauty and vastness of the natural world. For that brief moment it’s not Faye Wader and Abby Schuss, two bestselling novelists, rivals, nemeses, and now mortal enemies. It’s a scene of female bonding and connection despite jockeying for position in an insanely crowded professional field. Proof that in the right setting, under a flawless night sky, anything is possible. Even respect between intense competitors. May the best author win, and may the runner-up respect their new position. Which is the perfect ending. One I could never have imagined without seeing it happen in real time, right in front of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FAYE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m charged up, full of restless energy and adrenaline. I feel high, like I’m speeding, even though I’ve never taken amphetamines, Black Beauties, not even in college, when everyone else did. I was too busy reading the classics and trying to understand how they’d been written and structured—Freytag’s Pyramid always there but never visible. I’m assuming now that it feels like this: my brain buzzing, my limbs and fingers and toes tingling with emotional and physical electricity. Something shifted after Peggy, then Hal, then Merry; my voltage and vibration have changed. I don’t know who I am anymore or what’s going to happen next. That uncertainty, that mystery, is like an engine. I’ve never felt so alive, so fearless, so driven to act, except in the last stretch of writing a novel, excited to see how the story will end. I guess I want to see how this story will end.

      When Jade appears at the water’s edge with the floats, she looks shocked that it’s just the two of us left on the beach, just Abby and me, that all the other women have gone up to bed, too exhausted for any more activities, even the Final Chapter’s main event: paddling the pizza floats to Little Misery Island.

      “So I guess we’ll call it a night and skip the Midnight Float?” she says.

      “No! We’re going!” I point to Abby and myself, like we’re besties, coconspirators, about to go on a big adventure.

      “That’s right!” Abby says. “I want the full monty, the full Kitty Howe experience. I want it all.”

      “You’re the real deal, Abby Schuss!” I say. “I like your spontaneous spirit.”

      Abby looks past Jade to the dark water behind her. “That said, we’re just going over there, to that little island, right?”

      “Right,” I say. “It’s super close—a thousand feet away, if even.”

      “And the water looks calm on this little inlet.”

      “Channel,” I say, a correction I instantly regret making. “Inlet—channel—whatever. And yes, it’s very calm.”

      “I think I can handle that! I’m less comfortable on the water than I am on the slopes, but I’m game.”

      “It’s a fun little trip. Like the scene in Night Swim, where they take pizza over to Little Misery Island and, well, you know the rest.”

      Abby’s smile freezes, and I realize then that she hasn’t read it. She’s probably never read any of my books. Which is fine. Who cares. So what if she hasn’t studied my plots the way I’ve studied hers? It doesn’t matter now. Nothing matters now.

      “Where are Merry and Hal?” she asks. “I thought they’d be at the clambake. And I was certain they’d be at this! It’s the Final Chapter!”

      “They left early,” I say breezily, as if I’ve barely noticed their absence. “Both of them had so much work and so many things to do back home that I ordered them a ferry right before dinner. The ferries are like Ubers, always on call for Manor guests.”

      I feel Jade’s eyes bore into me—I know that she knows I’m lying, because if Hal and Merry had actually left by ferry, they would have picked up their phones from her first. And because she would have arranged the ferry, not me. I have no idea what she’s thinking, if she’s connecting the dots. Maybe she can’t connect them because those dots are unfathomable, and connecting them would create lines, red lines, that she could never imagine existing, let alone imagine me crossing. I assume she thinks that I’m lying to Abby because it’s less awkward than explaining why they would both be hiding out in their rooms or elsewhere on the island—because she and they, separately and together, have ruined my life forever.

      “Are you sure you’re up for the float?” Jade asks, resisting as I try to tug away one of the pizzas by a plastic seam. I can tell she doesn’t want me to go. The fact that I’ve had a lot to drink is only part of it. She senses something is off, but she doesn’t know what it is. How could she?

      “Of course I’m up for it! And you heard Abby. She’s in! All we have to do now is decide which pizza float we want.”

      Jade shows us both floats, modeling them on each arm: “Meat lover’s or vegetarian. Both organtic. Neither gluten-free—they were all out.”

      Abby and I look at each other and laugh. “Meat lover’s, of course!” Abby says.

      “That’s my girl!” I say.
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      I reluctantly surrender the meat lover’s pizza float, all eight slices tied together with little bungee cords and nautical knots, and the oars, and watch as Faye walks back down the beach with them, Abby in tow. I don’t think she should go. She’s tired, she’s been drinking since after the book signing, and she’s had what was likely a nuclear holocaust of a day: a terrible conversation with Merry about her manuscript; me telling her that Merry was leaving Hatchet, though maybe by now she knows that it’s actually Abby who is leaving Stratton for Hatchet; and probably a difficult conversation with Hal about sharing her editor and publisher with her nemesis.

      But maybe she’s fine. She seems fine. She doesn’t look tired at all—quite the opposite, in fact: She’s vibrating with energy. Probably because we’re at the finale, the denouement. Of course she’s going to go on the float. Faye always finishes what she starts.

      She and Abby are in shorts, which was the instruction for the evening—to bring swimming clothes to change into after the clambake and s’mores pit. They stick their toes in the water, scream at the temperature of it—So cold! Still! In the middle of July!—then wade in anyway. Faye uses the flashlight on her phone to illuminate the float and point at which pizza slice Abby should take and which she’ll take: slices on opposite sides of the pie, for balance.

      “So we don’t tip over!” Faye says. Then she turns and calls out to me: “You’re off duty now, Jade! Have a drink! Relax in your room! Get some writing time in! Thank you for your service! This has been the best weekend ever! I’m giving you a raise when we get back!”

      In seconds, they’re off, leaning against the “pizza crust” that according to the brochure doubles as a headrest, their paddles in the water in front of them—splashing and laughing as Faye pushes them out into the narrow channel between the two islands under the bright-mooned sky over Salem Sound. I watch for a minute, my toes digging into the cold sand, then turn with the vegetarian pizza float still over my shoulder. Despite my guilt at the mess I made of everything for my own selfish purposes and my worry about Faye on the float, I head back up to the Manor, filling a glass with icy white wine from one of the abandoned all-you-can-drink bars to take up to my room. I’ve earned it. I won’t think about Peggy until tomorrow.

      Bone-tired, I crawl onto my quilt-covered bed and suck down half the wine. I close my eyes and feel a massive wave of relief move through my body for the first time in days. I’m shocked that Faye thanked me, that she told me to write, that she promised me a raise. The absurdity; the humanity; the perfect ending to an extremely imperfect weekend. The falling action leading to a positive resolution after all. Despite it all.

      If not for Greg’s text, I would have finished the glass and fallen asleep almost immediately, but this time, when he asks for an update, I reply right away:

      
        
          
            
              
        All quiet, believe it or not. Merry and Hal either left the island earlier or have retreated to their rooms without showing up for dinner or any of the evening activities because it was a lot. That said, Faye is unusually upbeat and energetic, and she and Abby are heading out now as we speak on the Midnight Float to Little Misery Island, the last official activity of the weekend. A miracle if there ever was one!

      

      

      

      

      

      I wait for the dots to stop and read his response:

      
        
          
            
              
        Sounds like being the center of attention worked its intended magic. Maybe Faye will internalize the spirit of connection with all these women surrounding her tonight on the water and bring it home with her. Maybe this is one of those stories that has a happy ending. For you, too: Maybe it’s time for you to focus on your own life and on your own work. I think you’ve learned enough from her to strike out on your own literary path now.

      

      

      

      

      

      Before I can text back—that it’s just Faye and Abby on that float; that there’s been a serious situation with Peggy; that Merry isn’t going to buy Faye’s manuscript; that Abby staged a coup and hijacked Hal and Merry, Faye’s team, for herself—I notice the little silver plate on the night table next to my bed, two foil-wrapped chocolates resting on a colorful paper napkin. Only when I reach for the plate, I realize it’s not a napkin under the chocolates but a painting—a miniature watercolor of the beach and the Manor and two people eating together at a tiny little table on the porch. On the back of the painting is a note:

      
        
        Us, at next year’s Author Weekend . . . your Author Weekend.

        —Lloyd

      

      

      I smile for what feels like the first time in years. I can’t wait to text the cohort chat in the morning. They. Will. Die.
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      I slip my phone into my sports bra and paddle with intention. We’re almost at Little Misery, an easy, smooth trip on calm waters during low tide but slightly more challenging with the tide coming in at an angle, like it is now. Changing course, I steer us toward the left side of the island instead of the more protected right side. The left side, facing the sound, is closer to open ocean.

      “I thought we were just going to the island and back—that’s what’s on the itinerary,” Abby says. “Floating to see the wreck of that old steamship in the shallows.”

      “We were, but now that I think about it, the left side has the better view. You can see everything from that side—all the lights from Salem and Beverly and Marblehead and Manchester-by-the-Sea, and all the way up to Gloucester. You can’t see the lighthouse from the other side.”

      “Okay!” she says, then clears her throat. “You’re the boss!” She tries to laugh a little, but I can tell she’s nervous. She should be.

      “We’re taking the scenic route,” I say, pointing out the sights—each town, each landmark. I know this view, this seascape, like the back of my hand. It’s a map of my past, and now a map to my future. “It’s so peaceful out here, isn’t it?” I say dreamily, turning to look at Abby.

      “It is,” she says, but I can tell she’s trying to be a good sport and save face. She looks deeply uncomfortable, and cold, kneeling in front of her piece of pizza crust with her paddle in the water, having no idea where we’re going or how to stop us. It’s dark, pitch black now, a thin cover of clouds dimming the moonglow and the stars. I can feel her fear rising by the second. “Actually, Faye, would you mind terribly if we turned back? I’m suddenly freezing and incredibly anxious. I feel like I’m about to have a massive panic attack.”

      “Really?” I say, as if it’s unimaginable that she should feel anything other than totally safe with someone who has changed the course of their midnight sailing route without a good explanation, a route that is clearly taking us toward choppier and less protected waters. “We’re totally fine! I’ve done this a million times! I just really want you to see how beautiful my world is. How magical. It’s not Aspen or the Rockies, but it’s my little slice of heaven! Pardon the pizza pun!”

      “It’s beautiful. Really, it is. But I want to go back. Please, Faye. Take me back.”

      I turn then but say nothing. There’s no going back. Doesn’t she know that? Abby is shaking—either from the wind, which has picked up slightly, and the temperature drop or from fear.

      “I have a confession,” she says, her teeth chattering now. “I can’t swim.”

      “I have a confession too.” I grin helplessly. “I can’t swim either.”

      Abby’s face falls; her eyes, now wild, widen. She’s in full panic mode. “I don’t know if you’re joking or not, but please. Take me back. Take me back right now. Or I’ll scream.”

      “I’m not joking,” I say calmly. The more agitated Abby gets, the quieter I become. Which I know will only make her anxiety continue to rise. “My origin story—the one about me swimming all those swims, the ones back and forth across Boston Harbor and the shoreline swim from the coast of Massachusetts to Maine? I made it all up.” I smile and sigh, relieved to be free of my lies, the burden of my long deception. “I had to. I had to figure out how to support myself, how to start my career. Unlike you, I’m self-made. No one gave me anything. I had to do it all myself.” I stare beyond her, back into the past. “It’ll all come out next week. Everyone will know that I’m a fraud. At which point my life as I’ve known it will end.”

      Abby is trying to paddle harder, to turn the float around or at least to resist the direction we’re being carried by the tide. I thought that with her fitness level and athleticism, she’d have the advantage, but I’m the one with the upper hand. Because I know these waters, these tides, these depths and shallows. And I know the plan.

      “I’m sure you can explain it,” she says desperately, lamely, hoping to placate me, to make it seem like there’s a way out of my predicament, a route to redemption. “You’re a fiction writer! You’re supposed to make things up! That’s your job! We can figure it out tonight! I’ll help you write a guest essay for the Times. It’ll fix everything! We’re two women writers of a certain age, trying to stay in the game! We’re both in the same boat!”

      I laugh. “Not to edit you the way Merry will, but technically we’re both on the same float!”

      Abby doesn’t laugh. She scans the shoreline frantically, trying to get her bearings—to find the lights of Great Misery Manor, which were right there, so close, just minutes before, but now are nowhere. It’s like a magic trick that happened when she wasn’t looking, a sleight of hand, an insanely quick disappearing act. Weren’t we just eating s’mores? Weren’t we just going straight across the little spit of water and coming back? Wasn’t I going to ride the ferry tomorrow morning with Hal and Merry, my dream team, the triple flames, and start my new publishing life?

      “I mention that we’re on the same float not only because we’re lit-trally on the same float, and because you’ve stolen my people, Hal and Merry, but because you faked your backstory too. I know all about it. The phony sobriety story, invented because addiction was a sexier and more interesting personal history than a stupid, boring torn ACL. I have all the paperwork, Abby, thanks to a professional I hired a few years ago to investigate my suspicions. It’s been in a safe-deposit box for years, waiting for the right time, but I brought copies with me on the trip in case the perfect moment presented itself. Which it sadly has.”

      “Listen. Faye. I don’t know what you’re talking about, but seriously, I want to go back. Now. Please. Let’s talk about it back in the library. Where it’s warm. And safe. We’ll have a drink. I’ll have a drink. Fuck my sobriety. I’ll have as many drinks as you want me to have.”

      “Oh, sure. The warm, safe library. Where you hijacked my panel.”

      I see the lighthouse in the distance and remember that night so long ago. “See, it makes perfect sense that we’re here now, reenacting what inspired that final scene in Night Swim: the time Kitty and her friends row out to Little Misery and drink beer and eat cold pizza until they get sick and pass out. How she later finds out that her boyfriend cheated on her that night, with her best friend. Fiction,” I say, laughing. “But based on truth. That really happened to me, did you know that? Except for one thing: It wasn’t my best friend who stole my boyfriend and went with him to the prom. It was my sister, Lindsay. Who looks just like you.” I grin and nod. “Good times. History forever repeating itself, this time with a twist: my agent and editor cheating on me with my nemesis. With you.”

      “I feel really unsafe right now,” Abby says.

      “You are unsafe. Nowhere is safe. I thought this weekend would be safe—safe for me to engage and celebrate with my fans; a safe space, as the young people say, to talk to my agent and editor about my new book. But then you had to ruin it all.”

      “I was invited!”

      “You stole my team, Lindsay!” I yell. “My agent! My editor! My publisher! Did you steal Jade too?”

      “I didn’t steal them! I was going to share them!”

      “Share them?” I glare at her, at such an insane statement. “You were going to share my team with me? They’re my team!” I put my finger up in the air, like Peggy did. “Correction: They were my team. But now they’re nobody’s team.”

      Abby blinks, trying to understand what I mean by that, and once she does, she truly starts to panic. In one sudden motion, she throws her paddle into the middle of the pizza and tries to lunge at me, hoping to push me off my slice—if she could do that and stay afloat, she could paddle her way back to shore. But all that movement has the opposite effect. It destabilizes us, makes us tip and dip, take on water, until the float starts to sink. We hold on to the crusts of our slices, but we’re losing buoyancy, slowly, then quickly, probably because I pulled the air plug a few minutes earlier to deflate us. Better safe than sorry.

      As the pizza crust edges get softer and thinner, Abby screams—kicking and splashing, hoping someone from the Manor will hear her. But we’re too far away now, nearing the back side of Little Misery, drifting quickly out on the tide, farther and farther away from every shore, from the world we once knew, from anyone and anything that could save us.
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        Mimosa Farewell: Coffee & Artisanal Boxed Travel Breakfast on the Porch
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        And Then There Were None?

      

      

      
        
        Author’s Fan Weekend Turns Deadly on Great Misery Island

        The cause of five deaths still a mystery as investigators arrive on scene

      

      

      
        
        Beth Teitell

        Special to The Boston Globe Online

        Sunday, July 23

      

      

      SALEM, Mass.—Police are investigating a mysterious series of events that left five people dead on Great Misery Island in Salem Sound. The deceased, four females and one male, were among guests attending an author “fan weekend” for New York Times bestselling writer and Manchester-by-the-Sea resident Faye Wader.

      Ms. Wader and another guest were reported missing early Sunday morning by Ms. Wader’s personal assistant, Jade Smythe. Ms. Wader’s body was discovered shortly after the hotel’s management initiated a search of the island, along with another body, both of which had washed ashore, officials said.

      The event, a weekend organized by Ms. Wader for fans of her series’ heroine, Kitty Howe, was held at Great Misery Manor, the only hotel on the island, which has been largely uninhabited since a fire destroyed its popular resort and cottages in 1926. No one else was present for the weekend’s event except for the author’s group and hospitality staff employed by the Manor.

      Among the dead found on the 83-acre island, in addition to Ms. Wader, 60, were Hal Tinder, 44, of New York City, Ms. Wader’s longtime literary agent; Merry Golden, 45, also of New York City, Ms. Wader’s longtime editor at Hatchet House; and New York Times bestselling author and former US Olympic Ski Team hopeful Abby Schuss, 59, of Aspen, Colorado.

      The fifth victim, Margaret “Peggy” Ipswich Mercer, 72, of Concord, Mass., a passionate fan of Ms. Wader’s and a fixture at many if not all of her local bookstore events for years, had been found dead in her room early Saturday morning after a wellness check was initiated by Ms. Smythe. Ms. Mercer, a retired Harvard University Press copy editor, had been notably absent from several activities.

      “Peggy was Faye’s number one fan, and Faye was Peggy’s number one fan,” Ms. Smythe said. “Obviously we were super worried when she didn’t show up for Friday’s dinner and Saturday’s breakfast and morning yoga class. She would never have missed the chance to be part of those festivities.”

      According to a source from the Manor, Ms. Mercer’s body was quietly removed and transported off the island by the Salem coroner’s office while guests were busy with their morning activities, which included, after breakfast and yoga and meditation, a beach walk, a bird watch, and a sea-glass hunt. While there was no evidence of foul play and her death appeared to be the result of natural causes, an autopsy and investigation into her death are pending.

      The causes of death of the four others have yet to be determined as well, and it remains unclear at this hour whether they are connected in some way or if the unexplained loss of life over the weekend was due to a strange and unfortunate series of events.

      Nothing appeared out of the ordinary after Ms. Mercer’s passing until early Sunday morning, when Ms. Smythe woke to prepare for the group’s final activities and their noon departure by ferry from the island.

      “It was rare of Faye to go any significant length of time—literally, more than an hour—without texting or calling me,” Ms. Smythe said, fighting back tears. “There was always a message from her every morning to start the day. When I woke and realized I hadn’t heard from her before bed or this morning, I knew something was wrong.”

      Ms. Wader and Ms. Schuss were last seen by Ms. Smythe late Saturday evening on a large inflatable float in the shape of a pizza, paddling their way across the shallow channel to Little Misery Island. Ms. Wader and Ms. Schuss, successful authors who had been rivals for spots on the bestseller lists for years, seemed to enjoy their time together over the weekend.

      “Faye Wader was a consummate professional,” said Greg Bond, a couples’ therapist and Harvard Business School adjunct professor who teaches a popular course on conflict resolution and was employed by Ms. Wader as a workplace consultant. He did not attend the weekend event and, due to confidentiality and privacy concerns, would not comment further about his client, except to say, “It was a joy and a privilege to work with her and see her relationship skills improve so much over the years.”

      That fatal nighttime float had been intended as a large group activity for the other guests as well, but by midnight the women attendees were too tired to accompany Ms. Wader on that last and final leg of her Author Weekend journey.

      “Clearly we exhausted them,” Ms. Smythe said. “We wanted them to get their money’s worth, but after the lunch, the panel, the book signing, the book club meeting, the archery lesson, the Mermaid Meditation, the Bubbles and Bites, the clambake, and the S’mores Firepit, they were completely worn out.” Front desk staff at the Manor confirmed that except for Ms. Wader and Ms. Schuss, the women were seen coming up from the beach and retiring to their rooms sometime before midnight.

      “Faye and Abby were in high spirits as they pushed off on the inflatable pizza for the smaller nearby island,” Ms. Smythe said. “They were having a blast. It was supposed to be a quick paddle over and back. A half-hour round trip at most.”

      The inflatable pizza, which was almost completely deflated, was found on a nearby shore. No one at Just Floats, which manufactured the special-order flotation device, could be reached for comment, but officials are investigating whether the float was defective and could have caused the drowning deaths of the two writers. Ms. Schuss’s assistant, Gabby, could not be reached for comment.

      While Ms. Smythe had assumed Mr. Tinder and Ms. Golden had retreated to their rooms before dinner, exhausted after a long day, it would later turn out that both had died sometime earlier that afternoon, separately, and on different parts of the island.

      Mr. Tinder was found on his bed in his room holding a “Scream Muffler,” a novelty item he’d purchased as a joke for Ms. Wader after a particular bad review of her novel published last year, Swim to the Light, Ms. Smythe said. Initial speculation on the cause of death includes possible asphyxiation from the Scream Muffler or suffocation due to stroke. An autopsy and investigation into his death are pending.

      Ms. Golden was found facedown in leaves and brambles on the rocky west side of Great Misery Island, just off one of the island’s many hiking trails, not far from where a group archery lesson had been held late Saturday afternoon. Officials are looking into whether the untied shoelace on one of her sneakers could have caused her to fall and sustain a fatal head injury, or if foul play was involved. An autopsy and investigation into her death are pending.

      As ferries arrived to transport the departing Author Weekend guests back to shore, a macabre scene was playing out simultaneously under the white tent that had originally been erected for the weekend’s luncheons. Police officials and crime scene investigators, who had arrived on the island to process the scene of the deaths of the two top suspense writers and three others, were now using it as a temporary morgue.

      Xoey Catz, Ms. Wader’s publicist from Hatchet House, and her constant feline companion, Fluff, a cat influencer known to thousands on Instagram as “ThisFluffLife,” and the creator of Fluff Cuff™, a leash-alternative pending patent approval, attended the Author Weekend. “It was a working trip for me but intended as pure R&R for Fluff. I hope she’s not traumatized by what happened here. She’s extremely sensitive, a true empath, which, as we all know, is a mixed blessing. Especially for the nonverbal.”

      While Ms. Catz and Fluff had been present at most of the activities—Fluff in a stroller “bedazzled” with colorful plastic gems by Ms. Catz herself and called “the Fluff Mobile,” a common and recognizable sight in their Brooklyn, New York, neighborhood, complete with a “Better Call Fluff” bumper sticker—Ms. Smythe doubted that the cat saw or witnessed anything disturbing. “If none of the humans saw anything, I’m assuming that Fluff didn’t either.”

      When asked how the losses of its editor in chief and star author would affect the future of Hatchet House—Ms. Wader’s books were for years among the publishing house’s strongest sellers, despite a recent downtick in sales—Ms. Catz declined to comment further without an official corporate statement in hand.

      “Someday, someone will write a novel about what happened this weekend on Misery Island,” Ms. Catz said. “A case, ironically, that Faye Wader’s own Kitty Howe would have been uniquely qualified to solve.”

      This is a developing story.
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        Deal of the Day

      

      

      
        
        Fiction

        Suspense

      

      

      Jade Smythe’s debut novel, POINT OF TELLING, pitched as And Then There Were None meets Misery meets The White Lotus, is a fictional account of the still-unsolved real-life events that claimed five lives during a fan weekend hosted by one popular bestselling novelist that was “crashed” by a rival novelist. The novel is a dark window into the deep jealousy that exists even among writers at the highest level of success and the struggles they face to keep readers and publishers engaged in an increasingly challenging marketplace. Smythe, a graduate of Stanford University and the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, was the assistant to New York Times bestselling author Faye Wader, who was among the dead found on the last day of her inaugural fan weekend, along with her agent, editor, nemesis, and number one fan. To Whitney Prose at Hatchet House, at auction, in a major three-book deal, by Bennett Stern.

      

      
        
        Nonfiction

        Advice/How-To

      

      

      BETTER CALL FLUFF, described as part cat self-help, part cat trauma memoir, by Hatchet House VP of Publicity Xoey Catz and her cat, @ThisFluffLife. Written from the perspectives of both Catz and Fluff, the story focuses on the harrowing experience of Faye Wader’s unexpectedly deadly Author Weekend, where two authors, two publishing executives, and a fan died under mysterious circumstances, and is intended as a healing journey for other traumatized cats and their owners. To Whitney Prose at Hatchet House, at auction by Bennett Stern.
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