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CONTENT NOTE
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This novel contains explicit consensual BDSM, scenes of psychological coercion, references to off-page violence, and a death whose circumstances are the central question of the book. The kink in this novel is depicted between adults, with intentional attention to consent, negotiation, and aftercare. Where the novel’s characters depart from these practices, the departures are part of the plot. Readers for whom these subjects are not currently welcome are encouraged to take care of themselves first.

For the women who have been told

that what they want is too much.

It is not.

"The only safe word is the truth, and the truth is the most dangerous word in the language."

— Adrien Voss, The Cartographer’s Apprentice (2018)

"Tell me how you want to be ruined and I will write it down."

— Sabine Voss, Glass Animals (2014)
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Chapter One
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The Carriage House

Wren Halliday gets the email at 11:47 PM on a Tuesday in late October, sitting cross-legged on the kitchen floor of her sublet in Bushwick with her laptop open on the linoleum and a glass of cheap red wine balanced on the radiator beside her, and the email is so improbable that for the first eight seconds after she reads it she assumes it is a phishing attempt.

The email is from a domain she recognizes. The email is signed by a person whose name she has, in the past ten years, written down in three different notebooks as one of the writers whose career she has, in her more honest moments, used as the structural metric of her own failure.

The email reads:

Ms. Halliday — I read your essay collection in 2021 and I have been thinking about it since. I have a project for which I require a writer of your specific abilities. I am not able to discuss the project by email. If you are interested in being told what the project is and what it pays, please respond to this address by Friday at noon and I will arrange to have you driven to my house in the Hudson Valley on Saturday for a conversation. The compensation for the conversation alone, regardless of whether you accept the project, will be five thousand dollars. — Sabine Voss.

Wren reads the email four times.

She reads it a fifth time. She closes the laptop. She picks up her phone. She googles whether sabinevoss-dot-com is, in fact, the domain Sabine Voss uses for her professional correspondence. It is. She opens the laptop. She reads the email a sixth time.

She thinks: this is real.

She thinks: this is the first piece of professional luck I have had since the book came out.

She thinks: I am, currently, thirty-two years old and three months behind on rent and Sabine Voss has just offered me five thousand dollars to take a car ride.

She types, in the reply window, the single word: Yes.

Then she deletes it. She sits on the linoleum for a long minute. She types, instead:

Ms. Voss — Thank you for the message. I would be glad to be told what the project is. Saturday works. — Wren Halliday.

She sends it.

She picks up the wine glass. She finishes the wine in two swallows. She thinks, with the small specific clarity that comes to her on the third glass of cheap red on the kitchen floor on a Tuesday night in October: my luck is changing.

She does not, in the moment, allow herself to ask the question that the email’s phrasing has, in fact, planted somewhere below her sternum, which is the question of what exactly are the specific abilities that Sabine Voss has read in her essay collection and decided are required for the project.

She does not ask the question because she has, in the past three years since the essay collection came out, become very good at not asking questions about which of her specific abilities are visible to the people who read her work.

She has had reasons.

* * *
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Wren Halliday’s essay collection — published in March 2021 by a small literary press in Brooklyn, with a print run of three thousand copies, of which approximately twenty-two hundred sold — is called Soft Power and is a collection of nine essays about, by the publisher’s back-cover summary, the politics of self-presentation in the age of platforms. The Times review had called it formally interesting. The New Yorker had not reviewed it. The Atlantic had assigned a review that did not, in the end, run.

The essay that Sabine Voss is, almost certainly, referring to is the eighth essay in the collection. The eighth essay is forty-one pages long. The eighth essay is the only essay in the collection in which Wren did not, as her editor had explicitly counseled, soften the personal material. The eighth essay is titled The Architecture of Permission and is about Wren’s three-year relationship, between 2017 and 2020, with a man Wren refers to throughout the essay only as G.

The eighth essay is about being submissive.

Not, the essay is careful to argue, in the surface-level publishing-discourse way the word has been used since approximately 2012, but in the specific and difficult and uncomfortable sense in which Wren herself had, between twenty-six and twenty-nine, organized the central architecture of her erotic life around the question of what it meant to give a particular man explicit and ongoing permission to do things to her body that she could not, by the conditions of the era, easily explain to anyone outside the relationship.

The essay is the best thing Wren has ever written.

The essay is also the reason Wren has not, in the four and a half years since the book’s publication, written anything else worth publishing. The essay had been written in the eighteen months after G. had ended the relationship in the spring of 2020, in a single horrible week in which Wren had assumed they would have a conversation about the lockdown and had instead been told, in their kitchen on a Tuesday afternoon, that the structure they had built was not, in G.’s revised assessment, sustainable for him, and would not be continuing.

The essay had been the writing Wren did in lieu of recovery.

The essay had been published in a collection that the reviews had treated as a curiosity.

And then, in the four and a half years since, Wren had not been able to do anything else.

She had taken a job writing copy for a corporate wellness brand. She had been let go after eighteen months for what her supervisor had called persistent quality concerns. She had freelanced. She had moved into the sublet in Bushwick. She had, in the past three years, gone through her savings, her advance, and the small inheritance her grandmother had left her in 2019, and she has, as of October of this year, eight hundred and eleven dollars in her checking account and rent due on the first.

Sabine Voss’s email is, in this configuration of Wren’s life, the only piece of professional news she has received in eighteen months.

She is going to Saturday.

She does not, on Tuesday night on the kitchen floor, allow herself to consider what the project might be.

She does, on Wednesday morning, allow herself to consider it. She allows herself to consider it because Sabine Voss, in addition to being a writer of considerable reputation in the small literary world Wren had once expected to enter, is also — by the much larger commercial world that the small literary world tends to discuss with a particular kind of professional discomfort — the author of the most successful series of erotic literary novels published by a major American publisher in the past two decades.

Sabine Voss’s novels are about people who do, in some configuration, what Wren and G. used to do.

Sabine Voss’s novels have, in the past fifteen years, sold approximately four million copies.

Sabine Voss has been, for the past four years, married to a literary novelist named Adrien Voss, who was widely considered one of the most original prose writers of his generation and who, eight months ago, was found dead in the bathtub of the Voss carriage house in the Hudson Valley.

The death was ruled accidental.

Wren has, in the eight months since, read seven of the long-form pieces of journalism that the literary press has produced about the death.

She has, in the past eight months, formed several private theories about what may have happened.

She has not, in the past eight months, told anyone that she has been forming the theories.

She thinks, on Wednesday morning at her kitchen table, with her phone in her hand and Sabine Voss’s assistant’s confirmation email about Saturday’s pickup just received: I am going to be in the house where Adrien Voss died.

She thinks: I am going to be in the house on Saturday at the explicit invitation of the widow.

She thinks: Sabine Voss has, by some method I do not yet understand, read the eighth essay of my collection and decided that I am the writer for whatever project Adrien left unfinished.

She does not, at her kitchen table at 9:14 AM on a Wednesday in October, articulate to herself the obvious next thought, which is that the project Adrien Voss left unfinished was a novel about a woman who looked, by every available description in the literary press, like Wren.
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