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            Dedication

         
         
            For my superagent, Stéphanie Abou, who has made this writer’s life possible. You’re the best, Madame.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Whenever you feel an impulse to perpetuate a piece of exceptionally fine writing, obey it—whole-heartedly—and delete it before
               sending your manuscript to press. Murder your darlings.

            —Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch, “On Style,” 1914

         

         

         
            The process of ruthlessly editing by removing parts that are beloved but don’t serve the story . . . requires stoicism and
               the suppression of a natural affection.
            

            —Harper’s magazine
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            Prologue
The Rabbit

         
         The problem with his house is, it’s in a very remote area, so it’s hard to get to. Especially now, in winter. I don’t do very
            well on snowshoes, and I never learned to cross-country ski. It’s challenging enough to keep on top of the weather and to
            make sure my tracks are covered. I could go when he’s not home—but what would be the point of that?
         

         
         The house is on an island in rural Maine, the only one there. He built it after his first monster bestseller, You Never Said Goodbye (which is really his second book, but the first to hit the list)—craving more solitude to write, according to the New York Magazine profile “The Virtuoso Retreats.” The real reason is, one day he stepped out of the shower in his Martha’s Vineyard mansion
            to find a reader standing on his bath mat with a pen and a suitcase full of his books. He’s been off the grid ever since.
         

         
         William’s island is accessible only by causeway, blocked at the end by a gate twelve feet tall with iron spikes like the kind
            you’d put a head on, although the only things that’ve ever been impaled there are gifts really dedicated superfans leave if
            they somehow figure out where he is. Over the years I’ve seen stuffed animals (why? There are none in his books), letters
            with porny selfies, bras and thongs that flap in the wind like forlorn flags. The gate is basically a bulletin board of unrequited
            William Corwyn love. He takes everything down and tosses it, and nobody ever gets in. Except me.
         

         
         The house is an A-frame, like a ski chalet, with 360-degree views of the lake. It has a hot tub and a two-story fieldstone fireplace and skylights and specially built bookshelves, all full. Of course they are. It’s a beautiful house. Of course it is. He has good taste, and he has to spend all those royalties on something. Plus foreign rights—William Corwyn is published in 47 countries!, his website proclaims—and the film money for Medusa. A thread on his Goodreads page says there’s also an option on his second bestseller, The Space Between Worlds. That movie—or series; it would have been a TV miniseries back then—never came out, though, so maybe that was just a rumor.
            Or maybe it just never got made. I don’t know how these things work, I’m not a Hollywood type of person, but the authors I
            follow online complain a lot about how most options never materialize, they’re only fantasies. Brainf*cks.
         

         
         It seems like an awful lot of griping about getting money for nothing, like being mad about a Christmas bonus you didn’t expect
            but still is not big enough. But what do I know. I’m just a bookseller. Author-adjacent. And probably it is disappointing
            to have your hopes raised and have nothing come of it.
         

         
         I do know a lot about that.

         
         Another thing I know: I know there’s more than a brainf*ck going on in that house right now. Because I can hear it. I can
            hear her. You’d have to be dead not to hear her. I hear him, too, if I listen closely. It’s harder, because mostly he just
            talks. He talks while he’s stripping their clothes off, while he’s stroking and pinching them, while he’s teasing them, while
            he’s pounding them as hard as he can. And because his talking is much lower-volume than the girls’ moaning, yelling, screaming,
            and hollering, I have to get right up next to the house to hear it.
         

         
         Like I am now. Hunkered down between his hedge and the wall beneath the bedroom window, the branches scratching one side of my face, the glass cold against the other. The ground is freezing too. My feet are numb even in my good lined boots. There’s more snow forecast for tonight, and they will nap when they’re done, giving me time to either sneak inside to my observation post or steal away. During the day William is a big napper, conking out, whether he’s alone or with someone else, and he falls asleep within three breaths. I’ve never seen anything like it. One second he’s awake, the next he’s snoring—which he does like a cartoon character, with a whistling sound like he’s blowing a feather that rises and falls with the air from his lips. It’s the cutest thing I’ve ever seen, to tell the truth, unexpected in such a big man. Adorable, actually. It might have been the first thing I fell in love with. 

         
         Right now they are not sleeping. Nowhere close to it. “You’re an angel, honey,” I hear him say, his voice even deeper than
            usual with concentration. “Do you know how beautiful you are right now? You’re incandescent.”
         

         
         “Oh! Oh! Oh!” the woman says, which is probably all she’s capable of saying at this moment. Like most of his women, she’s
            shouting it loud enough that when he started banging into her, she drove all the birds from the trees.
         

         
         “Luminous,” he says. “Radiant. And so close. I can feel it. Do you want me to finish you off?”

         
         “Oh!” the woman says. “Oh! Oh! Oh! Yes!” She is practically sobbing. I know what’s coming next.

         
         His patented move: the f*cking narrative. Literally. For William Corwyn, the climax of the story isn’t just for fiction

         
         “Buckle up,” he says, and now his own voice is a little more breathy, probably because he is thrusting deeper. I remember
            what this feels like, how he said to me, smiling and swiveling his hips, I knew how avid you’d be. I could tell just looking at you.

         
         “You’re going to come for me,” he says, practically growling. “It’s right there. You feel it building. It’s inevitable. It’s
            exquisite. You’re trembling on the edge . . .” 
         

         
         I don’t know how, whether it’s the timbre of his voice or the power of storytelling, but the f*cking narrative always works.
            It did on me, in ways I can still feel in my body sometimes. Before he reaches the end of his monologue, they come. This one
            does it more than once, by the sound of it. Between You’re doing it, do it for me and You’re coming now!, she makes a coyote wail and then a yip yip yip noise that startles the crows, who have resettled into the branches and start cawing in rusty cacophony. A whole murder of
            them.
         

         
         Then it’s over, and I can’t hear what they’re saying, only murmurs. Next will come nap time. It’ll be dark soon, and I have a choice to make about whether to drive home or slip inside. Through the basement window he’s forgotten about, which leads to a root cellar William has never used, not being a store-onions kind of guy, and that I can ease open and just, if I hold my breath like a motherf*cker, squeeze through. 

         
         This is how I know what the women look like, what their faces look like when they climax, screwed up as if in pain, the expression
            he tells them he finds so beautiful. I know what their breasts and buttocks look like, jiggling as he thrusts. I know what
            his haunches look like, clenching and flexing, and the muscles in his back. I know what books he has on the bedside table
            in which he also keeps the gun, and what paths the sun and moonlight make from his bedroom skylight over his south wall, which
            is bare except for that one oil painting of himself and his sister, Pen, as kids. I know that he has been with this woman,
            his latest, before, but this is her first time here.
         

         
         I know all this because he has a big walk-in closet, bigger than my whole sh*thole studio, and from behind the bag that contains
            his tuxedo, because of course he owns his own tuxedo, I have watched many a non-brainf*ck-fest commence.
         

         
         I have made some noise or shifted my feet in the crunching dead leaves to bring the blood back into them, because I hear the
            woman say, “What was that?” She must be standing by the window because her voice is much closer now.
         

         
         “I thought I heard something outside,” she says.

         
         “Probably a deer,” he says, coming to stand beside or behind her. I know he is naked, looking out. A fine figure of a man, is how the nineteenth-century novelists would describe him, and they would not be wrong. Tall, dark, and handsome as a cliché, with those show-off silver streaks at his temples I suspect he dyes, though I’ve never caught him doing it or even found the coloring kit. Lumberjack-thick, more than he used to be since he shredded his meniscus on something called a double black diamond trail, according to his Reddit readers on r/WilliamCorwynAthlete. He’s not an Ironman anymore, much to his displeasure, and if he’s not careful, he gets chunky fast. 

         
         But he is always careful. And he’s not even losing his hair. Yet. Much.

         
         “You probably scared away all the animals,” he adds. “With your climactic aria.”

         
         She laughs. “Which you made me make. You’re the best I’ve ever had.”

         
         They all say this. I roll my eyes.

         
         “Seriously. You’re like . . . a magnificent stag or something.”

         
         And this woman calls herself a writer? I pantomime barfing into the bushes.

         
         “How are you feeling?” she asks.

         
         There’s a pause, then he says, “You’re dear to ask, but I’m fine.”

         
         “Your heart, though. You’re a little—red. Do you need to take something?”

         
         I smile. Some men don’t mind women fussing over their vulnerabilities. William Corwyn is not one of them. Sure enough, though
            his tone is mild, I can hear the irritation when he says, “Dear, don’t manage me, please.”
         

         
         “Sure, sorry,” she says, swiftly backtracking. “I didn’t mean to overstep. Bad old habit.”

         
         “A spanking for every backslide,” he says, playful again. “Or backside.” There’s a light slap, then: “Feel how fine I am.”

         
         “Jesus. You could hang a dozen coats on that thing. Heavy winter ones.”

         
         “That’s what you do to me,” he says, his voice gruff.

         
         “But in front of the window?”

         
         “There’s nobody here for miles. I could f*ck you on the lawn and only the eagles would see. In case you haven’t noticed, I
            live in the equivalent of a castle with a moat.”
         

         
         “Let’s maybe save lawn-f*cking for summer,” she suggests, and I hear the tentative hope in her voice. Testing their potential
            future.
         

         
         “That and my lake dock,” he says. “Meanwhile . . . put your hands on the sill.”

         
         As they start up again—this woman is different, no nap for him today—I contemplate slipping into the basement and up the stairs. Past his study, the hallowed space so many of his fans would give their left tit to see, as one said on Instagram. They’d be disappointed if they were expecting a squirrel’s cave of creativity, a mess of papers and books and pens, evidence of genius in progress. Because it’s just a bare empty room with a lamp and a desk. And one very password-protected laptop. 

         
         But I decide I’ve heard enough for one day. I’m cold, and I’m sad, and I have to figure out what to do about this one. This
            woman. What I did with the others obviously wasn’t enough.
         

         
         Her cries follow me back through the trees of his property, out past the gate and rocks onto the causeway, which I’ll follow
            down to the logging road where I hide my car. They sound like someone in pain.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I:
Sam (and the Rabbit)

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
If They Only Knew

         
         Sam Vetiver was lost.

         
         Not metaphorically. Literally. Well, perhaps a little bit of both. But for now, it was actually having lost her way that counted.
            She was on the final event of her fourth book tour, and if the GPS of her rental car didn’t come back online, Sam would be
            late. She had a recurring nightmare about this very thing, showing up forty minutes after the start time, so two-thirds of
            her audience had left and the remaining one-third were disgruntled, then opening the reading copy of her novel to find her
            familiar prose had been replaced with woodcuts.
         

         
         She hunched over the steering wheel like a jockey urging on a horse, as if by doing so she could coax the little blue arrow
            back onto the road from the body of water into which it had floated. The actual lake, invisible from the road, was unfamiliar
            to Sam, as was everything in this wealthy exurb of a midsize midwestern city she had never visited before. “Return to the
            route!” the stern Australian lady who lived in the car’s dashboard scolded.
         

         
         “I’m trying!” Sam said.

         
         Mercifully the GPS decided to reactivate. Sam gave thanks and cranked up the AC so perspiration wouldn’t destroy her makeup. With her first novel, she had visited three book clubs a day in person, back in the dark times when she had to rely on printed-out instructions from the hostess: Look for the driveway with the balloons! If you see a barn next to a pond, you’ve gone too far! She’d thought everything would get easier with technology, and it had, but there were just so many ways to lose your path.
         

         
         Sam drove as fast as she dared along a winding road bordered by very high rhododendrons, like something in a fairy tale, from
            which anything might pop—a centaur or a child—and shot out into an area of palatial stone homes set far back on velvet lawns.
            She wondered, as she did everywhere: What would it be like to live here? What did people do? No doubt there were patios behind those houses, on which families would gather after days of . . . golf? Tennis? Did anyone
            still play croquet? There would be grilling, maybe barbecue. If she lived here, Sam could be sitting with her feet in her
            husband’s lap, drinking a gin and tonic, watching the kids cannonball in the pool, and smelling the fresh-cut grass the landscapers
            had tended that morning.
         

         
         She felt the usual wistfulness and reminded herself, that wasn’t the life she had chosen. And there were specific reasons
            why. And maybe it didn’t exist at all, maybe Sam was telling herself a story: The husbands or wives here were having affairs
            or traveling on business, the kids avoiding their parents or on drugs or glued to their phones. Who knew what people did behind
            their castle doors, really?
         

         
         A few more miles, and Sam entered a Rockwellian hamlet whose town green surrounded a limestone mansion like something in a
            Shirley Jackson story. That had to be—Sam checked the address—yes! The library. She turned into the drive. There it was, the
            marquee sign saying Author Reading Here Tonight! New York Times Bestseller Sam Vetiver Reads The Sodbuster’s Wife 7 PM. They had ringed it with the big light bulbs usually seen on hipster restaurant patios, a nice touch. Sam would post a photo
            of it later on social.
         

         
         She checked her lipstick in the rearview—one of her top ten tour hacks was never apply a red lip in haste, lest you end up
            with that unfortunate cannibal look, but sometimes you had no choice—and grabbed her bag with her reading copy, book cover
            postcards, and pens.
         

         
         “Showtime,” she said, as she always did, for good luck.

         
         She got out of the car, hitching up the bodice of her strapless red jumpsuit. All of Sam’s tour outfits were red, to match
            her book jackets, on which heroines of whatever century Sam was writing about gazed soulfully across historical vistas with
            their backs to the reader, garbed in era-accurate crimson costumes. Sam’s red clothes were branding—she loved it when she
            showed up at an event and a reader commented, Wow, your dress matches your cover!, and Sam said, Oh, does it?, and winked. This jumpsuit was a pain because Sam had to undress completely every time she used the ladies’ room. But it
            was the last clean outfit Sam had, the rest stuffed into the laundry section of her suitcase. The end of tour. Almost.
         

         
         Sam headed up the library walk, pausing to snap a selfie blowing a kiss to the promotional sign. Most authors said they hated
            tour. Sam was not among them. She often thought she wrote books to go on tour. She loved everything about it: the airport breakfasts consisting of hummus; the room service cheeseburgers she
            wolfed down after events. She loved the thing every other human was phobic about: public speaking. She loved being hustled
            through country club and community center kitchens like some sort of superstar—when else did writers ever get to do this? She even loved flying, marveling that she was traveling because people cared what she had to say about,
            amazingly, her own books.
         

         
         Most of all, Sam loved the readers. The readers, the readers, the readers. The people who gave up hours of their lives they
            could have used to indulge in many other pleasant activities, like shopping or sex or watching TV, to read Sam’s novels and
            then, curiouser and curiouser, come hear her talk about them. Sam spent much of her life in a room by herself, inventing characters
            and trying to squeeze their stories out of her head; when it turned out, years later, that her words had made a sort of magic
            bridge, allowing Sam to slide down into strangers’ minds and making them all friends—that was an actual miracle.
         

         
         Most authors also said they resented tour because it took them away from their real job, writing. Sam was not one of them, either. Once upon a time, she had loved it. When she was a kid and writing had all the mystery and magic of getting up early, when nobody else was awake and the world belonged to you alone, a time when anything could happen. When she was in college and grad school, burning with ambition so fierce it felt like, as Orwell said, an illness. When she was writing her first book, before commerce and sales entered the picture. When she’d been living with her ex-husband, Hank, so she knew when the day’s work was done she could open her study door and there’d be somebody to have dinner with. 

         
         She did not love it now. She feared it. Most specifically, Sam feared her fifth book, The Gold Digger’s Mistress, for which she was under contract and which was due in five months and of which she had yet to write a single sentence. For
            which she felt not only apathy but antipathy. She quailed at going home and facing the demonically blinking cursor, the empty
            screen. She dreaded the deep plunge of being, except for imaginary people, completely and cataclysmically alone. As she hustled
            up the library walk, she had the strangest, most aberrant thought:
         

         
         I would give this all up if I had someone to share my life with.

         
         Sam shook her head as if bothered by a horsefly. What the actual? She had been writing since she was four years old. It was
            all she’d ever done. It was all she’d ever wanted. It was who she was and who she wanted to be.
         

         
         She saw the librarian waiting for her in the vestibule and waved.

         
         “You found us!” said the librarian, whose name Sam could not remember—she was terrible with names, assigning people the ones
            she thought they should have as characters instead of using the ones they actually had. Pamela? Erica?
         

         
         “Here I am,” Sam agreed. “It was touch and go there—my GPS went offline.”

         
         “I should have warned you about that,” said the librarian, whose name, it came to Sam now, was Monica. “But you made it. Do
            you need the ladies’ room?”
         

         
         “Perpetually,” said Sam. “This is a beautiful library.”

         
         “Thanks,” said Monica. “We’re proud of it. It used to be a Rockefeller mansion, you know . . . Here you go. I’ll wait here.”

         
         In the bathroom, which had Band-Aid-colored stalls and a vase of plastic flowers Sam found inordinately touching, she struggled
            out of her jumpsuit, used the facilities, and checked her reflection in the mirror. Her lipstick had not migrated to her teeth,
            and her strawberry-blond French braid was intact, but she looked tired. Another facet of life on the road. Once Sam had hit
            forty, flight dehydration and hotel beds created dark circles no concealer could erase. She crossed her eyes at herself and
            emerged.
         

         
         “Ready!” she said.

         
         “How’s your tour been?” Monica asked, hustling Sam back through the library, past a fireplace, a grandfather clock, and oil
            paintings of, incongruously, ships.
         

         
         “Great,” said Sam. “I love meeting readers.”

         
         “That’s refreshing,” said Monica. “And we’re glad to have you. We’ve had trouble finding authors this year—not that I’m surprised.”

         
         “What do you mean?” said Sam.

         
         “Oh, you know,” said Monica. “Shifts in the industry. Fewer publishers, fewer books, slashed budgets . . . it all means fewer authors
            on tour. It’s a terrible time to be a writer. I’m surprised anyone keeps at it. Grateful, too, of course,” she added hastily.
         

         
         Sam smiled. She’d heard this all her life. When she was in college, waiting tables to put herself through: Are you crazy? Choose an actual career. When she was in grad school: Get a job to fall back on. When she’d graduated: Nobody wants debut fiction; you can’t get an agent, an editor, a publisher. It was all impossible, and somehow, she had managed it.
         

         
         “It’s always a terrible time to be a writer,” she said mildly.

         
         “I suppose that’s true,” said Monica. She stopped in front of an oak door that was studded like the entrance to a dungeon
            and threw it open. “Ladies and gentlemen, our author!”
         

         
         Heads turned as Sam followed Monica down the aisle to the podium; she did the Queen’s wave, and they laughed. Not as many people as Sam had anticipated when she’d set up this event: The library had promised two hundred, and there was half that, if even. Still, despite some empty chairs, this was a decent turnout for a summer evening, and there was no place Sam would rather be. 

         
         “Where are you from, honey?” said a woman in the front row—the whole audience was female, per usual, except one husband who
            had obviously been dragged there and sat patiently with his arms folded.
         

         
         “I flew in from Boston,” said Sam, and some of the women clucked their tongues as if she’d said I came from prison.
         

         
         “You’re so young to be an author,” said another woman.

         
         “Thank you, I love you,” said Sam, and they laughed. Even the husband smirked.

         
         Monica checked the clock. “Let’s go ahead and get started. Hi, everyone, thanks for joining us for our Summer Author Series.
            Our special guest tonight is Sam Vetiver . . .”
         

         
         Sam stood with her head lowered modestly as Monica read her bio, although she could feel the readers observing her curiously,
            trying to sync Sam’s career accomplishments with Sam herself. Bestselling author of four novels, one selected for a TV book
            club by a popular host. National Book Award finalist. Teacher. Speaker. It was always strange for Sam to hear herself introduced;
            although she was proud of and grateful for everything she’d spent her life hustling to do, there was such a gap between the
            accolades and what she actually did. What would these nice people with their curious smiles think if they knew what Sam’s
            life was usually like? At the thought of where she’d be this time tomorrow—home in her empty study—Sam felt fear wash over
            her again.
         

         
         I’d give all this up if I had someone to share my life with.

         
         Totally untrue. Wasn’t it?

         
         And what would these lovely readers with their inquisitive, anticipatory faces think if they only knew about some of the situations
            Sam had left to hop onto a stage, sometimes only hours before? For a second Sam saw her fist knocking on a plywood door, Are you in there?, turning the knob, surprised it was unlocked, the beige carpet. The dark Rorschach on it. How it was soaked in blood. How Sam hadn’t known until then how overpowering blood could smell. 

         
         “And now, all the way from Boston,” Monica was saying, “please help me welcome Sam Vetiver!” and Sam stepped up to the mic.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
A Waste of a Bed

         
         After the event Sam drove back to her hotel and ordered a room service cheeseburger, then stripped off the red jumpsuit and
            sat on the bed in her Spanx. It was such a nice big bed, a California King with crisp sheets smelling of bleach and all those
            extra pillows, and it was such a waste. Sam thought this whenever she stepped into a hotel room with her rollaway. Back in
            the day, she and her ex-husband, Hank, had despoiled many a hotel bed, but that was before Hank went to rehab. Once that happened,
            they pretty much had not gone anywhere at all.
         

         
         As she waited for her dinner, Sam embarked upon her second job of the evening: social media. She posted her selfie with the
            illuminated library sign across all platforms, adding: The Sodbuster tour has reached the end of the trail! Thank you to everyone who came out to hear me read. Next novel underway . . . stay
               tuned! She added book and heart emojis, tagged the library, her literary agency, and her publisher, and signed out.
         

         
         She checked her texts: a couple from unknown numbers that were political or dating app candidates; one from her best friend
            and codependency sponsor Drishti.
         

         
         
            
               
                  u done????

                  Hey D! Yep, the tour is officially over.

               

            

         
         The three dots rippled, and Drishti wrote:

         
         
            
               
                  congratz kid!!!! How do u feel????

                  Okay. Not **100%** looking forward to going home and getting back in the chair.

                  well but thats ur job!!!!! dont u have a contract????

               

            

         
         Can’t hear you, going into the tunnel, Sam wrote.
         

         
         Drishti sent three rolling-on-the-floor-laughing emojis.

         
         
            
               
                  how r u celebrating?????

                  Doing some coke and going clubbing, by which I mean having a cheeseburger and faceplanting.

                  u wilding

               

            

         
         Unless you want to say hi? Sam suggested hopefully.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Cant, kiddo, on shift. But c u manana at group????

                  Wouldn’t miss it.

                  kk text me when u get home!!!!!! & congratz again!!!!

               

            

         
         Sam tried her mom, Jill, next. This was probably a fruitless endeavor, since Jill was on a cruise with her brand-new sixth
            husband. Jill was pretty much permanently on a cruise. But she was the only mother Sam had.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Hi Mom! I don’t know where in the world you are, but I just wanted to let you know, the Sodbuster tour is done. Flying home tomorrow to start Novel 5. Wish me luck!
                  

               

            

         
         Sam waited, scrolling her email in the meantime. Three blurb requests; a workshop student submitting his novel pages; an email
            from her agent with a command in the header: CALL ME WHEN YOU GET HOME, ROAD WARRIOR!; a promotion promising to increase Sam’s book sales by up to 400%!—the literary equivalent of a penis extender. Finally the three dots rippled, and Sam’s mom sent her usual string of nonsensical
            yet sinister emojis: a penguin head, the ladder, and a hole. Jill had never quite gotten the hang of texting.
         

         
         “Who knew there even was a hole emoji,” Sam muttered.

         
         Her cheeseburger arrived and she ate it with gusto, swiping through her dating apps with considerably less enthusiasm. She
            did this twice a day, a necessary evil like brushing her teeth. Sam had been married for fifteen years, divorced for one,
            and in that time it had apparently become all but impossible to meet somebody in a human, organic, rom-com way like a blind
            date, or bumping heads when you both reached for an apple rolling down the street. Sam worked from home, and her publishing
            colleagues were, like her readers, 98 percent women and 2 percent men who tended to play for the other team. Unless Sam wanted
            to wait for a sexy, hyperliterate window-washer to come crashing into her living room, she had to swipe.
         

         
         
            Hi cutie nice Smile!!!!!! Wanna chat?

             

            I see your a writer thats cool! What do you write?

             

            Greetings! I, like yourself, am a Laborer in the Trench of Words. You may have heard of my bestselling sci-fi series The Wormhole Galactica, a Top 1000 Amazon Seller in self-published books! Would you like to quaff a libation?
            

             

            hey princess i can write on your tits with my special pen lololol call me at . . .

         

         As Sam closed the apps, she felt as she usually did after a swiping session: mildly beslimed and utterly despairing. Was there
            anyone out there like her? She weighed her phone in her hand. Drishti would scold her for the person Sam was considering calling. Her codependency group likewise. Even her therapist, if he hadn’t retired. But Sam was tired and lonely, and she had nobody to celebrate nor commiserate with, and only one person would get how Sam felt in this moment. She hit the videochat icon for her ex, Hank. 

         
         The phone rang and rang, and Sam was about to hang up when the screen suddenly burst into violent tumbling life. “Hang on,” Hank bellowed.
         

         
         “Okay,” Sam yelled back.
         

         
         She watched the ceiling and floor switch places as though Hank were on the sinking Titanic. Eventually the image steadied to show Hank sitting in a recliner on the halfway house porch, beneath a bare light bulb,
            wearing his Guggenheim T-shirt and a porkpie hat.
         

         
         “Heyyyy!” he said happily. “Look at you! You look fantastic.”

         
         “So do you,” said Sam, relieved to see it was true: Hank was shaved, showered, and sober. At least, he seemed to be.

         
         He took out a cigar and lighter. “Where you coming from, all dolled up?”

         
         “I just had the final event for my Sodbuster tour.”
         

         
         Hank stuck his cigar between his teeth to clap. “Bravo, Ms. Vetiver! How do you feel?”

         
         “Freaked out,” Sam admitted. “You know how it is after tour.”

         
         Hank nodded. Like Sam, he had the rare public speaking gene, and before rehab he had traveled nationally to showcase his work.
            Hank was, or had been, a renowned portrait photographer. It was how they’d met, Sam’s publisher hiring Hank to take her new
            author photo when Sam was nominated for the National Book Award.
         

         
         “You have tour postpartum,” Hank said now.

         
         “Exactly! I knew you’d get it. It’s so hard to go from the road back to the chair.”

         
         “At least you have the new book to dive into,” Hank pointed out.

         
         “I wish,” said Sam glumly. “But that’s the thing, I don’t. I have five months left until delivery, and I have yet to write
            a word.”
         

         
         Hank’s brows rose over his glasses. “That’s not good. What’s going on?”

         
         “I don’t care about the book,” Sam admitted. “I can’t plug in emotionally at all,” and as soon as she heard herself say it, she knew it was true. Many writers Sam knew based books on an idea, a story ripped from the headlines! or overheard by chance. Sam’s novels came from an emotional place—her bestselling debut, The Sharecropper’s Daughter, was ostensibly about an itinerant girl and her mother doing seasonal farm labor, but in fact it was about Sam’s childhood
            with Jill after Sam’s dad died, being dragged from home to home whenever Jill moved on to a new minion, as she called her
            husbands. Sam’s subsequent novels had been less successful, and Sam secretly suspected it was because each was more emotionally
            removed from her. The one she was meant to write now, The Gold Digger’s Mistress, was loosely based on her great-great-grandfather Ole Nielsen emigrating from Norway, navigating the deadly Drake Passage
            to the Gold Rush, finding a fortune, losing it all at poker, and making a reverse trip across the Rockies until he reached
            Minnesota, whereupon he married and had eleven children. It was a terrific story, and Sam could not connect to it at all.
         

         
         “I feel like I’m just reheating my leftovers,” said Sam. “What happens if I don’t hit a home run with this next book? Things
            are tough right now. Hercules could cancel my contract.” This was Sam’s publisher.
         

         
         “Oh, come on,” said Hank. “That sounds like catastrophizing.”

         
         “Because it would be an actual catastrophe,” said Sam.

         
         “Let’s try some evidence-based logic,” Hank suggested. Sam tried not to roll her eyes; Hank had picked up many behavioral
            strategies in rehab that were as annoying as they were useful. “How is this recent book doing? Have you asked Mireille?”
         

         
         “I would,” said Sam, “if I weren’t avoiding her.”

         
         “That sounds healthy. Why are you avoiding your agent?”
         

         
         “Because I already know what she would say.” Sam adopted a French accent. “Chère Sam, I complétement understand. Making art is not like making vacuum cleaners. But you have a contract, and you must honor it, or Hercules might
            revoke it. So get your derrière in the chair!”
         

         
         Hank laughed. “Trés bien.”
         

         
         “Merci,” said Sam. She’d been with Mireille for twenty years, longer than her marriage to Hank. She’d earned the accent.
         

         
         “Can they actually revoke your contract?”

         
         “Yes sir. And make me give back my advance.”

         
         Hank paused mid-puff. “I thought that was an urban legend to keep writers in line.”

         
         “Oh hell no, it’s true. They can sue me for it. Or they could, if I hadn’t spent it.”

         
         “Good Lord, girl, on what? Botox?”

         
         “It is called a mortgage,” said Sam, more acidly than she’d intended. Hank had been flush when they first met, but for much of their marriage she’d
            carried their Little House in the Berkshires and their other expenses too. The halfway house where Hank lived now was so filthy
            Sam peed in the bushes when she last visited, but it was state-subsidized, as were Hank’s groceries. He had no overhead.
         

         
         “You best get to writing, girl,” said Hank.

         
         “I know. But how? I’ve never been blocked like this before.”

         
         Hank blew a smoke ring and followed its progress toward the light bulb. “You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

         
         Ding! Sam could practically hear the timer that signaled the end of Hank’s interest. She felt a familiar irritation, more at herself
            than at him. It was true that she’d spent years of their married life proofreading Hank’s agency contracts, analyzing gallery
            owner communications, and peering at contact sheets to select the images for Hank’s exhibits. Not to mention all the time
            in emergency rooms, police stations, counselors’ offices, and Family Day at rehab. But Hank had been kind to her this evening.
            They were no longer married. He was under no obligation to Sam. And extended attention span was not a recovering alcoholic’s
            greatest strength. What’d you expect, kid, Sam could hear Drishti saying, you went to a hardware store for bread!

         
         “I’ll tell you one thing, you might have writer’s block, but you look like a million bucks,” said Hank. He made a horny Frenchman
            hon hon hon noise, but his voice was wistful when he asked, “Any chance of a visit?” He meant could Sam come to the halfway house, which
            he couldn’t leave with his ankle bracelet on.
         

         
         “I’ll check my schedule when I get home,” Sam promised.

         
         Hank sculpted the end of his cigar against his ashtray. “I sure wish I could be there when you land, Ms. Vetiver,” he said
            to it. “I still love you, you know.”
         

         
         Sam smiled sadly in the middle of the big empty bed.

         
         “I know,” she said. “I love you too.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Rabbit

         
         It’s August 2 and I’m parked in my usual stakeout spot in a thicket across from William’s causeway. From here, with the powerful
            binoculars I liberated from my bookstore—we carry them for readers who love their feathered friends, bundling them with the
            Guide to North American Birds—I can just make out the front of William’s house through the trees. But he can’t see me. That’s one of the most important
            things. The other is that he can’t come or go without my knowing it. Even if I’m asleep, the sound of his tires as he exits
            the causeway onto the road always wakes me. I know. It’s happened many times.
         

         
         Yesterday afternoon, for instance, I watched him depart for Portland, where he launched his latest novel, All the Lambent Souls. New books always come out on Tuesdays, I don’t know why, it’s just always been that way. But if you’re a big shot like William,
            the publisher sometimes allows you to get the jump on your competitors and launch on Monday. That’s what happened with William
            last night. He drove to Portland’s biggest indie bookseller, introduced his fifth novel to 250 of his closest friends in the
            church the store uses for large events, ate cake frosted with his book cover—that’s a lot of green icing—and drove home.
         

         
         My job was to make sure he was alone.

         
         Or take note of who he was with, if he was not.

         
         I was a little surprised he drove all the way back instead of setting off on his tour from Portland. After all, it’s two and a half hours from here. But maybe William wanted to sleep in his own bed one last time before all those hotel rooms. He’s pushing sixty, after all. Well, he will be in three years. Although age doesn’t seem to have slowed him down much, at least in one crucial respect. 

         
         Or maybe a bit. Because he came home alone last night.

         
         I was so relieved. I did stay up a few hours longer, just in case. Sometimes women arrive after he gets home. God knows how
            he summons them. Via the internet. Or apps. Or it’s somebody he met IRL who prefers to drive herself.
         

         
         Which is what William likes too. He doesn’t want to have to chauffeur anyone home, especially not from this remote locale.

         
         He doesn’t want them to stay.

         
         These are the throwaways, the ho-aways, women he meets at readings or art galleries and invites back for what he calls a saucy
            time. I’m always worried he’ll find one of them worthy of more than a night.
         

         
         But for a while now, they’ve all been discards.

         
         Thank God.

         
         Last night nobody came, and William is waking up this morning alone. I guess he’s conserving his energy for tour. Wise choice.
            Gotta be fresh-faced and ultra-charming for the readers. William takes his author responsibilities very seriously, I’ll say
            that for him. The writing life is his priority. It always was.
         

         
         I hear the distant rumble of his garage door rising and see light flash off his windshield as he drives out and parks. I raise
            the binoculars and watch him wheel his rollaway to his trunk and lift it in, along with a cardboard carton I know contains
            packs of breakfast bars—do you think William Corwyn would leave his health to chance on the road by eating vending-machine
            chips and snacks? No sir! No way. He brings his tour suits out next, two of them, both seersucker. One in case the other gets
            dirty. These he hangs from the hooks in his car’s back seat. Do you know how many male authors I’ve welcomed to my store for
            readings who are in jeans and T-shirts? All of them. Do you know how many have had food stains or ball caps or sneakers without
            laces? Most. Who wears a seersucker suit on tour? Who even owns one north of the Mason-Dixon line?
         

         
         William Corwyn, that’s who.

         
         He locks his house and performs his final household chore, urinating into the bushes near his front door. Like a wolf keeping
            other animals away. Then he goes to his car, sits in the driver’s seat, and puts on his sneakers. He’s been barefoot up till
            now, I know without looking. He never wears shoes here until it snows. How well I remember his feet, pale and flexible and
            spatulate as flippers. How he said, grinning, Here you go, you might want these, as he picked my panties up from the floor with his toes.
         

         
         And here he comes down the causeway. Even though I’m camouflaged, I slide down in my seat out of habit. It’s more prudent
            that way. Also painful. I slept in this car last night, and there’s a monster crick in my neck. I’m only in my early forties,
            which is not that old. But I’m getting too old for this sh*t.
         

         
         I see William’s profile as he pauses at the end of the drive, then turns onto the logging track and passes me. He’s in his
            prescription sunglasses and travel clothes, khakis and a light blue button-down. I still remember how those shirts smelled,
            how even in our program, when everyone else reeked of CK Obsession and cigarettes, William always smelled like a dry cleaner.
            Like starch.
         

         
         It has been a dry summer, and the dust plume his car raises hangs in the air after he disappears from view. I watch my watch,
            counting the seconds, the minutes. I’ll wait till he’s a mile away before I get out, drag the branches back off to the side,
            and follow. I know where he’s going, of course. His appearances are listed on his website. Still, I want to be on his tail
            all the way. You never know who he might meet on the road. I have to be vigilant always.
         

         
         Especially when he’s doing book events.

         
         And the tour for All the Lambent Souls officially kicks off now.
         

         
         Let the games begin.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Literary Cinderella

         
         The next afternoon Sam was back in her apartment in her yoga pants and T-shirt, her suitcase unpacked, her dry-cleaning bag
            so stuffed with red clothes that it bulged as if it contained a body. She sat at her desk in her study, face scrubbed and
            hair in its usual side braid, her favorite WRITE LIKE A MOTHERFUCKER mug full of dark roast. Literary Cinderella back from the ball, ready to do what any career writer would: Try try again.
         

         
         Sam opened her laptop. She said the usual prayer—God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, the wisdom to know
               the difference—and set her hands on the keyboard. She typed:
         

         
         
            Chapter One: Panning for Gold

         

         There. She was done. Could she be done? If only. Unlike many writers, who loved the Pollock splatter of first drafts, Sam
            hated beginnings. She much preferred having written and cleaning it up. She glanced at the wall above her desk, which was
            coated with magnetic chalkboard paint. Stuck to it were two things—her favorite quotation, from Winston Churchill: Never give in, never give in, never give in. And a photo of her adventurous, energetic, lucky/unlucky, and extremely virile ancestor Ole Nielsen. A man like a blade, thin and stern with the white-blond Norwegian hair Sam had had as a child. Sitting on his farmhouse porch in Minnesota, surrounded by his multitudinous progeny. 

         
         “Hey, Ole,” Sam said. “If you have any inspiration to send me, this would be the time.”

         
         Ole’s gray gaze remained remote. Sam returned to the keyboard.

         
         
            Ole Nielsen sat up on his haunches in Dead Man’s Creek and rubbed a weary hand over his eyes. His hand shook, and when he
               held it in front of his face he saw the missing nails, the dirt ingrained in the fortune teller’s lines. Protruding as it
               was from a wrist scrawny with starvation, his hand which for the last several months had held a panning pan
            

         

         Sam backed up and tried again:

         
         
            It was early morning in the California hills above Dead Man’s Creek, and when Ole Nielsen emerged from his __tent?__ the sun
               had just cracked like an egg yolk over the mountaintops
            

         

         Well, this was terrible. Sam got up and went into the kitchen to warm her coffee in the microwave. It was fine. Everything
            was fine. Sam was just out of shape. She never wrote when she was on tour. She’d been at conferences with other authors who
            did, including one super-successful historical fiction writer Sam had affectionately nicknamed The General because she got
            up at 5:00 a.m. daily to run sprints in their hotel staircases, then banged out a thousand words before they went onstage.
            When Sam was on tour, she conserved her energy for her audiences.
         

         
         
            The big Nordic man standing askance in the frigid waters of Dead Man’s Creek had ceased days ago to even feel his gangrenous
               feet
            

             

            Ole Nielsen hadn’t come all the way from Norway to Ellis Island to ___another ship___ down the __Mississippi?___ via steamer? Paddle boat? Canoe? JETSKI 

         

         “Jesus,” Sam muttered. But this, too, was part of the problem. Sam was not a Mad Libs writer, getting the story down first and filling in historical details later. She usually did at least six months of research
            before she wrote a word, so she could climb into her characters’ skins as if they were virtual reality suits and replicate
            their lives for her readers. Her tour had not allowed her much time to do this.
         

         
         Sam opened her browser to look up Norwegians in Gold Rush and got tractor-beamed in by her email, which she had been deliberately ignoring, in particular a message from her agent
            Mireille with the header: I HAVE BEEN CALLING YOU! PLEASE READ THIS!

         
         
            
               
                  From: Mireille Levenge

                  To: Sam Vetiver

                  Date: August 1

                  Time: 9:30 p.m.

                  Chère Sam,
                  

                  Félicitations on the Sodbuster tour! You are a road warrior par excellence.
                  

                  I have tried to call you several times and it went straight to voicemail, so I am sure you are writing. ;) Bien. I hope this is true! Once you have taken a breath, I would like to hop on the phone to discuss where you are with Gold Digger’s Mistress.
                  

                  I was calling to tell you I reached out to your editor Patricia yesterday to see if I could get your first-month numbers for
                     Sodbuster. Sam, there is not an easy way to say this, so I will tell it to you straight: they are not as we had hoped. (See attachment.)
                     Bien sur, this is not your or the book’s fault. Sales are soft industry-wide, and it is never easy to launch in summer. Add to this
                     recent consolidations at every publishing house, and you have un peu a perfect storm.
                  

                  I do not think this will necessarily affect you, given your track record. After all, you are “The Little Author Who Could.” Still, we must be prepared that Hercules House may tighten its belt, and toward that end, I want us to put all our energy on this next book. Vraiment, let us make Gold Digger a blockbuster!
                  

                  Do you have pages I might show Patricia? She asked for them. It would help convince her and the Hercules team that you are
                     producing and will hit your deadline, and that will help your standing in the house.
                  

                  Call moi if you want to discuss. Bisous, my favorite author,
                  

                  Mireille. XOXO

               

            

         
         “Oh holy hell,” Sam said, and slammed her laptop closed.

         
         She did what any self-respecting writer would do: took her coffee to the bar in her living room and poured in a hefty slug
            of bourbon. Then she paced her apartment with it. Sam’s beautiful first-floor condo in a historic Back Bay brownstone, a place
            she never should have been able to afford even with book sales and the occasional royalty—and honestly, she barely could.
            The only reason Sam had this place was that when she left Hank and returned to Boston, she’d wandered past this building and
            seen the Open House sign, and when she told the previous owner, a nonagenarian frowning at the hedge fund bros swarming the rooms, what she did
            for a living, the woman had thumped her walker and declared, “This property is now sold to the writer. She needs the bookshelves.”
            That had been that. Therefore Sam was in possession of eighteen-foot bookshelves, a marble fireplace she could stand up in—and,
            even with the special writers’ discount, a very hefty mortgage.
         

         
         She’d heard the rumors, of course. All summer, like thunder over the horizon, distant but getting closer. Of editors being
            fired, authors let go, contracts canceled. Shifts in the industry. This was hardly anything new: Sam had seen several such reorganizations in her twenty-five years as a professional author,
            the publishing mobile spinning and flinging people off into the abyss before settling uneasily into a new position. In the
            early 2000s Sam’s own editor, who’d bravely taken a chance on Sam’s blockbuster debut, had been let go. Sam had hustled all
            the harder, earning the New York Times moniker Mireille had cited, The Little Author Who Could: Visiting eight hundred book clubs with her first novel had apparently catapulted her onto the bestseller list and changed literary marketing ever after. 

         
         Yet Sam was in no way immune now to being cut loose. If she missed her deadline for Gold Digger, if the novel was bad, if its sales were soft, she could easily become a literary footnote. Only the biggest-name authors, the ones who could sneeze into
            a napkin and publish it and make the list every single time, could afford not to worry.
         

         
         Sam carried her laced coffee back into her study, past the hallway gallery of her framed book covers. On her desk were three
            things: an unlined notebook, a mason jar of disposable fountain pens, and a photo of her dad, Ethan. It was one of the few
            Sam had; a sad thing about parents who’d died was you could never get new images of them. In this 1970s Polaroid, Ethan was
            in the studio where he’d been a children’s television writer. He was so young he didn’t have a beard yet, although his sideburns
            were impressive. He was sitting at his typewriter, the Corona Sam still had in its mustard-colored tweed case, and smiling,
            a fuzzy puppet peering over his shoulder. His turtleneck had horizontal stripes. Sam had often wondered whether someone had
            just said something to make him laugh or if he was just happy.
         

         
         Sam had never wanted to be anything but a writer like her dad. Her earliest memory was jumping up and down in a bouncy chair
            to the sound of Ethan’s typewriter. She remembered the Sunday morning she’d left Hank snoring in their musty, vodka-smelling
            bedroom and driven to the market in her pajamas. How she got the New York Times and took it to the park, then sat on a bench with it and opened it to see her name and her book’s title on that all-hallowed
            list. She was by herself, but she was not alone. She’d looked up at the sun filtering through the little green leaves and
            said, Dad, this one’s for you.
         

         
         Sam reopened her laptop, closed Mireille’s email, and typed:

         
         
            Ole Nielsen hadn’t come all the way from Norway to Ellis Island to ___another ship___ that sailed south around Cape Horn, through the world’s most perilous seas in the Drake Passage, up to San Francisco—where he found himself coughed up on shore like___a thing coughed up on shore__, only to stand in this creek for months on end and come up with NOTHING OF WORTH AT ALL KIND OF LIKE WRITING THIS FUCKING BOOK 

             

            Ole Nielsen was finishing the last of his whiskey for breakfast when he first saw the one-legged prostitute crutching swiftly
               along the board sidewalk in front of the saloon
            

             

            Young Norseman Ole Nielsen had never known a woman could have hair under her arms until he first made the acquaintance of
               Dead Man Creek’s one-legged prostitute
            

             

            Ole Nielsen was drinking postcoital corn whiskey with the one-legged prostitute when he saw the GIANT FUCKING TIDAL WAVE COME
               OVER THE MOUNTAIN AND WASH EVERYTHING AWAY MY LIFE IS OVER JUST KILL ME NOW THE END
            

         

         Sam put her head in her hands. “What the actual,” she said. One-legged prostitute? It was time to step away from the desk.
            It was counterintuitive, but experience had taught Sam it was useless to keep pushing at this point. She needed oxygen, a
            shower, food.
         

         
         She responded to Mireille, asking for a call later. Then, as she was closing out of her email, click!, a new one slid into the queue. It was from a sender named William Corwyn—why did that name sound familiar?—and the header
            said, Admirations! The first lines read:
         

         
         
            
               
                  My dear, we don’t know each other, but I know of you, and in case nobody has ever told you: You write like a ninja.

               

            

         
         Whaaa? thought Sam. Whoever William Corwyn was, she felt fairly certain he should not be using the term ninja. Then she remembered: He was an author, published by her own house, and ridiculously successful. If he wasn’t one of the .001 percent who didn’t need to worry about being canceled, then he was on the next rung. 

         
         She googled William Corwyn, and sure enough, he was who she thought he was. His author photo showed a white man of silver-foxy
            age, with dark hair and little glasses, speaking into a mic. “You definitely should not say ‘ninja,’ buddy,” muttered Sam,
            “in case nobody told you.” She knew she should get up and leave. She needed self-care and focus.
         

         
         Instead, she clicked on William Corwyn’s message and read the whole thing.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
A Letter from William Corwyn

         
         
            
               
                  From: William Corwyn

                  To: Sam Vetiver

                  Date: August 2

                  Time: 7:30 a.m.

                  My dear, we don’t know each other, but I know of you, and in case nobody has ever told you: You write like a ninja.

                  I suspect that, as a white male of a certain age, I’m out of line using that term. I hope I haven’t offended you. If I have,
                     I hope you’ll forgive me and read on. If there’s one thing we might agree on, it’s that there’s a delicious pleasure in deploying
                     exactly the right word, isn’t there? A pleasure so sharp, so exquisite, it’s almost sexual. Le mot juste. Therefore I feel justified in taking the risk of using the term ninja to describe the way you write.
                  

                  You might be wondering, Who the hell is this man? How does he have the audacity to write to me? And why is he writing to me? You would, of course, be smart to ask these questions. Any writer would, and a female author, I imagine,
                     might have extra suspicions. (Note I did not call you an authoress, a word I despise for its smarm—do you as well? But I digress.)
                  

                  If you’ll indulge me, I’ll explain by spinning a yarn. Professional hazard.

                  A few years ago, when a personal tragedy befell me, my physician advised me to take up martial arts. It would improve my flexibility, my physical and emotional balance. Initially, I rejected this suggestion. At the time, I was considered an athlete—not Olympian, but I could run a six-minute mile, throw a TKO in any boxing ring, outrace the whippersnappers on the black diamond slopes. I’d still be doing all of those things if a tree hadn’t rudely shredded my knee on an off-trail ski course near Breckenridge—but again, I digress. 

                  When I took my doctor’s advice, it was because of the sudden dawn not of wisdom but of vanity. Middle age and a convalescent
                     lifestyle had expanded my waistline, and one morning while shaving I saw more than the suggestion of a double chin. I will
                     spare you the description of the contortions I went through trying to see whether I’d developed the corresponding rearview
                     condition, Old Man Butt. (If my ass ever looks lapped by wrinkles like the riverbed of time, take me out behind the barn and
                     shoot me. But a third time, I digress.)
                  

                  Off to tae kwon do I went. To my pleasant surprise, I wasn’t the oldest person there. To my chagrin, I was easily the most
                     graceless. For several classes, I was a miserable, dangerous failure, toppling over unexpectedly (I’m well over six feet tall,
                     so TIMMMBEERRRRR!). I was shocked that I was unable to balance. Every minute in that studio was an exercise in humility.
                  

                  From the first moment, I loved it. That is how I feel about your writing.

                  Samantha, I hope that in addition to forgiving my writing out of the blue, you’ll give me a pass for being a latecomer to
                     your work. I’d heard of you, of course. Your first novel, The Sharecropper’s Daughter, is a household name, and we share a publisher. My editor’s office is next door to yours at Hercules. (And is there anything
                     more exhilarating than entering that building, that four-story lobby with its backlit glass-shelved rows of first editions?
                     The temple of books. What is it about you that makes me digress . . . and digress and digress?)
                  

                  For years I told myself I wasn’t reading your novels because I’m a cultural Luddite. I never owned a Beatles album in the
                     ’60s nor a Saab in the ’80s. The laptop I use for writing is an ancient beast I purchased in the last century. Therefore when
                     everyone else was exulting, “Sam Vetiver—have you read her? You HAVE to!” I smiled and said, Thanks, I will. Someday. With
                     zero intention of doing it.
                  

                  I’ll now admit the real reason I didn’t. Sheer pig envy. And so well merited.

                  Because from the moment my editor thrust your latest book The Sodbuster’s Wife at me in her office and said, “You MUST read this,” and I forgot my book in my hotel room and found myself on a train north
                     without reading material, and I cracked your spine—I was enraptured.
                  

                  This passage from page 173:

               

               
                  Once it grew light again in the shed, Anja lifted her face from the straw to find the chickens had tucked their heads under
                     their wings; thinking it was night, they had gone to sleep. They stirred and clucked as she passed among them, and she thought
                     everything might come right after all, of the bread and goat’s milk she might set out for supper. She opened the door and
                     smelled green destruction, the grass scoured from the earth by the twister and trees snapped so their sap bled, the land ravaged
                     to the horizon, the goat dangling tangled from the branches.
                  

               

               
                  Willa Cather, step aside. This is but one of a Whitmanian multitude of passages I could cite, but then this letter would be
                     even more frighteningly long than it is. To select a few: I loved your bravery in depicting the pioneers’ slaughter of the
                     Sioux. I wept. The white man’s subsequent vengeful hanging. I raged. And the lovemaking by the wagon, the farmer mounting
                     his wife from behind as she clung to the wheel to keep from falling in the mud. Unforgettable.
                  

                  Your meticulously crafted syntax, your ability to time travel: every paragraph lulls us into a stealthy, hypnotic pleasure—and
                     then those last sentences, BAM! They deliver an emotional roundhouse kick to the throat. Hence I call you a ninja.
                  

                  As I venture out on the road with my own latest novel, All the Lambent Souls (and is there any greater pleasure in the world than connecting with readers? OK, I will stop apologizing for digressing,
                     since I am helpless before you), I’ll bring your book with me as a reminder of what’s possible. I know you’re in Boston, and
                     I wonder if there’s any way you might consider dinner with me while I’m there? Or at least grace one of my New England readings?
                  

                  Regardless, I thank you for your book. It’s so rare that a novel has changed me forever in some invisible but indelible way.
                     And you’ve done that. Isn’t that what we all hope for?
                  

                  Ever your admirer,

                  ~ William.

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5
The Virtuoso

         
         A week later, Sam found herself driving across Boston in a nor’easter to one of her favorite indie booksellers. This wasn’t
            something she’d normally do so soon after finishing her tour; Sam loved bookstores, naturally, but having been in so many
            the past month, she needed a break. However, she also needed a respite from Ole Nielsen. Sam had tried that damned opening
            chapter every way she could think of: first-person, third, omniscient, even from the one-legged prostitute’s POV. She’d started
            with Ole’s steerage experience on the emigrant ship. She’d chosen a scene from the novel’s middle. Nothing. It was like taking
            a run at a mountain of ice, getting a few feet up, sliding back down every time.
         

         
         And Sam might have had an ulterior motive for going to the bookstore: curiosity. William Corwyn was in town, reading his latest
            instant New York Times #1 bestseller All the Lambent Souls, and Sam needed to know, as William himself had predicted she might ask: Who was this guy? Nobody wrote missives like the one he’d written to her, nobody. Most writers received fan mail; Sam was the grateful
            recipient of reader praise about once a week. These messages were a paragraph or two tops. Nothing like the epistle William
            had fired across the bow, complete with page-referenced quotations. No writer took valuable time and energy from his own work
            for that.
         

         
         So what did William want? Did he have some ulterior writer
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