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Dedication

For my mother and for my daughters





Epigraph

Love is a banquet on which we feed.

—Patti Smith and Bruce Springsteen, “Because the Night”

We know what we are now, but not what we may become.

—William Shakespeare, Hamlet





Chapter 1

The first threat didn’t rattle me. It was Monday, after all, and Monday was always the wildest show of the week, the phone lines jammed with callers who had been forced to put a cork in their unwieldy, increasingly combustible feelings for me all weekend long and were now set to explode. The show’s tone mellowed considerably as the week went on, but Mondays? Unpredictable, messy, raw.

They were my favorite.

“You’re on air with Gail Gideon,” I said on that particular Monday, leaning into the microphone. “Tell me everything, starting with your name.”

On the other end of the line there was a woman crying, her hurried flood of speech so garbled that it sounded more like water rushing through a storm drain than words.

“Deep breath, Caller,” I said. “I can’t help you if I can’t understand you.” A note of annoyance escaped into my voice, but that was fine. I wasn’t my listeners’ “Mommy.” They didn’t call me to be coddled, and if they did, they quickly realized their mistake.

Through the glass partition, the engineering booth was now a beehive, disturbed. Simone, my producer, met my gaze and muttered something with bite to her assistant, Ann, who responded with a noticeable cringe. Ann was in charge of screening callers. Emotional callers made for a great show; incoherent ones did not. Whoever this was on the line, she was Ann’s mistake. Claire, my engineer, tried to pick up the slack by moving her hands over the audio board, apparently in search of a magical dial that could isolate the voice within the caller’s sobs.

And there it was! Claire had done it; Ann was saved. The caller’s voice—still soggy, and hiccuping now, too—slipped through my headphones:

“Is it really you, G.G.?”

For most of my life only my family and friends had called me G.G., but when the press latched onto the nickname nine years ago, my listeners had quickly followed suit. Of all the many strange things that came along with being a public figure, this had proven among the hardest to grow accustomed to: strangers calling me by the nickname that my parents had given me forty years earlier. It was hard not to think of my father when this happened. I knew better than to wonder if he was listening; he had once told me that my show was not his “cup of tea.”

“Yes, I’m right here,” I said. “What’s your name?”

Abruptly, the caller’s wet breathing quieted.

“You ruined everything, G.G.,” she hissed. I suddenly had the distinct impression that her anguish had been an act, her ticket to getting on air. Now, her voice honed to a glinting dagger and inside of me something leapt to life, sharpening in response. “And in return I’m going to ruin your fucking life—”

I cut the call. There was a seven-second delay but even without it I knew that Claire—who claimed to have the fastest fingers in radio—would have managed to mute the word “fucking.” Claire had a fair amount of experience with this sort of censorship. For every one hundred generous, grateful listeners there was one crazy woman—or man; they were often men—who hated me with an intensity that I knew could not possibly, at its core, have anything to do with me. I was just an attractive target—a successful single woman with a lot of opinions about the power of women and a live radio show that welcomed call-ins. Radio, like the internet, offered a cloak of anonymity that suited harassers perfectly; add to that the dark hours of night during which I was on air, and The Gail Gideon Show had proven itself catnip for crazies.

Simone and I usually let those sorts of calls roll for as long as we could, well aware that Martin Jansen, Talk960’s program director, loved angry listeners. Whenever Martin heard that we’d received a threatening phone call, he’d do this overexcited blinking thing, like he was having trouble seeing around all of the advertising money that was piling up in front of him. “Enraged is engaged!” he liked to say. To Martin, those types of calls were simply proof that the millions of women who tuned in to my show didn’t think of me as a disembodied voice on the radio; I was someone familiar enough to hate. “You’re not just the Gail Gideon,” he’d tell me. “You’re their Gail Gideon.”

He was right about one thing: those calls were great entertainment. Often, I’d spar with the caller, never losing the upper hand, and later my listeners would phone in (and email, and Tweet, and post to Facebook) to voice their support. The fervor of those callers didn’t scare me. In fact, I’d say I thrived on it. I enjoyed showing off my strength, flexing my muscles. More and more lately, I looked forward to those kinds of calls, their unpredictability, their infusion of color. But if a caller resorted to threats, I cut the call. My house, my rules. My audience had grown to expect nothing less.

From the engineering booth, Simone locked eyes with me. There was a deep crease between her brows. Jenny? she mouthed.

I shook my head. Jenny Long had been one of my more troubling fans, but I hadn’t heard from her or seen her since I’d served her with a restraining order more than a year earlier. Besides, even during the stretch of time that she had camped outside of Hawke Media, it had always seemed that Jenny was dabbling in stalking out of desperation, not anger. This caller, on the other hand, was obviously pissed.

I leaned into the microphone and let out a whistle. Then I laughed. I laughed.

“Caller,” I began. “Oh, dear, rabid caller . . . under other circumstances, I think we might have been friends! All of the passion in your voice! The fire!” I let out a low, admiring whistle. “I salute your anger, Caller. Really, I do. Never let it go.”

“Anger.” I repeated the word slowly, turning it into a growl. Journalists always described the rasp in my voice as distinctive, my signature, but when I noticed it all I could think of were the hours that I’d spent inside my headphones as a kid, belting out terrible accompaniment to Patti Smith, Siouxsie Sioux, and Chrissie Hynde. Those musicians, along with so many others, had dared me to be the person that I believed I was instead of the person that my parents kept insisting I become. Those women were my tribe and their music saved me, gifting me with visions of a rock ’n’ roll life. If you’d told that teenage girl that, instead, she’d have the number three talk-radio program for women in the country (number one if you didn’t count religious radio, thank you very much), she would not have believed you. Then again, Teenage Me wouldn’t have believed that someday she’d fall in love with and marry a man who liked to play golf. Or that in her twenties she’d host Love Songs After Dark, a radio show that aired a stream of music so sappy that she showered each night when she returned home in an attempt to wash off the residual sugar. And Teenage Me definitely would not have believed that when her golf-loving husband left her five years after the birth of their daughter, her ensuing on-air rant would go viral thanks to a newly installed webcam and a charming little website called YouTube. That she’d wake up the next morning not only as a newly single mother, but also as the country’s latest controversial overnight celebrity . . . and with an offer to capitalize on said celebrity by leaving music-format radio in her dust and branching into talk. Talk, talk, talk.

“Anger gets a bad rap,” I said into the mic, “but it’s one of my favorite emotions. Nothing motivates like anger. Anger is an engine. It moves people. It changes people. It propels people down new paths, away from the paths that they are too angry to stay on for one second longer.

“So when you feel anger building, here’s what I say: Don’t push it down. Don’t ignore it. Don’t cover up your anger by being quiet and accommodating and polite. But do control your anger. Make it work for you. Harness all that energy and ride it toward a goal that’s worthy of you and your awesome fire.”

The monitor in front of me was an ever-expanding list of the calls that poured in as I spoke. I already knew these callers’ stories—the bones of them at least. The women who called The Gail Gideon Show were mired in one of the many stages of heartbreak. The ones who called in tears were generally in the early stages. The ones with clear voices were soldiering on and calling in with stories of triumph, of heartache overcome. That’s what The Gail Gideon Show was about, after all: finding love again after the darkness of heartbreak. Not love with a man—or another woman, for that matter—but with yourself. The show was a rallying cry for the single woman, a bad-ass-platform-boot kick to the stigma of singledom. It’s never too late to reinvent yourself, I told my heartbroken listeners. It’s never too late to become the person you want to be, with or without a life partner. Happiness is an equal-opportunity state of being, available without regard to relationship status. My listeners took my advice to heart. My producer, Simone, liked to say that we were building an army, but then she’d always had something of a militant bent. It was one of the reasons why, despite thinking of Simone as an equal partner in the success of the show, I did the talking.

In the engineering booth, Ann was on the phone. Simone was answering calls now, too. Claire was watching me, nodding, one competent hand adjusting her glasses while the other hovered over the audio board. Everyone looked pumped. We were on hour one of a three-hour show.

“We’ve all been angry,” I said, thinking back to how angry I’d been when Tyler bailed on our marriage. I could laugh about it now, but the truth was that the prick of my anger, my hurt, still needled me all those years later. “You all know I’ve been angry. I wouldn’t be where I am today if I hadn’t been so angry. Anger changed my life for the better. It helped me become the woman I was meant to be.

“But that’s enough from me. You all know my story backwards and forwards. I want to know what’s making you angry. Let’s come up with a plan for harnessing that energy and riding it toward your goals.”

The air in the studio was electric. We were all warmed up now and ready to rock. I pressed one of the waiting phone lines, the threat of the last caller so easily tossed aside, already a fading memory. New call, new adventure. I leaned toward the mic.

“You’re on air with Gail Gideon. Tell me everything, starting with your name.”

A STORM HAD moved in over the city while I was in the studio. Rain in September was an unusual sight in San Francisco. Lightning was rarer still. I watched, startled, from my office as a sudden flash brightened the nighttime sky above the buildings across the street. I usually loved storms, but now I thought of my daughter Nic, home alone. I turned my back to the window and quickly gathered my things.

I’d texted Roy before getting in the elevator, and he was waiting for me with an umbrella when I stepped into the downstairs lobby of the Hawke Media Building. Of all the perks of having one of the most listened-to radio programs in the country, my driver, Roy, was my favorite. He knew the streets of San Francisco so well it was like he’d planned the city himself, and after nine years together, I’d say he knew me nearly as well. He kept the car temperature set at sixty-five degrees because he knew I always ran hot. He also knew that I liked chatting on the drive from my house to the studio in the afternoon, and listening to music on the way home after work. We shared a love of spicy food, the peculiar energy of San Francisco at night, and, most of all, my daughter, for whom Roy cared like a doting grandfather.

“How was Nic?” I asked, slipping into the backseat of the car. It was always my first question. In the afternoon, after picking me up at home in Bernal Heights and dropping me off downtown at the Hawke Media Building, Roy collected Nic from her high school in Hillsborough, a suburb south of the city, and drove her to Corcoran Stables in Pacifica. The barn overlooked the distant ocean and abutted a large park veined by trails. There, Nic spent a couple of hours riding and caring for her horse, Tru. Afterward, Roy drove her home and then returned to the station to wait for me.

“She seemed . . .” Roy hesitated, searching for the right word. He was forever walking the line between making me happy and telling me the truth. “Tired.”

I nodded. The backseat of the car still held the lingering scents of the barn, smells that I’d developed an affection for long ago. I breathed them in and thought of Nic. I’d taken lessons at Corcoran Stables, too, as a girl, and though I hadn’t ridden in twenty-five years, I could remember the feel of swinging my leg around the back of a horse and settling into the saddle like I’d done it just that morning. Moving a horse from a canter to a gallop. Dropping my weight into my heels and holding myself off his back as he thundered around the ring. Riding was empowering; it had been my great hope that Nic believed that, too.

She’d been a late talker, and when her first sentences eventually emerged they’d brought with them a stutter. At home, Nic was bright and affectionate, hardly seeming to notice when her tongue tripped over her words. At school, though, anxiety hounded her. On her first day of kindergarten, she held herself apart from the other children and barely spoke. (Late at night I worried—as it felt almost my duty, as her mother, to worry—that my big personality and comfort in the spotlight had done her some damage. Had I given her room to shine?) Her timidity worsened when her father, Tyler, moved out a few months into the school year. It was then that I decided to enroll Nic in riding lessons. She had always loved animals; I hoped the sport might instill confidence and, more importantly, bring her joy.

During her first lesson, she’d started off standing three feet away from the half-awake palomino pony to which she’d been assigned, and nearly jumped out of her skin when the pony blew a gentle burst of air from his nostrils. But when Denny Corcoran, the owner of the barn, handed her a hoof pick and taught her how to ask the horse to lift his leg, Nic’s apprehension melted away. She leaned into the pony with her little body, he picked up his hoof, and she cradled it in one hand while clearing the dirt and pebbles with the pick in her other hand. The look on her face as she moved on to the second hoof was proud and serious. In the ring, before riding the pony, she stood on her tiptoes and whispered in his ear, and something about the act, her instinctual partnership with the animal, made my eyes fill with tears.

From that day on, Nic was deeply in love with riding. Or, if not with riding, then with horses—she’d always seemed more drawn to the placid, poetic, communing-with-the-natural-world aspect of horsemanship than the physical act of riding. This was a shame, in a way, because Nic was a fantastic rider. Whenever I worried about Nic, I reminded myself of the strength that emanated from her when she was around horses. If music had been my lifeline in childhood, riding was Nic’s. She was a natural. Denny Corcoran had said as much himself. He’d even once used the word “exceptional” to describe Nic’s ability, which I remembered specifically because it was the exact word that came to my mind whenever I thought of my daughter.

Exceptional.

“Tell her,” I’d practically begged Denny at the time. “Tell her she should compete.” But Denny had just given me a look that I couldn’t read. He’d been a kid when I rode at Corcoran, a few years younger than me. Now his parents were retired and he owned the place.

“She’ll figure it out herself,” he said. Then he shrugged. “Or she won’t.”

A font of wisdom, that Denny.

WE WERE HALFWAY home from the studio, driving more slowly than usual due to the rain that hit the windshield as though tossed from buckets, when my cell phone rang. It was my agent.

“Hey, Shayne,” I said, picking up.

“Who was that asshole who called in tonight? I’d like to wring her neck.”

“You listened. I’m touched.”

“Listened? Of course I listened. I listen every night. Well, not every night. I’m taking a stab at having a life. But you know I’m your number one fan, Geej. And speaking of numbers . . .”

I had to laugh. Shayne was always calling about numbers. Even when she wasn’t calling about numbers, she was calling about numbers.

“I spoke with Lev Curtain tonight,” she said. There was a pregnant pause. “Lev Curtain at ZoneTV.”

“Who is it? When?” Talk show appearances usually came through my publicist, but every once in a while a big one came through Shayne first.

“G.G.,” Shayne said. Her typically dry tone couldn’t mask her glee. “That’s what they want to call your show. G.G. Coming this summer on ZoneTV.”

A tremor of excitement moved through my body. “Wait . . . what?”

Roy glanced at me in the rearview mirror and then pegged his eyes back to the road. He was an avid and terribly obvious eavesdropper, a fact that somehow made him all the more endearing to me.

“I told you! I’ve always told you!” Shayne said. “You may have a voice for radio, but you have a face for television. It’s finally happening! You have one of the highest-rated shows for women in the country. You’ve written a bestselling self-help book. Television is your next frontier. It’s what we’ve been talking about for years and now we finally have the right offer.”

“Which is what, exactly?”

“Starts with a five,” Shayne said. She sounded like she was having trouble refraining from bursting into song.

“And ends with?”

“A million! Five million dollars. And that’s just the starting offer.”

“Holy shit,” I breathed.

“Specifically, ZoneTV would like you to . . .” There was a moment of muffled sound as Shayne searched for something, and then she began to read, “‘. . . share the no-nonsense, tough-love wisdom and humor and heart of Gail Gideon’s beloved, lightning-rod radio show with a wider television audience.’ Geej, this would be like your radio show on steroids.” She hesitated. “They’re thinking the show’s tagline could be ‘Fall in love with the single you!’”

I felt myself grimace. Roy veered the car onto the freeway exit at Cesar Chavez and then made a quick turn down Alabama Street. I’d driven this route so many times that I could have closed my eyes and still known exactly where we were.

“We can work on the tagline. Nothing’s set in stone,” Shayne said, reading my silence. “They want a six-week trial this summer with syndication following in the fall.”

“This summer! Where?”

“The Hollywood lot,” Shayne answered. “We can finally get you girls out of the fog and into the sun.”

“Nic just started high school—”

“The schools here are great. They’re the best. She’ll love it. It will be just like San Francisco except much, much better. Moving is the easy part.”

But moving wasn’t easy for a girl like Nic. It took her ages to find her footing in new situations. Though she had shed her stutter years earlier, she continued to be extremely self-conscious and uncomfortable at school. It was nearly a month into her freshman year and still each morning as we neared the Kirke School she grew quiet, her cheerful smile weakening mile by mile. Inevitably, by the time I pulled the car into the school’s entrance, her lips were pressed into a tight, quivering line. And yet, I knew that by the end of the school year, Kirke would seem familiar to Nic and she would take her version of comfort in that. Could I deny her that promise of familiarity when I knew how much it meant to her? Could I ask her to start all over again as a sophomore at a new school in a new city?

“We’ll find a barn for her horse,” added Shayne.

Shit. Nic loved Corcoran Stables. I was pretty sure she loved it more than our house, that she’d probably sleep there if she could. It was at Corcoran Stables that Nic truly blossomed.

And then of course there was Tyler, my ex-husband. Nic spent every other weekend with him and his not-so-new wife and their two sons in Marin, a short drive from our house in the city.

“I have to say I expected a little more excitement, G.G.!” Shayne said. “Your contract with Hawke Media is coming up for renewal, so this is perfect timing.”

“What about Simone?” I asked. “She got a good offer, too, right?”

There was a second of silence. My stomach dropped.

“The deal is just for you.”

“No,” I said firmly. I glanced up at Roy just in time to see his eyes slide back to the road ahead. “Simone is my producer.” She had also, after nine years of working together, become my closest friend.

“She’s your producer on your radio show. We’re talking about your television show.” Shayne was quiet for a moment. “Simone is radio. That’s where she thrives. You made her a ton of money and now she gets to keep on doing what she does best. You don’t need to worry about Simone.”

At that moment, I noticed my reflection in the car window and was startled by how worried I looked, and how small. I found it nearly impossible to remember that I was short; it always surprised me when people described me as petite. I straightened in the seat and cleared my throat.

“Simone,” I said into the phone, “is nonnegotiable.”

“Okay, Geej. I hear you,” Shayne said smoothly. “I’ll see what I can do. But if we get her on board, are you in?”

I could tell that Shayne was truly baffled by my hesitation; when she sent a new opportunity my way, I usually grabbed it by the lapels and kissed it. But as intrigued as I was by the idea of shaking up my career and embarking on a new adventure, my decision would upend my daughter’s life. I couldn’t make it hastily.

“Give me time to think about it,” I said.

Shayne sighed, her mood deflating; the call had not gone as she’d planned.

After we said goodbye, the quiet in the car grew thick, the tires whispering over the wet streets. I rubbed at my temples again. In my reflection, the worry moved back in, deepening the lines that had appeared around my mouth and eyes a few years earlier, surprising me. Teenage Me would never have believed that someday she’d be forty.

Age awesomely, I mouthed to my reflection, a command.

The car shuddered over a couple of little potholes.

Roy glanced at me in the rearview mirror, his face like a stone. “It’s not my fault,” he said. “It’s the asphalt.” I’d heard this joke about four hundred times, but Roy broke into such a hopeful grin that I could not help but laugh.

The car rolled to a stop in front of our house, which wasn’t much more than a bungalow, really. I could afford something larger now, and in a fancier neighborhood, but Tyler and I had bought this little house in Bernal Heights way back when, before we were even married, when we had to stretch to afford it and we stayed up at night worrying about how we’d pay the mortgage. It surprised people, that little house. Famous people weren’t supposed to live like this—I’d received the memo and had decided to ignore it. Nic and I didn’t need any more space. Besides, that house held good memories for both of us. It was hard to imagine living anywhere else.

I was disappointed to see that Nic’s bedroom light was off. In fact, all of the lights that should have been visible from the street were dark, including the outside light that I asked Nic to always leave on. The house looked empty, vulnerable, and dreary in the rain, and I hated knowing that my daughter was inside, alone.

A few weeks earlier, when Nic had entered her freshman year of high school, I’d finally agreed that she was old enough to not need a sitter on the nights—Monday through Friday—that I went to the studio. I still wasn’t entirely convinced that this was a good idea, but Nic—quiet, diligent Nic, who was probably the least demanding teenager in history; a hell of a lot better, anyway, than I’d been at her age—had, for once, put her foot down. In a calm voice, her words enunciated, she’d told me she was old enough to spend her weeknights at home unsupervised. I’d hoped for years that she would find her voice and stick up for herself, so even though it didn’t feel right to say yes, it felt more wrong to say no.

Now, looking up at the little house being battered by rain, I was struck by a feeling of alarm that I knew would remain, prickling just under my skin, until I saw my daughter.

“Thanks, Roy,” I said. I hopped out of the car before he could grab his umbrella and shepherd me to the door.

“Goodnight!” he called. I felt his eyes on my back as I took the steps two at a time. I knew he would wait there, watching, until I’d shut the front door behind me.

Inside, the house was cool and dark and still. I hurried up the staircase and flicked on the hall light. My bedroom was at the back of the house; Nic’s was at the front. I opened her door slowly, quietly, not wanting to wake her, but when the hall light fell onto her bed I saw only a blank white slash of pillow, the duvet tucked underneath it in the careful way that Nic always left her bed in the morning.

“Hey, Mom.”

I spun around. “Nic! You scared me half to death! Why aren’t you in bed?”

“Couldn’t sleep. I was reading in the den.” When she held up a copy of Hamlet, her narrow wrist poked out from her flannel pajamas. She was outgrowing her clothes faster than I could replace them. I put my hand above my heart and felt it racing, still. For fourteen years now, I’d carried with me a fear that something bad would happen to my daughter. I loved her too much; it tempted fate.

She pulled back the covers of her bed and climbed in. There was a distant look in her green eyes. I’d seen this new expression of hers a few times recently. Each time I had the unsettling sense that her thoughts were focused intensely elsewhere; it seemed less like she was daydreaming than planning.

“What are you thinking about?” I asked. I’d already put a mental pin in Shayne’s news about the television show offer, deciding that I would discuss it with Nic on the weekend when the conversation wouldn’t feel rushed.

“Nothing. School, I guess.” From her pillow, she looked up at me. A wayward strand of her hair snaked a dark line across her throat. I couldn’t resist reaching down and brushing it away. She didn’t flinch.

“Do I have to go?” she asked.

“To bed or to school?”

“School.”

“Well, I suppose I could homeschool you. We could start with seventies New Wave and be on nineties grunge by the end of the semester. I’ve always wanted to read an essay on Debbie Harry’s influence on Shirley Manson.”

My daughter rolled onto her side. “Mom.”

“What else am I qualified to teach? From an educational standpoint, I think you’re in better hands with the teachers at Kirke. But it’s up to you.”

Nic released a stoic sigh. “Oh, fine.” She scrunched her body further under the covers so that only her face was visible above the white blanket. She reached out and touched my knee, exposed by a large hole in my jeans. “It might be time to retire those.”

I feigned horror. “Never.”

“Cut them into shorts then?”

I looked down at the jeans. They were my favorite pair, more than a decade old, and worn to more concerts than I could count. My wardrobe was another thing I’d chosen not to upgrade after fame plumped up my bank account. I’d even worn a rotation of my favorite band T-shirts on my book tour a few years earlier, and had taken great delight in the baffled expressions of the bookstore managers who greeted me at each stop. The usual look of self-help speakers, I learned, entailed blazers and pumps and hair straighteners, none of which I owned or had any intention of purchasing.

I bent to kiss Nic’s forehead. “Some things magically become more perfect over time.”

She smiled, but as I shut the door behind me I saw her eyes blinking against the dark room.

I waited for a few moments in the hall, listening. For what? I suppose Nic’s request to stay home alone while I was at work still sat uneasily with me. I was surprised to realize that I felt a twinge of suspicion regarding her motives. We’re all changing all the time. I, of all people, knew this: I’d practically staked my career on it. Nic was a freshman in high school now. She was growing up and she was changing, and I probably should have been happy about that, even if it meant that I might not know the new Nic as well as I knew the old Nic—even if it meant she might have secrets that I’d never learn.
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About the book

Gail Gideon Interviews Meg Donohue

G.G.: Hi, Meg. Thanks for calling in. I know we’re on the radio, but I can tell you’re looking great today.

Meg: Thank you.

G.G.: Now let’s talk about me. Where did I come from?

Meg: As I mentioned in the acknowledgments of this book, I think the seed for your character was probably first planted when I was a kid living in Philadelphia and listening on occasion to Delilah After Dark, a call-in radio show. Delilah had—still has—a very different shtick than you do, G.G.—

G.G.: I’m one of a kind.

Meg: Yes. But I suppose the stories of her callers, and the way they really seemed to need to hear Delilah’s advice, stuck with me all these years. 

G.G.: So you made me a famous radio personality, and then you started the story right at a crossroads in my career. Why?

Meg: When I set out to write this book, I was thinking about how difficult it can be to understand the many aspects of who we are, and who we aspire to become, as individuals. This seems like it should be easy, but it’s not. Becoming ourselves is a journey.

When I was creating your character, G.G., I was thinking about the particular bumps along this journey for public figures dealing with the expectations and desires of fans. There is, for example, the inevitable backlash that a movie star receives if she dares to have interests and ambitions outside of acting (I’m looking at you, Gwyneth Paltrow). We prefer our entertainers to stay in their lane, as though we can only consume one slice of their personalities at a time.

I was thinking about the subject on a personal level as well. After each book I’ve written, I’ve received lovely emails from readers asking if I’m planning to write a sequel. And the truth is that after I wrote one “baking” book (How to Eat a Cupcake), I wasn’t all that interested in writing another “baking” book, sequel or not. Instead, I wrote a “summer” book (All the Summer Girls), and then I wasn’t interested in writing another “summer” book. Instead, I wrote a “dog” book (Dog Crazy), and then I wasn’t really interested in writing another dog book. At each pivot, I wondered if I was making the right decision. I’m so grateful to my readers for their support, and I hate the thought of letting them down. We are in this novel-publishing business together, the readers and I, and with each new book, I felt that I risked turning my back on a potentially growing audience for my work. 

That said, the books I’ve written have a lot in common. They are all uplifting. They all have an element of humor.

G.G.: Do they, Meg? Are you sure about that?

Meg: Well, they might not be HA-HA funny, but . . . you know what, G.G., never mind. My point is that I like the stories I write to have a feel-good tone. But I like to think that if the day comes when I’m excited to explore another type of story, I will feel brave enough to try something new.

G.G.: And all of this relates to me because when the book opens I am in the midst of a very successful career, but I am ready for a change.

Meg: Yes. I was curious to see how these thoughts played out for someone with a really big level of fame and success. I wanted to make you hungry for adventure, but also truly devoted to your fans. And then of course I gave you a teenage daughter to think about, too.

G.G.: Let’s talk about Nic. She’s perfect, obviously.

Meg: I am also in the Nic Fan Club. I loved the idea of Nic as an unlikely hero. She’s a shy kid trapped in her own head. When she is suddenly able to shed her anxiety and share herself with the world, she wreaks havoc in the most bighearted way.

G.G.: Did you always envision her as a horseback rider?

Meg: Yes. I rode horses from elementary school through college, and taught riding lessons to kids for a time, so I was excited to pour some of my love for horses into a novel. I think my favorite scenes to write were the ones with Nic at the barn. I haven’t ridden in a long time, but that horse crazy girl is alive and kicking within me.

G.G.: What are some things that I, as your character, might not know about you, my creator?

Meg: I am a very forgiving driver and rarely experience road rage. The noises made by loud eaters torment me; I’ve learned that this sensitivity to certain sounds is called misophonia. I always set my alarm to an odd number, such as 6:31 AM. I believe that gratitude is the gateway to happiness. When that doesn’t work, I rely on dirty martinis. The earnestness of musicals makes me weep. I can’t stand it when—

G.G. (clearing throat loudly): Thanks, Meg. That’s . . . fascinating stuff. I’m really glad we could end this interview on such a high note.

Meg: You’re welcome.




		
			Read on

			G.G.’s Playlist for Readers of Every Wild Heart

			   1.      Patti Smith, “Because the Night”

			   2.      Velvet Underground, “Pale Blue Eyes” 

			   3.      Janis Joplin, “Piece of My Heart”

			   4.      The Rolling Stones, “Sympathy for the Devil”

			   5.      Pixies, “Wave of Mutilation”

			   6.      Sonic Youth, “Kool Thing”

			   7.      The Pretenders, “Middle of the Road”

			   8.      Siouxsie and the Banshees, “Peek-A-Boo”

			   9.      Blondie, “X Offender”

			 10.      Garbage, “Special”

			 11.      Liz Phair, “My Bionic Eyes”

			 12.      Hole, “Celebrity Skin”

			 13.      Luscious Jackson, “You and Me” 

			 14.      Sleater-Kinney, “Oh!”

			 15.      PJ Harvey, “Good Fortune”

			 16.      David Bowie, “Heroes”

			 17.      Taylor Swift, “Welcome to New York”

		

	
		
			Meg Donohue’s Favorite Mother-Daughter Novels

			LITTLE WOMEN BY LOUISA MAY ALCOTT

			The affectionate relationship between the four March sisters and their wise, beloved mother, Marmee, holds a special place in my heart.

			MAINE BY J. COURTNEY SULLIVAN

			A sweeping, compassionate saga of three generations of women sharing the family cottage on the coast of Maine.

			MY NAME IS LUCY BARTON BY ELIZABETH STROUT

			I count not put down this poignant, mysterious, and sneakily uplifting story of a complex mother-daughter relationship.

			WHERE’D YOU GO, BERNADETTE BY MARIA SEMPLE

			A fast-paced and funny tale of a quirky young girl’s quest to find her missing mother.

			THE MOTHERS BY BRIT BENNETT

			A moving and beautifully written debut novel exploring themes of motherhood, mothering, and the mother-less.

			YOU WILL KNOW ME BY MEGAN ABBOTT

			The darkest and most suspenseful entry to this list reveals just how far one woman’s love for her daughter will push her.

		

	
		
			Have You Read? More from Meg Donohue

			DOG CRAZY

			As a pet bereavement counselor, Maggie Brennan uses a combination of empathy, insight, and humor to help patients cope with the anguish of losing their beloved four-legged friends. Though she has a gift for guiding others through difficult situations, Maggie has major troubles of her own that threaten the success of her counseling practice and her volunteer work with a dog rescue organization.
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			Everything changes when a distraught woman shows up at Maggie’s office and claims that her dog has been stolen. Searching the streets of San Francisco for the missing pooch, Maggie finds herself entangled in a mystery that forces her to finally face her biggest fear—and to open her heart to new love.

			“Wonderful! Anyone who has ever loved and lost a dog will find wisdom and comfort in this sweet, smart story.”

			—Allie Larkin, author of Stay

			ALL THE SUMMER GIRLS 

			In Philadelphia, good girl Kate is dumped by her fiancé the day she learns she is pregnant with his child. In New York City, beautiful stay-at-home mom Vanessa finds herself obsessively searching the Internet for news of an old flame. And in San Francisco, Dani, an aspiring writer who can’t seem to put down a book—or a cocktail—long enough to open her laptop, has just been fired . . . again.
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			In an effort to regroup, Kate, Vanessa, and Dani retreat to the New Jersey beach town where they once spent their summers. Emboldened by the seductive cadences of the shore, the women begin to realize just how much their lives, and friendships, have been shaped by the choices they made one fateful night on the beach eight years earlier—and the secrets that now threaten to surface.

			“All the Summer Girls is an honest and engaging look at the complicated and powerful bonds of female friendship. Donohue takes us on a weekend reunion full of secrets, resentment, and regret—in other words, once you start this book, you won’t be able to put it down!” 

			—Jennifer Close, bestselling author of Girls in White Dresses

			HOW TO EAT A CUPCAKE

			Free-spirited Annie Quintana and sophisticated Julia St. Clair come from two different worlds. Yet, as the daughter of the St. Clairs’ housekeeper, Annie grew up in Julia’s San Francisco mansion and they forged a bond that only two little girls oblivious to class differences could—until a life-altering betrayal destroyed their friendship.
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			A decade later, Annie bakes to fill the void left in her heart by her mother’s death, and a painful secret jeopardizes Julia’s engagement to the man she loves. A chance reunion prompts the unlikely duo to open a cupcakery, but when a mysterious saboteur opens up old wounds, they must finally face the truth about their past or risk losing everything.

			“A sparkling, witty story about an unlikely, yet redemptive, friendship. . . . Grab one of these for your best friend and read it together—preferably with a plate of Meyer Lemon cupcakes nearby.”

			—Katie Crouch, bestselling author of Girls in Trucks and Men and Dogs

			Discover great authors, exclusive offers, and more at hc.com.
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