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Dedication

To everyone I’ve ever loved 
Thank you for teaching me how




Epigraph


John Keats, who was killed off by one critique, Just as he really promised something great [ . . . ] Poor fellow! His was an untoward fate;

’Tis strange the mind, that very fiery particle, Should let itself be snuff’d out by an Article.

—lord byron,

DON JUAN

One real reader is enough to persuade me of the meaningfulness of my work.

—dubravka ugrešić,

a muzzle for witches
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Chapter One

Parker Navarro

I arrived home on a crisp October morning to find my roommate, Arthur, heralding disaster.

He was sitting in our apartment’s front room, typing so furiously at the dining table that the laptop’s keystrokes ran together like a snare roll. This was the first warning sign—not so much the frenetic typing as the fact that he was out of bed. The clock had just hit 10 am, and Arthur Leung was the kind of borderline nocturnal computer person who never crawled into the sunlight before eleven except for emergencies.

The second red flag: his full-body twitch when I opened the door. Cat meets spray bottle. His head jerked up, and for a moment, he didn’t move.

Then he shook back his hair and declared, in the voice of someone whose kidnapper has told them to act natural, “Oh, hey, Parker! What’s up! How was”—his eyes lit on the bags in my hands—“the grocery store!”

“Um,” I said, toeing off my shoes on the doormat. “The store was normal.”

“You were going to get yogurt, right? Did you get yogurt?”

“I did.” I paused. “Was the yogurt an urgent thing for you?”

“No! It’s fine, it’s all good.”

I set the bags on the kitchen counter, still watching Arthur. In an interrogation room the guy would have folded like wet cardboard. He avoided my eyes, his foot bouncing so that reverberations went through all six foot three of him. Within seconds, a pale sheen had developed on his forehead.

“So,” I said slowly. “What’s going on, man? Is everything okay?”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. Before I could ask if his friends and family still had all their limbs, he slammed his laptop shut and said, “Don’t go online.”

My concern shriveled into a hard pit of dread. “Arthur. What happened?”

But I already knew the answer.

I knew that somehow, despite the emails I’d sent to my publisher begging them to prevent this exact scenario, Selina Chan at City Magazine had gotten hold of an advance copy of my second novel.

Four summers ago, you couldn’t get within spitting distance of the publishing industry without hearing about my debut novel. The book was called These Extraordinary Times, and three days after I’d started pitching it to literary agents, Bill Owens of the legendary Owens Agency had flown out to me in the Bay Area, plied me with hundred-dollar sushi, and told me—almost flippantly—“Oh, this book will be huge. I’ll see to that.”

A week later, he’d sold the manuscript for $1.2 million in a nine-publisher auction.

That month blurred with celebrations. Texts poured in from friends I hadn’t spoken to in years: holy shit dude just saw your instagram thats so sick lol!!! Emails arrived from my college professors: Dear Parker: I was pleased to read the good news about your novel. Many happy regards from the department. Best, Elias.

I could barely believe it—that after years of scraping rare minutes to write, of agonizing over every page, this dream I’d had since childhood was about to be realized.

These Extraordinary Times had sold to Lauren Nilsen, a seventy-year-old industry veteran at Coronation Books who spoke in long, elegant sentences over the phone, like she’d lifted her lines out of Daphne du Maurier. By January, a velvety-covered advance copy was commanding lines out the door at bookseller conventions, and by May, I was sitting for overwhelming interviews in which I tried to talk about the book and interviewers insisted on talking about me. Three months from publication, These Extraordinary Times was set to be the book of the year.

Then, on the morning of June 11, a critic named Selina Chan published her review in the online edition of City Magazine. It was my first major review.

This was its kindest paragraph:

These Extraordinary Times is a stupefying misfire, ten thousand fine sentences that heroically join forces to say nothing. Hardly does a scene begin to take shape when it’s blasted to pieces by some post-modern pyrotechnic—six pages of footnotes! an interlude told in the form of an Excel spreadsheet!—as though Mr. Navarro were embarrassed to catch himself engaging in that pedestrian work of the author: writing a paragraph that might interest a reader.

Within hours, the review was gaining traction, cross-posted everywhere online with gleeful commentary:

@wolvescandlesfelt: So glad publishers are spending $1.2 million on Baby’s First MFA Workshop Project, starring lines like “Through the delicate skin of her eyelid the organ itself felt grapelike.” Vomit :)

@servingkant: only two directives remain in contemporary literature, if indeed our modern letters can still be termed literature, which are to eagerly plumb new depths of the facile and to blithely elevate muck dredged from the collective artistic nadir

@sierrasnax: Lol this is why I hate when Asian authors write books aimed at white people … the self-hatred is strong with this one

@Patriot27Max: Don’t you love to see the left eat itself? This is what publishers get for selling out to woke novelists!

@LanaLanaLand: Okay but like, are we shocked? Yale is right there in his bio. What IS publishing if not watching rich, talentless straight men make millions living off their family’s money and using Ivy League connections to get their execrable books on shelves?

“But I didn’t make any publishing connections at Yale,” I sputtered to Bill over the phone. “My family doesn’t have—look, can I just reply to say—”

“Absolutely not.”

“But if I just—”

“Parker! No. You don’t say anything to these people.”

“But they have no idea who I am! They’re making up this idea of who I am!”

“It doesn’t matter. This is beneath you. There’s always been an element of complete idiocy in the culture. Repeat after me: It doesn’t matter.”

I splayed my hand against the wall of my apartment, the fresh paint squeaking under my fingertips. The response of the reading public seemed to matter a lot, actually. It mattered because I’d bought an apartment in North Brooklyn three weeks ago, when I was confident I’d have a steady income from writing, instead of, potentially, no writing paychecks for the rest of my life. It mattered because people were making assumptions about my parents, who had felt embarrassed enough when I’d paid off the mortgage on my mother’s house, and then on the soup-stained one-bedroom where my father had lived in the two decades since their divorce. That was the truth about my “family money,” and the truth, as far as I was aware, mattered.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, keeping my voice low and controlled.

“Correct,” said Bill. “Look, Parker, in some ways you’re lucky. These things are essentially unserious, but they can get nasty.”

“Nasty? And this is, what, fun and enjoyable?”

“No, of course not. But one critic who doesn’t like your style? You have to expect that if you write anything remotely interesting. What counts is that she didn’t go ad hominem.”

“I’ll write her a thank-you card.”

Bill barked out a laugh. “It’s tough, I know, but you’ve got to ride this out.”

So I sat back and watched the City review smash its way into the far corners of the internet. That was the Selina Chan effect. Two years ago, one of her raves in City had skyrocketed a future Booker Prize winner out of obscurity. On the flip side, her vicious pans induced this sort of instant backlash, like the recoil on a shotgun. You’d have thought she was some longtime titan of criticism, but in reality, she was only a couple of years older than me.

I began to feel a furious clench in my stomach at the sight of her headshot, an unrealistically flattering picture that some photographer had probably tweaked for hours in Photoshop: Chan with her arms folded on an enormous desk, wisps of black hair escaping from an artfully messy topknot, dark eyes set deep above high cheekbones, her mouth exactly symmetrical and unsmiling.

And, one by one, the rest of the critics followed her lead. “Bloated and exhausting,” they said. “Fails to justify its own existence.” In the end, the book I’d labored over for six years became a once-in-a-century flop, slinking in at number eighty-seven on the USA Today bestseller list for a single week before disappearing. I’d cost my publisher millions.

Still, I had two things that most writers didn’t: time and money. When I’d finished spending full days in bed and half joking about jumping in front of a train, I opened a new journal, and two years later, Lauren bought my next manuscript, High and Dry, for fifteen thousand dollars.

Obviously I’d asked Coronation not to send a copy to City. Still, sometimes, in weak late-night moments, I’d imagined Selina Chan reading High and Dry. I pictured her sitting in a Chesterfield armchair in some underlit mansion, turning pages with that uncrackable expression. I imagined her realizing that, to her shock, she loved what she was reading.

I fantasized about the rave she’d write, whose cool, precise sentences would admit how wrong she’d been about me. She’d write that I was in fact a once-in-a-generation talent, possibly a genius.

Then I reminded myself that I had better things to do than fixate on one smug, overpowered member of the literati, and I went back to loathing every atom of her being.

“Parker?” Arthur said. “You okay?”

I barely heard him. I’d sat down on our sofa and was staring through the window, watching the park across the street with its laughing families. The autumn light suddenly felt thin, as though each sunbeam were gliding down the length of a spiderweb.

“Hey.”

The concern in Arthur’s voice brought me back to myself. One look at the way he was approaching me, edging along the border of our rug with slow, cautious steps, and I knew he was mapping out strategies for the next weeks, shortlisting friends to invite me out, planning tactful questions about whether I’d taken my medication. He might even try to cook for us, a sign of real catastrophe.

“Yeah, no, I’m okay,” I said quickly. “Thanks.”

“You sure? Don’t get depressed over this, Park. She’s not worth it.”

“I’m not depressed. I’m just …” Outside, the yellowing oak leaves trembled. I pushed myself to my feet. “I’m kind of pissed off.”

“Really?” Arthur sounded pleasantly surprised.

“Yeah.” I strode to the kitchen and began wedging groceries into our overfull fridge. “I mean, she didn’t have to do this. She—she could have ignored the book. Right?”

“Right.”

“So why is she still punching down at me?” The freezer wailed as I forced in a sleeve of plant-based burgers. “Did I murder her in a past life?”

“Bro, this is exactly what I’ve been saying for three years! My theory is that she hates all books now. Like, she’s read too many of them and can’t feel things like ‘enjoyment’ anymore, so she has to take out her bitterness on the nearest target.”

“Maybe. I don’t know … Her other pans don’t feel the same.” I shut the freezer door and pressed my forehead against its cool surface, my frustration flickering out as quickly as it had kindled. “God, what am I going to do? Bill’s never going to sell anything else I write. I have a mortgage to pay.”

Arthur settled against the counter next to me. “Good thing the first one made you an overnight millionaire, right?”

I didn’t answer.

“Hold on,” Arthur said. “Hold on. Parker. Please tell me you didn’t secretly gamble your whole advance on fantasy football or something.”

“No, no. It’s …” I sighed. “So, my agent’s cut was fifteen percent, and forty percent of the rest went to taxes, right?”

“Right.”

“Then I paid off my parents’ places, and zeroed out my sister’s student loans, and—”

“Wait, for real? Elena or Christi?”

“Elena. Christi and my brothers paid theirs off already.” I gestured to the apartment. “And then there’s this place. I did a thirty-five percent down payment to save on interest.”

Arthur had never asked how much our apartment had cost, but he knew as well as anyone else that in this part of New York, a million dollars was pocket change. I could see him doing the math, realizing that my bottomless windfall would be gone within a couple of years.

“I’m so stupid,” I muttered. “What was I thinking?”

Arthur recovered. “Hey. Come on. You didn’t want your family drowning in debt, and you’ve wanted to live in New York your whole life. That’s what you were thinking.” When I didn’t speak, he shook me by the shoulder. “The City thing is going to blow over, okay? The book comes out in … January?”

“February.”

“February! Nobody’s going to remember this in February. Selina Chan is a professional name-caller. You can’t let her get to you.”

Despite everything, the righteous set to Arthur’s chin made me smile. He was a righteous person in general, a perennial activist who could never quite turn off the air of canvassing you for something. I’d always envied his certainty.

Arthur and I had met in a writing seminar at Yale. We’d both been working on irredeemable short stories revolving around “shocking” coincidences, which would have shocked no person with a working prefrontal cortex. He was a book publicist at Macmillan now, and he always managed to discover weird little novels I wound up half in love with. As long as Arthur liked what I was writing, I could cling to my self-respect.

He was still looking at me expectantly.

“Thanks,” I said. “Yeah. Maybe nobody will care.”

“There we go.” Arthur clapped me on the back and looped his shaggy hair into a ponytail. “We’re going to go to that cocktail thing tonight and not even think about it, all right?”

I let out a tired laugh. Arthur had been invited to a party celebrating the hundred-year anniversary of a publisher called Maynard-Roth Editions, and he’d been angling all week for me to join him. Right now, I felt about as sociable as a Carthusian monk, but if I’d learned anything from the last go-around, it was that sitting at home and marinating in self-pity wasn’t actually a useful coping mechanism.

“Okay,” I said. “I’m in.”

Then I retreated to my bedroom, pulled up the City Magazine website, and braced for the worst.




 

In Parker Navarro’s Sophomore Effort, a Search for Meaning in a Bus Driver’s Daily Route

BY SELINA CHAN

Life is full of punishing routine. Parker Navarro’s new novel, High and Dry, reminds us of this inescapable fact, though likely not in the way he intended. Over these six hundred pages, Navarro invites readers into the life of Dave Hernandez-Gretzky, a Houston bus driver who circles a single route, morning to night. When forty days of rain hit Texas, Dave holds fast to his preestablished patterns, retracing his assigned streets even while the water level climbs across the city.

A fertile enough premise … [U]nfortunately, the Parker Navarro writing High and Dry is very much the same writer who, three and a half years ago, perpetrated These Extraordinary Times, that paean to hysterical realism that felt plucked from the trenches of the early 00s. Navarro would like to use Dave’s routine to skewer the absurd circularity of the way we live. Instead, he winds up doing what he does best: subjecting the reader to hundreds of pages of shapeless musings … [a] maddeningly oblique, non-confrontational approach to what should be vibrant, dramatic material. … [I]f a writer can’t look uncomfortable realities in the eye, how can he satirize them? How can he expose the absurdity of life if he’s palpably frightened that people might call him absurd? How, most mysteriously, can Navarro write so much and communicate so little?

In one memorable scene, a lost seven-year-old boards Dave’s bus … [a] humane moment cut short by—and I wish this were a joke—the boarding of a mutant alligator who’s acquired the power of speech. Readers of These Extraordinary Times will remember this tic: the way Navarro subverts every promising moment, displaying a kind of miserable hypervigilance that makes even a skilled stylist painful to read. Possibly, if High and Dry were less desperate to make neurotic apologies for its own contents, it could adequately explore any of the thousands of thoughts that fly pell-mell through its shallow and obnoxious protagonist’s head.

With its unforgivable length and wild tonal inconsistencies, this is another novel in search of an idea from an author who mistakes bombast for wit. The most punishing routine of all might be opening a new book by Navarro, still wondering if he’s found something to say.

 




Chapter Two

Selina Chan

“It’s up.”

I reluctantly lifted my eyes from my book. “What?”

Kellie Cade, City Magazine’s other senior editor, had angled herself into my office in the usual way, her chin hooked around the doorjamb. “Your High and Dry review,” she said. “It just went up.”

“Ah.”

Kellie snapped her fingers. “Hey. Don’t do the face. It’s a good piece.”

“A piece that should never have been assigned to me.”

“Probably. People online are having fun with it, though. Maybe it’ll keep the click overlords off our backs for a week.” She tossed a glance down the hall. “Speaking of which: Hayden’s here for the meeting.”

“What? Why?”

“I don’t know. Firing the rest of us, maybe?”

“Thank you for that inspiring theory.”

Kellie cracked a smile that compressed her eyes into sly green dashes. “I try. See you in there.” Her hair whipped out of sight.

Alone, I exhaled and let Lauren Groff flip shut in my lap. Kellie had always been much more attuned to the thoughts and feelings of people online than I was; the closest thing I had to social media was a Venmo account. And contrary to what the internet surely thought about me, I didn’t relish the idea of people cheering on a negative review, especially for a book I’d never wanted to read.

I swept the advance copy of High and Dry from my desk. One look at its dusky, rain-shot cover, and my frustration began to simmer again.

I would never pat a writer on the back for what they might someday accomplish. That was a job for the supportive English teacher, for generous friends and relatives. But if I’d been forced at gunpoint to talk about that dubious concept, potential, I would have had to admit that Parker Navarro had it. The man could write a single-punch knockout of a sentence. The kind of description that makes a reader look up with new eyes at the room around them, freshly aware of texture, color, and sensation.

He also seemed perversely uninterested in making any meaning out of his balletic turns of phrase. He was Pavarotti singing on a non-sense word. Van Gogh run through a paper shredder.

The dizzying height of his potential—and the corresponding depth of the loss that these god-awful books represented.

I stood and tossed High and Dry onto the desk face down, exposing Navarro’s brooding headshot. Charcoal-gray sweater pushed to his elbows. Soft-looking hair that rose above his forehead. For an instant I imagined his shadowed eyes following me, a glint of accusation in that glossy black and white.

Ridiculous. I swept my laptop beneath my arm and strode out of my office, down the hall. To my left, the misty silhouettes of fact-checkers paced behind frosted glass doors. On the right, framed City Magazine covers lined the wood-paneled walls. Warhol-inflected sixties duplication. A screaming neon mouth from 1987. By the time I rounded the corner, I’d pushed Parker Navarro out of my mind.

I believed in criticism too much to waste time on guilt. When critics wrote honestly, the public could use us to cut through the chatter and find the books that would illuminate their worlds. But if we shrank back from our feelings, apologized and demurred, we were of no use to anybody.

I had one life. I wanted to spend it surrounded by excellence, by fine wine and dark chocolate and great reads. I wanted everybody else to have that, too. How many books could a person read in a lifetime? A thousand, five thousand, ten? A world without criticism looked like the thirty-million-title Amazon catalog.

Without criticism, I’d have died unaware of Asylum Piece, Anna Kavan’s strange, clinical story collection shot through with isolation and incomprehension, which Marcy D’Artagnan had raved about in City Magazine—a book that had saved my life at sixteen.

In a world without discernment, in the attempt to give everything a chance, you could die without tasting chocolate. I was not sorry.

I entered the library at 10:59 to Hayden singing out, “There she is. Our killer queen!”

I moved my mouth into something that could technically be called a smile and looked to the armchair in the corner. Seated there was a tall, sharp-chinned woman in her midforties wearing beige cashmere and scrolling through an iPhone the size of her face. Her name was Hayden Fairbanks. Back in April, when City had been bought by a venture fund named Nextward Capital Associates, she had become our handler.

We’d never seen her in the library, though. Her presence felt intrusive. Bookshelves ran corner to corner in this inner sanctum of the City offices, displaying the hundreds of authors—Ellison, Faulkner, Sontag—who had published work in our pages.

“The reactions are so good,” Hayden went on, to her phone screen. “I can’t believe you didn’t want to write this. Didn’t I say you were the perfect fit?”

Of course she had. I was used to the euphemisms. The perfect fit. The viewpoint we need. The truth was, as City’s only Asian American staff writer, I was all but required to write our opinion on everything from the continental diaspora.

No matter that Parker Navarro was third-generation Filipino American, the Californian son of Californian parents, while my parents had moved from northern China to Minnesota in the 1980s. Our backgrounds had never come within one and a half thousand miles of each other. But no one really seemed to care about this.

“Thank you, Hayden.” I sat stiffly at the round table, a pitted oak slab fifteen feet in diameter whose feet, four heavy claws, had notched deep footholds in a century-old Persian rug. When I’d started here, twenty-six of us had sat around this table during editorial meetings. Now we were down to fourteen.

“Deep breaths,” Kellie murmured, spinning her pen over the back of her hand.

“Working on it,” I said under my breath.

The clock hit eleven, and the door swung open. In swept our editor in chief with the embattled air of a general on day one hundred of the siege. Scott Goodwin had been City’s editor for twenty years. Every year he looked more and more the part, with his trim, graying beard and his rotation of well-cut suits.

He lowered himself into his chair, shook his expensive sleeves up his forearms, and interlocked his arthritic knuckles. “Good morning, all,” he said. His eyes strayed to Hayden but didn’t linger. “Let’s kick right off with features. Joyce, what have you got?”

We looked to our features editor, Joyce Crafton, a pixieish woman in her sixties whose tufts of silver hair stuck out from her scalp in every direction. This combined with her wide, unblinking eyes gave her a look of recent electrocution. “What do we think about Teresa Cagle?” she said. “I have an idea for her latest, Pathogenius—you know, with the alien frame narrative? I want to put it in conversation with War of the Worlds.”

“What’s the gist?” Scott asked.

“So”—Joyce adjusted her reading glasses with a jittering fingertip—“with the pandemic in mind, I’ve been thinking about barren environments. Safe from disease, but hostile to life: Is that more comforting or menacing? The way that both books—”

Hayden cleared her throat. The fourteen of us looked to her corner. She was still holding her phone near her face, as if she were about to return to an unmissable video call.

“Hi.” She broke into a wide smile, as applecheeked as a cursed Victorian doll. “I’m so sorry to interrupt the pitch sesh. So great to see you guys again!”

Nobody answered.

“I was wondering …” Hayden looked to Joyce. “Who’s this Teresa Cagle person? Path—what’s this book?”

“Oh, it’s wonderful, it’s called Pathogenius,” said Joyce quickly, shifting forward in her seat so that her glasses skittered back down to the tip of her nose. “It came out in July.”

“Okay! So, like, a summer blockbuster? Book of the season?”

“Well … not exactly. It didn’t get the attention it deserved.”

“Ooh. Bummer.” Hayden’s smile flagged. “And the author is …”

“Teresa Cagle. A real talent. Her first collection was in 2003. Then a novel in 2012 that, I think, was a finalist for the National Book Crit-ics Cir—”

Hayden, who’d gone back to her phone, said, “Right, I’m seeing the book. Wow. A dozen reviews on Amazon.” She scrunched her face into an apologetic wince. “I’m not sure, Joyce.”

I aimed a wearied look at Kellie, who bobbed her freckled shoulders. Apparently Nextward was no longer satisfied with emailing Scott twice a week to complain about our traffic. They’d stationed Hayden at the source to make sure our coverage had all the intrigue of unbuttered toast.

“Point taken, Hayden,” Scott said with audible restraint. “That said, Pathogenius is an excellent book. I’d be happy to send you a copy.”

Hayden laughed. “Okay, but seriously, what about the Top Ten lists Alicia did last month? Those performed.” She aimed an encouraging look at Alicia, one of our editorial assistants, who flinched. “What if you jumped in on those for a week or two, Joyce? We could use a few more in the pipeline.” Her nails clattered against her phone screen. “And I just forwarded everyone a list of books I’ve been seeing around. It’d be great to pop out some reviews for them while they’re hot.”

A dozen laptop track pads clicked as we opened the email, and Kellie disguised a laugh as a cough. Hayden’s list was immediately familiar, culled half from Barack Obama’s reading list and half from October’s highest-profile book club selections.

I kept my voice even. “Hayden, unfortunately we don’t have the bandwidth for this. Our review calendar is blocked out for the next few weeks.”

“Ah. You know, I’m so glad you mentioned output. I’ve been wanting to break open this conversation: How do we feel about using AI to increase the team’s content production?”

Deafening quiet dropped over the round table. Beside me, Kellie’s pen stilled in the middle of a doodle of Hayden. A blot of ink widened until it engulfed her left eye.

“We do not feel good,” said Scott, in a voice that suggested he wanted nothing more than to tar and feather her.

Hayden looked from shocked face to shocked face and let out a small laugh. “Everybody, come on! Let’s be realistic, right? You’re up against sites that are packed with AI. Of course we want to preserve the spirit of the whole project, but at the end of the day, this is a business. Dollars in, dollars out. We need more eyes on the site if we’re going to keep paying for”—she gestured at us—“this.”

She rose, hoisting her purse onto her shoulder. “Think about it! No one’s saying you can’t add your own little personal touch.”

As she headed for the door, she spared a brief downward glance for Scott, as though he were her unpaid intern rather than a man who’d shaped American culture for decades. “Thanks so much for letting me sit in, Scott.” She paused, keen-eyed, on the threshold. “It’s been so illuminating.”

The door shut, leaving crushing silence in her wake.

After work, I met my friend Jacob for a drink in the Meatpacking District, at an Italian restaurant as long and thin as an alleyway. We drank matching happy-hour glasses of house white, ten dollars per anemic pour.

“Scott won’t let that happen,” said Jacob. “Will he?”

“Scott would set fire to our office before touching AI.”

“Good. I need to know that your pans are made from allnatural, homegrown loathing.”

I managed to smile. “So, you saw the High and Dry review.”

“Yep.” Jacob laughed. “It, uh, didn’t sound like a very good book.”

“We don’t have to talk about it.”

“My lips are sealed,” he said. We clinked and drank.

Jacob and I had met on our first day at Columbia orientation through alphabetical fate: Selina Chan, Jacob Chau. Even then, he’d been handsome in a professorial way. Thick wavy hair, relaxed blazer, stubble. He’d been the sort of person you’d expect to adjust his glasses while reciting facts about Sartre. Which he’d frequently done.

Everybody thought something sordid was going on between us, despite Jacob’s five years of blissful marriage. True, we’d dated for about a month in our senior year, but it was hard to express the lack of romantic feeling I’d had for him since then. His passive, go-with-the-flow style of partnership had felt like some torturous psychological test—how could someone have so few opinions on how we spent our days?—and the sex had appalled me, a kind of limp-touched, romantic-whisper lovemaking that had made me want to go to a boxing class.

I’d known the fling was doomed forever when he’d asked me, with genuine curiosity, why I cared so much about the other students’ comments in a seminar I’d been taking.

“Because they haven’t done the readings, Jacob,” I’d said. “I can look at their faces and see they didn’t read the book.”

“So?” he’d said with a good-natured laugh. “Does that hurt your understanding of the book in some way?”

I hadn’t even known where to start with that. Jacob, Upper East Side–born and bred, might not have related, but I’d moved halfway across the country and taken on eighty thousand dollars of debt for that degree. It was fucking Columbia. I was supposed to be sitting in a room full of exceptional people who would try, who would care, in exceptional ways, not legacy admits who started every sentence with “Um, going off what Addison said.” But I could have tried for hours to explain my frustration, and it still wouldn’t have registered with Jacob in any personal way.

I loved him, of course. He was my best friend, and every day I admired his kindness and humility. I adored his wife, Cassie, a molecular biologist and rock climber who, with her mile-long list of travel plans and her desire to micromanage every detail, had always been a self-evidently perfect match for Jacob. And I loved walking into their apartment to see their one-year-old daughter, Lyra, finding new and creative ways to destroy their imported furniture.

“How’s Cassie?” I asked. “Wait—did she like the Isa Serrano book?”

“Not really her thing. She said it was ‘too crime-y.’”

“Too crime-y?”

Jacob made a calming motion. “Easy, easy. It’s the thought that counts.”

He was baiting me. I gave him an unimpressed look and sipped my wine.

“What, you’re not going to say it?” He sat up out of his usual slump to imitate my posture. “‘It’s not the thought that counts, it’s the execution!’”

“It is the execution that counts,” I muttered. Jacob laughed. “Got her.”

I broke into a smile. “What about the gremlin? Has she developed ethics yet?”

“No. I think she might actually be getting more evil.” Jacob covered a massive yawn with the back of his hand.

“You two still aren’t sleeping?”

“Nope,” he said dully. “She’s been having nightmares again.”

“I’m so sorry. Can I do anything? Edit anything?” I asked. Jacob was a grant writer for a global health nonprofit. Whenever he sent me a proposal for a final polish, I was acutely reminded that there could, in fact, be more urgent aspects to writing than beauty of language. “Or—let me know if I can babysit. Buy you and Cassie some time to nap.”

“Thanks, Lina.” Jacob rubbed at one eye with his knuckle. “I miss sleeping, but I miss doing things more. We spend half our lives, like, mumbling about when we used to go on dates. Let alone ride horses in Croatia.”

“That’s what you get for bringing the miracle of new life into the world.”

“Yeah, our bad.”

Once we’d finished our wine, we gathered our coats and edged down the restaurant’s slender artery. “Which way are you headed?” Jacob asked.

“FiDi. There’s some publishing party. Scott made us all swear to come.”

“You’re going to a party? On a Wednesday?”

“I know. But one drink and then I’m home.” As we emerged onto the sidewalk, the wind combed the cool evening air through our hair. I leaned up and hugged Jacob.

“Good luck,” he said. “Text me if you start hyperventilating in a bathroom.”

“Jacob.”

“Oh, how I miss College Selina.” He waved and walked north.

With the breeze humming in my ears, I watched him move lightly, purposefully back toward his beautiful life. We were thirty-four now and the novelty of Jacob having a kid wasn’t so shocking anymore, but sometimes, in moments like these, the difference between our lives hit me afresh. I’d be standing somewhere like this, alongside a road full of cars, in the black space beneath the old train line, watching the world move and change, feeling pinned in place. I’d wonder if I belonged in any real way to that world, where people tumbled pleasantly along in love, or if something about me was just askew enough to put me on the outside.

I caught myself before I got too wistful. Perspective, after all, came from being on the outside of something. Better to be out here and objective than inside and lost.

I buttoned my coat and headed for the subway.

The Maynard-Roth party was held at Cipriani, a venue whose two levels of gray granite columns loomed over Wall Street. In publishing, the place was best known for hosting the National Book Awards every November, but tonight the atmosphere was more casual. The cavernous ballroom had been cleared of the usual lavish dining setup. Instead, a hundred small high-top tables formed long aisles down the hall, and teak easels, at intervals, displayed four-foot blowups of Maynard-Roth book covers. Hundreds of people in neutral coats stood grouped around them, chatting over drinks, their profiles lit by the racks of stage lights that hung suspended from the seventy-foot ceiling.

I wound between groups and ignored the eyes that strayed to me. One person in my wake said, in a lowered voice, “Was that—?” I increased my pace.

At the curtained front windows stood tables of hors d’oeuvres, plus the bar. I bolted a few slices of cheese and swept up a glass of bubbles, but before I could retreat, an eager voice said, “Excuse me, are you Selina Chan?”

I turned, bracing myself. A pair of women holding champagne flutes were gazing at me with expressions of morbid fascination.

I managed a taut smile. “Yes. Hi.”

The woman who’d spoken was close to six feet tall and cupped her champagne glass as though it were a mug of hot cocoa. Bending toward me like a reed, she said, “I’m Eileen. I do data at Harper. I read all your pieces.”

As her friend’s head bobbed, my shoulders relaxed. So they didn’t hate me. In criticism you never knew who was carrying one of your less flattering sentences around in their pocket, nursing it like a bottle.

“Thank you,” I said. “I appreciate that.”

Eileen exchanged an uninterpretable look with the small blonde friend. Had I somehow, in five words, said something abnormal? That would be a record, even for me.

But then Eileen said, “This is my friend Courtney Mitchell.” Panic spread over Courtney’s face, but Eileen forged on: “Courtney’s an author. Her debut comes out next August and it’s brilliant.”

“Ah.” I nodded to Courtney. “I’ll keep an eye out. What’s the title?”

Her face turned bright red. “Oh, wow—thank you so much. It’s called Mean Streak. I hope you like—if you read it, I mean, not that I expect you to—”

“I’ll read it,” I said. “Congratulations on the sale.”

A profusion of giddy thanks, and they disappeared into the crowd. I wrote Courtney’s name into my phone and breathed. That could have been much worse.

After a full circuit of the ballroom and mezzanine, I’d found nobody from City. Inconvenient, since Scott needed to see I’d been here before I could escape. Moments later I’d been roped into conversation with an editorial director asking if I’d slide his author’s latest into my queue. “Selina Chan, out in public!” he exclaimed with the rare, brash confidence of literary extroverts. “A review from you, I know Jack would be thrilled …” Meanwhile, from over his shoulder, two men’s venomous glares were burning into my forehead.

None of it surprised me. I was less than beloved among novelists. Occupational hazard. Six months ago, Christian Gatehead had referred to me—on the record with The New York Times!—as “an insufferable little whiner delivering undergraduate-level analysis with the self-righteousness of a youth pastor.” Better characterization than anything in his past three books.

I did another round of the mezzanine with my glass emptying. I hadn’t eaten enough. What was I doing here, in a hall of people who looked at me and saw either a tantalizing shortcut to commercial success or the literary Antichrist? I never felt so far away from the point of literature, an art form built on honesty and intimacy, as I did at these events. To my left, a group of authors burst into laughter over a comment made by the bestselling writer among them. They gazed at her like they wanted to eat her.

I wished I were at home. As usual, I wished I were alone.

And when I stopped at the mezzanine rail and glanced back down at the ballroom, I wished I were anywhere on earth but here, because stepping over the threshold in a dark felt coat, spots of color high in his cheeks from the cold, was none other than Parker Navarro.

My breath stuck in my throat like a bone. I was seized by the absurd urge to run. Instead I stood utterly stiff, hammered down into place like a nail.

Navarro slipped out of his coat. He was lean and angular, the first author I’d ever seen whose headshots didn’t overstate his appearance to the point of unreality. He actually looked like that: debonair, something sorrowful about his mouth, like he was made for black and white.

Before I could move, he looked up, across the ballroom, and his eyes locked onto mine.




Chapter Three

Parker

It was her.

Selina Chan, in the flesh.

I stared up at the mezzanine as her eyes lasered down into me. She had one crimson-nailed hand curled over the rail and the other cradling a nearly empty champagne flute. Shadows the color of honey fell down the long lines of her throat, while a teaspoon of light pooled in the divot between her collarbones. Her hair was swept over one shoulder, a dark accent to her serious, delicate features.

Time distended. We might have looked at each other for a second or an hour.

Then the ghost of surprise vanished from her expression, and she looked away from me with a disdainful little turn of her head—and at that slight motion, such a powerful hatred pulsed through me that I felt as though my diaphragm had contracted.

Arthur nudged me. “Parker? What’s up?”

“Nothing,” I managed to say, but actually I felt like I was having a Joycean epiphany. For three years, I’d thought of Selina Chan as some force of nature, halfway between a celebrity and an omniscient literary god, but in reality, she was this: just some person, alone at a party in a well-cut jacket, who happened to have strong opinions.

What gave her the right to ruin people’s careers? Had she ever even tried to write a book?

What the fuck did she know?

Arthur was eyeing my expression warily. “Let’s get a drink, all right? The bar’s over there.”

“Right. Cool.” I followed at his elbow as usual, trying to appear normal. If Arthur found out Selina Chan was here, that’d be his night down the drain, too.

When Arthur left to check his coat, I knocked back the last of one old-fashioned and got another. No, I told myself, like I was my own disobedient dog. No, I wouldn’t approach her. I wouldn’t demand to know how she could have been more offended by High and Dry than by Christian Gatehead’s unreadable latest book. I was going to be a good little author who held his tongue and suffered in silence.

It was occurring to me that this second drink might have been a less than brilliant idea when Arthur returned. “Okay,” he said, rolling up his shirt sleeves. Arthur did pretty well with women already, being tall, but he’d read somewhere that women liked it when men rolled their sleeves to their elbows, and now he did so with an almost pathological consistency. “Sarah and Brady are here somewhere. Want to find them?”

“Sure, I just …” I scanned the crowd. Selina Chan could be leaving as we spoke, slithering back into her lair. I might never get this opportunity again.

I made up my mind. “Sorry, man, I need some air. The subway got me motion sick.”

“Oh, shit. Want me to—?”

“No, don’t worry! I’ll catch up with you guys.”

Outside, the cool air smelled of smoke, and a dozen people stirred on the sidewalk, cigarettes dangling from listless hands, drawing red shapes in the dusk. She wasn’t here. I retreated inside, moving faster. No sign in the ballroom or on the staircase to the mezzanine. If I’d blown this chance, I would seethe in bed for hours tonight. I’d wind up rereading her City profile for the hundredth time, hate-scrolling Google results for her name, looking for anything incriminating.

There was nothing to find, of course. She was too composed, too cryptic. She didn’t even deign to have social media like the rest of us sheep.

On the mezzanine level, a group of familiar-looking authors were draped over the balcony railing. Spotting me, one of them murmured to her friend, amusement playing around her mouth. I plowed deeper into the mezzanine. This was Chan’s fault, too. Thanks to her, I couldn’t meet anyone new in publishing without wondering if they thought I was some talentless avatar of privilege who’d never worked a day in his life.

I stalked down a deserted side hall and shouldered locked door after locked door. Then, suddenly, a door came open, revealing a long catwalk that spanned the back wall of the ballroom. At the far end, an exit stood ajar.

I crossed the catwalk, head low in the shadows of the columns. When I peered through the crack of the exit door I found, of all things, a small library. Rows of books leaned against each other in tall walnut bookcases, and above, paired chandeliers hung from the ornamental molding.

There, by one of the floor-to-ceiling windows, an empty champagne flute glinting on a table to her side, stood Selina Chan, her head angled down at her phone.

I pushed through the door. She looked up and saw me.

She grew still and alert, like a lioness hunched low in grasses. For several long, silent seconds we stared at each other.

Then she said, “I don’t think you want to do this.”

“Do what?”

She let the question hang, idiotic, in the air. We both knew why I was here.

“I’m serious,” she said. “Don’t start this conversation. Walk away.”

Her voice was exactly what I’d imagined: a cool, crisp alto. She seemed to use her tongue and teeth more actively than most people, reminding me of a snake’s hiss, a cat baring its gums before it spits.

On any other day, I might have taken her advice. But I could feel the liquor in my blood now, in my capillaries, rolling close to the surface of my cheeks.

“No,” I said, stepping deeper into the library. “I think you owe me an explanation.”

“The only thing I owe you is an honest evaluation of your books. That’s my job. And your job is to react professionally to reviews of your work, which means turning around”—she nodded to the door—“and leaving.”

Something began to beat rhythmically in my gut. “You want to talk to me about professionalism after what City published this morning?”

Chan dropped her phone into her purse with a casual flick of her wrist, then turned from the window to face me. Under the black satin blazer was a green dress that shimmered when she moved, and as the light played over her features I was disgusted to realize how attractive she really was, even more attractive than the evidently unphoto-shopped picture on her City Magazine profile. How was this fair? Why was the worst person in the world allowed to look like this?

“So,” she said, “you think my review was unprofessional.”

“Completely.”

“Okay. Tell me: What should I have done differently? Should I have lied? Should I pretend to enjoy every book I read? Is that what you want City Magazine to turn into?”

“No. Come on. Obviously not.”

“Then what do you want from me?”

“I want to know what your real issue was with my books!” I said, my voice rising. “I’ve read your other reviews, and—”

“What, all of them?”

“Yes. All of them.”

For the first time, Chan looked surprised. Her eyebrows flinched toward each other.

“And,” I barreled on, “you didn’t write about other people’s books like you wrote about mine. I want to know why.”

In the small contractions of the muscles around her eyes, I could see her deciding whether or not to give me a real answer. I felt a pulse of impatience, hating her composure. The slight tilt of her chin. For a single bizarre moment, I imagined reaching out, disrupting the perfect sweep of her hair.

Finally, she said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Bullshit.”

She shrugged. “My reviews speak for themselves. Obviously you can hang pretty little sentences on every paragraph just because you feel like it, but don’t expect to earn my respect like that.”

“I’m not trying to earn your respect!”

“Fascinating. Then why are you still talking to me?”

I set my empty glass on a desk with a clatter. “Maybe I want to know how you sleep at night. Maybe I want to know if you ever take a single second to think about the actual people writing the books you read.”

“Oh, here we go.” Chan snapped her purse shut, slung it over her shoulder, and stalked toward me. “Yes. Since you ask: I think about authors constantly. I think about what you say and how you say it. I think about what you wanted to accomplish, and how you failed to accomplish it.” She stopped feet away. Her eyes, as cold and dark as deep seawater, utterly devoid of remorse, bored into mine. “I don’t do retractions. If you tracked me down looking for an apology, it’s not happening.”

I’d never been a confrontational person. Growing up, I’d been the kid hiding in the back of the neighborhood bookstore, having slipped away from my parents’ dinner-table arguments, and well into my twenties I’d hovered around the fringes of every social circle, dancing out of my friends’ personal lives. The idea of me picking a fight was ludicrous. But as I stood there, staring into Selina Chan’s eyes, loathing her with an almost nuclear force, I suddenly understood the appeal. In that moment I detested her in such a pure, uncomplicated, almost ex-hilarating way. It was an anger that gave me a clear vision of myself. No, I wasn’t a saint, but at least I wasn’t this: a condescending narcissist who apparently thought that being intelligent and beautiful gave you license to look down your nose at the rest of the world. At least I built things rather than knocking them down.

“You must be such a miserable person,” I said, my voice shaking, “to get this kind of joy out of ripping people’s work to shreds.”

“Joy? You think I got joy out of your books? I was assigned to them.”

“But you could have said no to High and Dry!”

“Oh, really?” Her voice grew brittle. “I’m guessing you don’t subscribe to City.”

“Of course not.”

“So, you read the articles with a paywall remover.”

“Yes. I do.”

“In which case, maybe you shouldn’t be shocked that the magazine’s up against a wall, and the writers can’t do whatever we want.” Chan made a noise of cold disgust. “Authors. I don’t even know why I’m surprised. You pretend to care about the rest of the literary world, critics, bookstores, journals, everything—but at the end of the day, all that matters to you is flying to ten-thousand-dollar residencies and getting puff pieces in the media and padding your sales figures.”

“And you think that’s, what, frivolous? You think it’s shallow to care about being successful?”

“Yes. Shockingly, I’d hope that authors would care more about literature than moneymaking.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Oh, my God, are you serious? Could your ivory tower get any higher? Authors have to care about money-making! Before I got that book deal, I worked two jobs and trying to get a hundred words on paper was like pulling fucking teeth. So, yeah, excuse us all for caring about our futures. Excuse me for wanting to keep writing novels instead of going back to bagging groceries and living paycheck to paycheck.”

“You’re talking to me about paychecks?” Chan snapped. I’d finally struck a nerve. The mask slipped, her cheeks flooding with red. I felt an odd thrill, looking at the contorted shape of her mouth. “Is that a joke? The author with the seven-figure advance wants to make this conversation about finances?”

“Yeah, Selina, I do,” I said with a kind of savage pleasure. “You’re the one who brought up money like it’s so far beneath you, when—sorry, what do you think the
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