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Author’s Note

Tropesick is, above all else, a love story. But, within its pages, you’ll also find unfiltered explorations of grief, addiction, and forgiveness. I’ve done my best to handle these themes with the care and nuance they deserve.

If you or someone you know is struggling with addiction, please know there is help. I’ve pinned a few resources to my website, along with additional details about the content in this book.





Untitled Summer Romance

A Novel by Meredith Bradford

Author’s Note

Some might say, looking back at that very first page, that it was always going to be this way. That our hero and heroine belonged together, and the summer they were forced to spend in that lush seaside town was but a plot device—­an easy solve for a novel that perhaps should’ve never been written at all. That the challenges they faced were merely obstacles dispatched by a clever hand hell-­bent on raising the stakes of their love story to make it matter. To make it mean something. To make it stand the test of time.

To those readers, I simply say, look closer. The path to happily ever after is rarely a straight line. And every love story—­no matter how predictable—­is always, always earned.

Yours,

M.B.






Prologue
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Katie

July, Eleven Years Ago

Long Island

The high afternoon sun glinted off the ocean. The sky, blue. The air, thick. The seagulls, raucous. Between Tyler and me, as usual, was a foot of easy distance—­plus a few pens and pencils and two bags of stale salt-­and-­vinegar chips.

I closed my notebook and, for a moment, glanced over at him. At the line of his jaw, the brim of his ball cap, the way the tendons in his forearm tightened when he scribbled in his journal. It was black, of course—­and college-­lined.

“You good?” he said. “You stuck on that chapter again?”

“No, I’m fine, I . . .” I sifted a few fingers through the hot, grainy sand. “I just really like doing this. That’s all.”

“Writing?”

“Yeah. No. Well, yes, but it’s more than that.” I bit down on my bottom lip. “I really like doing this . . . well, with you.”

He threw a chip at me. “Okay, weirdo. Get back to work.”

I threw the chip right back. “I’m not a weirdo! I’m just saying it’s nice! Can’t I just say something’s nice if I think it’s nice? Is that against your tortured boy code or something?”

He chuckled, shaking his head as he cracked open his soda. Both of us, now, were looking straight out toward the horizon. He took a long sip from his can, then another. We must have sat there for a whole minute, completely silent. When he finally spoke, he didn’t turn to me.

“Fine,” he said.

“Fine? Fine, what?”

“Fine, it’s nice, okay? You’re right. This is nice. This is nice, and I like doing it. Are you happy? Is that what you wanted, Katie?”

I grinned, then clicked my pen twice and—­eyes crinkling—­got back to my notebook. Got back to writing my story. But when he did the same, I swear, he shifted just a bit so that we were ten inches apart instead of twelve. So that when he reached for his next chip, when he turned to me a little more to tell me all about the very important scene he’d just drafted, his knee finally, finally grazed mine.
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Katie

Present Day

New York City

Still no sign of her?” Lola asked, sliding me a second cold brew. Through the café’s window, the afternoon sun beamed, warm and bright.

I shook my head, then sat back down at my usual table and refreshed my email for the thousandth time. Abigail Stephens, my new writing partner, was supposed to have been here an hour ago, at one o’clock on the dot. But she was not here, and she was not picking up her phone, answering my emails, or responding to any of the fifty very chill, emoji-­drenched messages I’d sent to the half-­dozen socials we both maintained.

“I’m sure she’ll show up soon,” I said, as if the café wasn’t completely deserted. As if it wasn’t just me and Lola, my rose gold laptop, and my six different feather pens in here. As if it wasn’t the Friday before Memorial Day weekend, and we weren’t smack-­dab in the middle of the Upper East Side. “She’s probably just stuck on the train or something.”

Lola shrugged, wiping down the counter as I pressed my laptop’s enter key yet again. This time, it actually worked. There was an email from Selma, Meredith’s agent.



Katie,

Sorry this is so last minute. Apparently, Abigail just got a job offer from HBO, and I’m afraid she’s already on a flight to LA. Unfortunately, all the other writers I’d shortlisted to help you with this next book had other projects lined up. I was able to find someone local, though—­a literary fiction author whose manuscript came to my attention recently.

I know he’s not a romance writer, but he’s eager, went to an Ivy, has published a few high-­profile short stories, and wrote a very strong book that, despite being about nothing, I might soon offer to represent. A few days of reading within the genre, and maybe a crash course in commercial story structure, and he’ll be as good as anyone. I promise.

Sorry again for the last-­minute change of plans, but we’ve got no time to waste. I told him where to find you.

Great. Exactly what I needed, some fancy-­pants pseudo-­novelist who had no clue what he was doing. Of course, this was part of the deal, ghostwriting for Meredith Bradford—­a job that, if we’re being completely honest, was both an absolute blessing and a total shit show. I’d never actually met Meredith, but since graduating from college three years ago, I’d penned six books under her name, and every project had come with its own set of challenges: Rapidly narrowing deadlines. A constantly swirling rumor mill about Meredith’s whereabouts. An entire year during which everything I’d written was, per her publisher’s request, pretty much Oregon Trail fan fiction. And now, thanks to a fifty-­thousand-­word dud left unfinished by another contractor, Selma needed this next manuscript completed in half the time, hence the whole partner thing.

And so I was rolling my eyes, chugging my coffee, and about to begin complaining about all this to Lola, who was using her brand-­new master’s degree in Gender Studies to smoosh a premade caprese sandwich into an electric panini press because New York City, when it happened. When everything I’d spent the past eight years trying to forget roared right back into my life.

“Katie?”

I knew the voice.

I knew the voice before I’d even looked up.

“Katie,” it said again as my heart began to race. As my jaw began to ache. As my knotted, twisted stomach tumbled to my platform-­sneakered feet.

Lola walked out from behind the counter. “Well, you don’t look like an Abigail.”

Lola was extremely open-­minded and infinitely cooler than I was, so this was an unusual thing for her to say, but she was also entirely correct. Standing in front of us was not the very pretty, very-­into-­Squishmallows Vassar graduate from St. Petersburg, Florida, we’d been internet stalking for the past three days.

It was Tyler McNally.

And I knew him like the back of my hand.

He looked different, of course. Nearly eight years ago, I’d tried to remove every reminder of him from my brain, my body, and my social media feed. The last part, at least, wasn’t very hard. Tyler never had any socials—­too cool for that—­and, by the time he’d turned nineteen, didn’t really have any friends left either. And still, that first year, every time my phone buzzed, my inbox dinged, or the doorbell to my new house rang, a not-­so-­small part of me believed it’d be him. That he’d come back for me. That he was ready to explain all my pain away. But he never, ever did.

He’d become a ghost to me. The face of a thousand memories I’d no choice but to push away and keep under lock and key.

But in this very moment? Now? I was twenty-­five years old, and I was shaking, and the skin on my throat was hot and splotchy and not enough to cover me, to cloak me. It was not enough to protect me from the fact that I was still me and Tyler was still Tyler, except twenty-­seven, he must’ve been twenty-­seven, and with sleeve tattoos, a five-­o’clock shadow, and artsy black glasses covering that same set of hazel eyes that would not, would not, would not look at me.

Lola, brow furrowed, put her hand on my shoulder. Tyler continued to stare at the ground. He was shaking his head, chewing on his bottom lip, twisting a watch I knew was his father’s around his all-­grown-­up wrist.

He opened his mouth to speak. “I . . .”

I was frozen. Silent.

“I didn’t know,” he said, and then he came a step closer. His hands, hovering there like an oath. I flinched, and he took two steps back. “I didn’t know it was you.”

I closed my eyes. For a moment, that first summer unfurled—­hot and soft and so, so stupid. And then, in a flash, it was replaced by the only scene that mattered. The only one I’d allowed to stay seared in my mind.

I was seventeen. Everyone was crying. Everyone except for Tyler, who was standing there in a suit that did not fit, his face expressionless and his arms drooped. My mom was wailing, every howl straight from her heart: a guttural, high-­pitched ache. The kind that stays with you, scrapes at you, claws at the last few quiet parts of your brain when you’re trying to forget. When you’re trying to become somebody new. When you’re trying to pretend you didn’t come from where you came from. That you’re not always going to be that second child. That, one day, you’re going to matter. That, one day, you’re not going to feel so alone.

“Katie,” Lola said. “What’s going on? Do you know this guy?”

I opened my eyes.

“He was my brother’s best friend.”

Lola’s grip on my shoulder fell limp. “You’re—­You’re Tyler?”

He nodded. “I, um . . .” He looked my way. His gaze, broken and sorry and entirely different and exactly the same. “Can we talk? Can we maybe go somewhere? Please?”

I made a sound. And then, before its echo could ring between my ears, I bolted out the café door.

[image: ]

Lola got back to the apartment around sundown. I was slumped on the fire escape in the same clothes as earlier: a hot pink crop top, matching bike shorts, and a bedazzled headband. The whole look categorically wrong for dissociating to someone else’s sad girl play­list on the eve of the first unofficial day of summer. But what other choice did I have? Everything I owned was like this, and so I was just sitting there, head tipped back against the windowsill, dressed like a redheaded extra from the opening dance number of Barbie, staring straight into the melting New York evening. Lola sat down next to me with a shitty bottle of rosé and exhaled.



“You okay?”

I shook my head no. She frowned, then handed me the bottle and softly scratched my forearm while I counted my breaths: one, two, three, four. I took a long swig, then passed the wine back to her and focused only on what I could see: the mustard yellow of her overalls, the lapis threading of her anklet, the bright white nail polish I’d painted onto her toes, and the way those colors popped against her dark brown skin.

Lola was the only person in my current life who knew the truth—­who knew what really happened. And, honestly, the other version of the story had never really felt like a lie. Anytime I’d go on a first date or chat with a new copyeditor, I’d say the same thing: That I was an only child. That my parents and I left Long Island after my junior year of high school. That my dad was a retired elementary school principal, and my mom was in nonprofit work. That they didn’t make it down to the city very much, at least not to see me.

“Do you want me to text everyone?” she said. “I told them you weren’t feeling well—­that we probably wouldn’t make it.”

I nodded. She pulled out her phone, whittled off a few whooshing messages, and then looked at me. Tears burned my cheeks.

“What are you going to do?” she said.

“I have no idea.”

Lola blew out a breath. I downed another gulp, and for a minute, we simply passed the bottle back and forth. Eventually, she broke the silence.

“I mean, in defense of teenage you, he’s objectively gorgeous.”

“Yeah.” I yanked a scrap of gold foil off the bottle’s neck, then wiped the tears off my face. “I’m aware.”



I didn’t sleep much that night.

It was hot. Not even June, and already, thick and breathless summer slipped through the cracked-­open windows of our apartment. Above me, twinkle lights flickered like dusty old stars, dotting the borders of a tulle canopy I’d had since college. Cars rolled by, but really, it was almost quiet. It was Eightieth and York, after all, and three in the morning.

The room divider that bisected our studio was suggestive only. A random sidewalk find: bamboo and rattan, potentially vintage, but probably from World Market. Every time Lola tossed or turned or got up to pee, I closed my eyes and lay very still. But for the most part, she snoozed peacefully; her breathing, a metronome.

I reached for my glowing phone.

Selma again. She was on Pacific Time. I was Selma’s most cherished ghostwriter, and it wasn’t particularly close. Probably because I was the only one she’d ever hired who didn’t actively want to publish under my own name. It kept me focused—­and it kept my best work on Meredith’s page.

How’s my favorite insomniac? What did you think of Tyler? He’s adorable, right? In that brooding, tortured way? Anyway, can you two get me an outline in a week? Meredith’s being more insane than usual, and her publisher isn’t happy, so the sooner, the better.

I inhaled.

I exhaled.

I tried to be a big girl.

When that didn’t work, I hurled my phone—­anthropomorphic Care Bear case and all—­across my half of the room. It landed on a sequin leotard abandoned atop an inflatable chair.
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Tyler

Arthur took a drag of his cigarette.

“You should’ve turned down that job, kid. That was a mistake, showing up there. That’s not what we do.”

I hung my head, pulling a Marlboro Red out of his soft pack and rolling it between my still-­shaking fingers. I could barely feel its seam or the rough, blunt edge of its filter. Arthur raised an eyebrow but said nothing. I hadn’t smoked in three years.

“I didn’t know it was her,” I said. “I wouldn’t have gone. I wouldn’t have said yes.”

“How could you not know? Did this agent lady really not give you her name?”

I flicked his lighter a couple of times but left the cigarette unlit. We were sitting on the stoop of a church tucked off Lexington, unpacking every detail of my very bad day. Bad enough, apparently, that we were skipping Chinese food a few blocks over with Pedro, Cal, and whoever else felt like joining us that particular Friday night. My life, you’ll see, was kind of unusual for a twenty-­seven-­year-­old.

“No, she did, but it was just her email address. I barely looked at it. It said Katie May, and . . .”

“May?”

“I don’t know, man. It’s her middle name. I didn’t put any of it together. I just got this email from the agent out of nowhere, and then we had a quick call, and that was that. The whole thing was a blur. I just signed a contract and got on the train.”

Arthur leaned against the wrought iron and smirked.

“What?” I said.

“You’re lucky you’re so pretty, McNally. Because you sure are dumb as rocks.”

“Fuck you! You can’t use email either! You’re, like, a hundred years old! You tried to fax me once!”

Arthur, chuckling, reached for his cane and slowly rose to his feet. Smoke lingered around him in lazy puffs trapped by the humid summer sky. I was still sitting there, unlit cigarette twisted between my fingers, as he began to walk away. When he turned back to me, his smile was gone.

“Leave that girl alone, all right?”

I gulped. The supercut of my afternoon, playing back on repeat. Those same three frames, burned into my brain. Katie, frozen. Katie, frowning. Katie, flying out the café’s door. I closed my eyes, clenched my fists, and tried to make the film stop.

“I need the job,” I said. “I need the money. And this agent, she could change my life. She’s not like my old one—­Selma’s legitimately famous. She could finally sell my book. And Katie, she doesn’t understand. She thinks I’m a terrible person. She thinks—­”

“I know it’s your dream, but you’ve got to find another way. It’s not worth it.”

“But I . . .”

Arthur took a long, last puff and shuffled into the New York night. A fluorescent Walgreens, his floodlight. I put my head back in my hands.

“Any other way, Tyler. Any other way, and any other girl.”
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Katie

I spent the next morning where I spent most of my mornings: at the cycling studio a few blocks from my apartment. My neighborhood offered virtually every workout imaginable, and I’d tried them all twice. Still, when it came down to it, nothing left me as nameless, brainless, or separated from myself as pedaling on a bicycle to nowhere for two out-­of-­my-­budget, electropop-­blaring rides in a row.

After class, I showered, slathered myself in bronzing moisturizer, put glitter on my eyelids and shimmer on my lips, then twisted my hair into two topknots secured by heart-­shaped clips. I grabbed my stuff from my locker, slipped out with my head down to avoid my usual half hour of small talk, and made my way to the café, calves still quaking and heart still shaking.

Lola was outside, inspecting a crate of oat milk.

“He’s back,” she said.

“What?”

“The boy. Tyler. He’s been here all morning.”

Something wet and bitter pushed up my throat. I closed my eyes and swallowed, forcing whatever it was back down. I hadn’t eaten since I’d scarfed a stale muffin for lunch yesterday, and between last night’s wine and zero minutes of sleep, my two hours of maniacal exercise, and the whole surprise, Tyler-­is-­back-­in-­your-­life scenario, everything was spinning, sour, and scraping at me, inside and out.

I opened my eyes. Through the picture window—­Georgina’s, it announced in hand-­painted cursive, emerald and white—­was Tyler McNally, all crooked lips and furrowed brow and weathered cap. He was just sitting there, tapping his fingers on the table in the café’s farthest, coziest corner.

“I can’t.”

“Katie,” Lola said. “If you don’t want to work with him, that’s totally valid. I understand, I really do. And I am one hundred percent on your side. But you still need to go in there and handle this like a professional adult. Either go talk to him or find a way to explain it to Selma. You’re, like, catatonic.”

“Fine,” I said, pulling open the door. I took a deep breath, pushed down my shoulders, and stepped inside. “I’ll deal with it.”

[image: ]

Tyler stood up as soon as I entered.

“Katie . . .”

“I don’t want to see you, ever.”

Now it was Tyler’s turn to close his eyes. “Katie, listen,” he said. “I didn’t know it was you. I spent all night looking for another job. I’ve been looking for months, I swear. It’s just I’m a teacher now. I teach English, and I don’t get a paycheck until September, and this pays twice as much as anything else out there. It’s impossible to find anything seasonal, and I have all these manuscripts I can’t sell, and I lost my agent last year, and—­”

“I cannot begin to explain how little I care about you getting dropped by your agent.”

He gulped, then took a step toward me. I took two back.

“What happened after the funeral,” he said. “You have to believe me, I never meant—­”



“I don’t want to talk about it. It doesn’t matter. I’ve moved on. I just . . . I don’t want to do this. I can’t have you here. This is my world. This is my life.”

Tyler’s mouth was twitching. His eyes were soft, and his palms were turned. For a moment, I almost fell right back into those arms, into those hands, but it was just a flash. It was just the old me, imagining a version of him that was never there at all.

I clutched my elbows as he began to reply. “If you’re wondering,” he said, “why I never reached out. If you’re wondering why I disappeared, why I—­”

“I don’t wonder about you, Tyler. I don’t think about you at all. Not every girl on this planet sits around and wonders about you. It’s been eight fucking years. I’m an adult, and I have a life now. A life I actually like. This job matters to me. And I’d appreciate it if you’d email Selma, bow out, and let me have this one good thing.”

“Okay,” he said.

“O-­okay?”

“Yeah,” he said, and just like that, he closed his laptop, thanked Lola for the coffee, and was gone. Before the door swung shut behind him, he muttered something. I was lightheaded and dehydrated, and everything was still upside down and strobing and sour, and I wasn’t sure what he’d said or why he’d said it or whether he’d meant for anyone else to hear it, but it didn’t matter anyway, because all I’d picked up was a single word.

All I picked up was:

You.
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Tyler

I called Selma that afternoon, sweat still dripping down my neck, blood still caked onto my cracked-­raw, chalk-­covered knuckles. I was home now, but I’d spent the past four hours at my gym across town, pummeling the shit out of a punching bag, trying to breathe. Trying to turn the past eleven years—­the past twenty-­four hours—­inside out. Trying to pretend I’d never opened that email, stepped foot in that coffee shop, or seen that look on Katie’s face.

“You’re not quitting,” Selma said.

“What?” I’d been pacing around my shoebox of a bedroom—­exactly what you’re picturing: a twin-­size mess with a cluttered desk and paper-­thin, probably unpermitted walls—­but with that, I came to a halt. A door swung open on her end of the line. A whoosh of air. Wind chimes. Rustling.

“You’re not quitting,” she said again. Something clucked in the background. A chicken? A rooster? “You signed a contract. It’s binding. I have a deadline.”

“I understand. But it’s complicated. It’s—­”

Selma cursed then. Not at me, not directly, anyway. There was more clucking, more profanity. A moment later, she exhaled. “Do you know,” she said, “how many copies of a new Meredith Bradford novel sell on publication day?”

“No, I—”

“A million,” she said. “A whole goddamn million.”



I nodded but said nothing. She could not see me, and it did not matter. It was, somehow, an audible nod.

“Do you know how I get paid, Tyler?”

Another nod. Literary agents took a standard 15 percent cut of whatever their clients brought in. In other words, they only made money when their talent made money.

“I do not,” she said, “have the luxury of finding Katie anyone else. I have a publisher breathing down my neck. I have fourteen weeks to get them a clean manuscript. I’ve got projects going to auction. I’ve got a partner who bought a hundred-­acre working ranch that’s costing me an arm and a leg. I’ve got three authors in breach of contract and two others whose manuscripts I promised to have read yesterday. I need you to make my life the slightest bit less impossible. I need you and Katie to write this book.”

I did not say what I was thinking: that there must have been thousands of more qualified authors who could spin together a solid romance in a month or two, tops. I did not say anything. I didn’t get a chance to. Because Selma was still talking.

“I thought you wanted this, Tyler. I thought you were serious about your career.”

“I . . . I am.”

“Are you? Because publishing is a small world. And I wouldn’t want your reputation to take another hit. I wouldn’t want—­”

“No, no. I’m serious. I’m so serious.” Through the stretch of afternoon light sneaking between the iron bars of my barely there, garden-­level window was today’s freeze-­frame: Katie’s puffed-­up chest, at war with her fallen face. Her voice, firm but failing, and so, so clear: Go, quit, leave. If she just would’ve listened. If she just would’ve let me explain. “I can do this. I swear, I can do this.”



Selma sighed. “I’ll tell you what. Write me this book, and I’ll take yours back to market. Just clean it up, all right? It’s a little too weird. Make it thirty percent less disorienting and fifty pages shorter, and I’ll find a way to sell it.”

“You will? You mean it?”

She was quiet for a moment. Another chicken clucked.

“I mean it,” she said. “Do me this favor, and I’ll sell your book.”

[image: ]

Later that night, I texted Katie very carefully. My new number to her old one.

Selma said no.

She responded at once.

Then don’t show up. Disappear.

I winced, then wrote, Katie, come on. Let’s talk. I can meet you wherever. I can try to explain what happened, okay?

A blink later, this: Tell her you have to go to rehab or something.

I clenched my jaw and typed out, What the fuck is your problem? but did not send it. After all, I knew what her problem was. Me.

Instead, I replied, Please, just meet me somewhere. Hear me out. I never meant to hurt you.

Just as fast, she wrote, Sounds like you’re really torn up about the consequences of your own actions, Tyler. Why don’t you repeat your senior year of high school, write an essay about your coming-­of-­age experience, and magically get into Brown?

Suddenly, my fists were hot, my throat was dry, and my pulse was pummeling. My fingers flew across the keys so quickly I did not know what they’d decided to say until I’d already sent the message.

You know what, Katie? It’s genre fiction, not a mission to Mars. Selma does not have time to find anyone else. I’ll write the boy. You write the girl. We’ve practically done this twice already anyway, and I cannot go back to her and have this conversation again. I’m going to end up blacklisted, and so are you. So, in the interest of making rent, just deal with it. It’s three months.

For a minute, bubbles. For a minute, dots. And then, she sent this:

Fine.

I stared at it, then closed my eyes. Softness. Quiet. Here it was: a chance, a window. But as soon as my heart rate had begun to calm, another ding.

I don’t want to see you, though.

I grimaced and then wrote, I realize there’s not much reading between the lines in romance novels, Katie, but rest assured: I know how to interpret subtext.

And then I threw my phone across the room, slammed the door to my apartment, and paced around Central Park until the navy night turned pink, trying to quiet the noise. Trying to convince myself that I’d changed when, all of a sudden, it was pretty clear that I had not.
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Katie

We worked remotely for a week, collaborating on a Google Doc like we were hell-­bent on pushing suggestion mode to its limits. Like we were genuinely curious how many times a single sentence could be struck through, commented on, and recast before causing the entire three-­thousand-­word block of text to go up in flames.

I cycled twice a day, ate peanut butter for every meal, sexted this guy I was seeing for the bare minimum of four minutes each night, and cried myself to sleep. And then, on the first Monday in June, I got an email from Selma.

This outline is unacceptable, Katie. The reason I hired you as my intern in college, the reason I trusted you to start writing for Meredith as soon as you graduated, was because you’ve always been an absolute dream to work with. I don’t know what’s going on between you and Tyler—­I noticed from his paperwork you’re both from the same town—­but whatever it is, set it aside. Get him up to speed and then get writing. I want a publishable manuscript, and I don’t want to discuss this arrangement with either of you ever again.

And that, I suppose, was the start of it all. That was when Tyler McNally and I finally began to write a love story.







Grumpy Sunshine

Henry Cooper was many things: a carpenter, a karate enthusiast, an amateur maker of jam. But he was also, at times, closed off, far too serious, and a bit rude. Every night, when Willa would sit on the edge of the Inn’s dock, humming, sketching, smiling as a thousand fireflies zipped through the sky, Henry would sit there, flipping through a massive anthology of very important poems, his head down and his frown severe.

It was almost as though he couldn’t stand to be around something so bright. It was almost as though he didn’t know what to do, what to say, or how to let the light in.
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Tyler

We agreed to meet at the café the following morning, which, insofar as I could tell, was the only place Katie went. When the door swung open, I almost laughed. She was wearing white cowboy boots, an iridescent miniskirt, and red lipstick. It was ten a.m. on a Tuesday.

“You look insane,” I said.

“Thanks,” she said, walking toward me. “I have a date.”

“Now?”

“Yes.” She dumped a stack of books on the table. “Now.”

I swallowed. “And, uh, what’s all this?”

“Your homework.”

“It’s all so . . . pink.”

“Quite the observationalist, aren’t we?”

I growled softly—­I growled sometimes, let’s get that established right away—­and then thumbed through a book at the top of the pile. The cover was a cartoon. Pieces of dialogue were highlighted. There were hearts doodled in the margins. I set the novel down.

“I can’t read this, Katie.”

“Oh, but you can, Tyler. And you will. Today.”

“While you gallivant?”

“Yes. While I gallivant.” She slid another book toward me. Also a cartoon. “Start with this one—­it’s my favorite from last year. Meredith blends category and contemporary romance, so you’ll need to master both. I’ll see you when I see you.”

And with that, she was gone, disappearing into the morning like a glittery rodeo clown while Lola, one eyebrow raised, stood behind the counter, eating a blueberry scone and reading Proust.
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Katie

I found him right where I’d left him, reading commercial fiction. It was nearly five o’clock, and at the corner table he’d inhabited for the past seven hours, Tyler appeared to have consumed three cups of coffee, at least two sandwiches, and four-­fifths of a nine-­dollar brownie. He was deep in thought, lavender highlighter in hand, his lips twisted and eyebrows tangled as he turned the page. He’d made it to a second-­chance cowboy romance by now—­and was already halfway through.

“You’re alive,” I said.

He glanced up. For a moment, he held my gaze, and then . . . nothing. He rubbed his eyes, set down the book, and said, “Barely. This shit is . . .”

“Clever? Satisfying? Relatable? An escape?”

“I was going to say derivative.”

“Oh, please. Everything is derivative. God forbid you have a lick of fun.”

He scratched his jaw with the cap of my highlighter and said, very quietly, “Am I a Gus?”

I sat down. Immediately. “Are you a what?”

“A Gus.” He dug a mustard yellow paperback out of his stack. Beach Read by Emily Henry. “The grumpy author guy.”

“It’s a trope, moron. And also, no, because Gus is a successful author, and you’re you.”



“Hilarious,” he said. “And the trope, it’s just . . . that’s it? It’s really just men who are vaguely sexy and slightly awful, but not to the point of being completely toxic?”

“Ideally, yes. But sometimes, they are very, very toxic. Heathcliff. Mr. Darcy. Christian Grey.”

“Romeo?”

“Oh my god, Romeo! Yes! Walking red flag. Like, the original love-­bomber. Complete disaster. Ten out of ten, though. Would totally fuck around and find out.”

Tyler laughed, tapping his fingers on the table. “Hey, are you hungry at all? I can’t eat another sandwich. And, eventually, Lola’s going to start charging me for them.”

I fiddled with my straw for a second, wiping away the smile I’d accidentally allowed to slip across my face. “No, I had a late lunch, I . . .”

Tyler nodded. His eyes darted back to his stack of required reading as Selma’s email echoed in my ears. I don’t know what’s going on between you and Tyler, but whatever it is, set it aside. I want a publishable manuscript, and I don’t want to discuss this arrangement with either of you ever again.

We had so much work to do, and zero time to waste. And maybe it wasn’t so great, professionally, that I’d left him alone to read all day. After all, it wasn’t only Tyler’s reputation on the line. Mine, suddenly, was equally fragile—­and I really did love my job.

I had seen the stress and unpredictability that came with chasing your own career in publishing, especially right out of college, and frankly, I didn’t want that. You get one shot, maybe two, and then what? Your title flops, and you never get a chance to write a book again. But with Selma, I had security. I could pay my rent, I could get my stories into the hands of millions of eager readers, and then I could turn it all off and go thrifting in Brooklyn. Go fishing for a cute boy in FiDi. Just set it all aside and be a normal, twenty-­five-­year-­old girl.

And so, I pushed my hair behind my ears and thought it through. I could be nice, right? I could act like it didn’t matter—­like this was just work. Like I really didn’t care. Like every time he looked at me, I didn’t have to remind myself to breathe.

“I, um . . . I could maybe get a soda, though?”

Tyler capped the highlighter and rose to his feet. “I know just the place.”
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We wound up at a pizza shop a few blocks south, a no-­frills New York parlor with giant pies covered in broccoli, pineapple, and what someone—­who, exactly, it remained unclear—­claimed to be meatballs. I had just completed a fifteen-­minute lecture on the importance of intimacy rituals when Tyler, halfway through his second slice of mushroom, cracked open a can of Coke.

“So,” he said. “Your date was . . . seven hours long?”

“Is that unusual? Most of my dates last at least a week. Two, if I’m ovulating.”

He rolled his eyes, then set down his drink. “Who’s the lucky guy?”

“His name is Danny. You wouldn’t know him. He’s normal.”

“Oh, so, like, an opposites attract thing?”

Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. “Also a trope.”

He laughed, dug back into his remaining slice, and proceeded to pepper me with questions about his reading list while I nursed my cherry soda. Why are so many women desperate to open bakeries? Why are everyone’s parents always dead? Why are the love interests always named Josh?

“That,” I said, “is the beauty of romance. We don’t let the fact that things are a little implausible get in the way of a good time.”

“Is that what you tell yourself when you get dressed in the morning?”

“I don’t dress for men, Tyler.”

“Obviously,” he said, but when he said it, his head tilted just a bit and his mouth dropped open half an inch, and everything rewound. We were outside my house, and our bodies were slammed against the lattice beneath my bedroom window, and it was pouring, and we were dripping wet, catching our breaths, and all of a sudden, my hips were in his hands and my hands were in his hair and—­

I pulled a folder out of my bag.

This couldn’t happen. That wasn’t him. That Tyler, he wasn’t real. He never was. I was here to write a story. I was here to pay my rent. I was here to make sure Selma didn’t change her mind about me—­and that I didn’t turn the gold star next to my name into a permanent red line.

“We need to get back to work,” I said.

Tyler looked down, his jaw twitching as I opened the folder and handed him a printout.

“Those are the tropes,” I said, still steadying my voice as he flipped over the page. “It’s pretty much an exhaustive list. I highlighted the really big ones—­there are about fifty. Since we’re short on time, I think we should pick at least five or six for our book: friends-to-lovers, hot bodyguard, marriage of convenience . . . And then there are some random ones, too, that you don’t see as much, but we could still use: stepsiblings, amnesia, meddlesome ghost.”

He raised an eyebrow. “And this is the backbone of your literature?”

“This,” I said, “is the backbone of the genre single-­handedly keeping publishing companies alive. Who do you think pays for your depressing-­as-­shit, experimental pseudo-­novellas? Not everybody wants to read McCarthy.”

“Actually, nobody wants to read McCarthy.”

“Don’t speak ill of the dead.”

His eyes twinkled, and my breath caught. How long could we possibly do this? This back-and-forth? This hot and cold? How long could I possibly pretend I hadn’t needed him? That our final summer hadn’t shattered me?

He scrubbed a hand over his face.

“I’m so sorry, Katie.”

“That Cormac McCarthy died? It’s fine. We weren’t close.”

“No,” he said. “For everything.”

Nodding, I rose from my seat. “I’m, uh . . . I’m really tired. Just read that Talia Hibbert next, okay? Also, the three books of Meredith’s I brought. We can keep going some other time.”

Tyler stood too. His hands, gesturing, but coming up empty. “Should I text you, or . . . ?”

I was trembling from head to toe, but composed myself enough to say, “Didn’t they teach you how to interpret the subtext at Brown?”
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The following evening, I went out with Danny, and everything felt normal and right and good again. We were in the West Village, eating ice cream on somebody else’s stoop, and Christopher Street was sparkling. The sun was low and gold, and that last hint of soft blue sky was slipping between the wine bars, bookshops, and Edith Wharton–­era brownstones that lined this impossibly perfect slice of the city. This was summer, just how I’d pictured it: Cute boy. Beautiful strangers. Sandals and short little dresses and nights that didn’t end. The air, smooth, hopeful, and only smelling faintly of trash.

I took a lick of my melting cone—­passionfruit chocolate chip—­then turned to Danny, offering a taste. He was already stealing a second and negotiating for a third when my phone dinged between us one, two, three times.

“One of your other boyfriends?” he said, wiping a rogue smear of melting vanilla off his wrist before it could stain the rolled-­up sleeve of his untucked button-­down. Danny was twenty-­nine and an attorney, and whatever it was we were doing here, it was decidedly unserious. He was not my first Danny, and I sure as shit would not be his last Katie. But it didn’t matter. Because this, right here, was exactly what I’d wanted: to get railed in a sundress, to keep my heart in one single, fully functioning piece.

I glanced at my phone.

Call me.

Need to discuss the seating chart.

Janine and Oscar from group bought a table, and we might have to shuffle everything if they aren’t sitting with the New Hampshire people anymore.

I wrote back, I’m actually out right now. That boy, Danny, I told you about. Can we do it before work tomorrow?



There was no response for a minute. I inhaled, tapping my foot, staring at the screen. Danny, who was peering over my shoulder, ran his fingers down my spine and asked me what was up. I ignored the churning in my stomach and told him it was just my mom—­that she was just a little needy, that was all—­like it was nothing. Like I wasn’t hanging on every word she was never going to say.

Finally, she replied, Fine.

I winced, my ice cream forgotten. All the good in my evening, gone. Danny turned to me a little more.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah, just . . .” I took a deep breath and rose to my feet. Danny followed me, and we began to wander, making our way toward Washington Square. “Well, when I was . . .”

He looked at me, waiting. I looked at him, wavering. Danny, as far as I could tell, had suffered precisely zero traumas in his lifetime, other than winding up a half inch under six feet tall and having been wait-­listed at Harvard Law. He’d settled for Penn, gotten a job as a summer associate at a fancy firm in Hudson Yards, and now made a shit ton of money working seventy-­plus hours a week. He had a nice smile and warm brown eyes and four siblings who were not dead. We’d been hanging out for three weeks and fucking for two, and in that moment, I remembered what we were doing here, what I was doing here, and I pushed it all aside.

That boy did not want to hear about my mommy issues any more than I wanted to admit I had them.

And so I tossed my cone in the trash, pinned him against the cool marble of the arch, and kissed him. I kissed him until the bitter taste of the cold, hard truth was gone. And then, when I finally felt like my old self again, we went back to his place, and I buried the truth a little more.
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The rest of the week was more of the same. Tyler read a dozen books, memorized the trope list, and spent nine hours analyzing one-­star reviews on Goodreads, which Selma had taught me to do fall semester of my freshman year, when I first became her intern and was learning what it meant to “write to market.” By Friday, before we went our separate ways for the weekend, Tyler understood the importance of a three-­act structure, knew how to use a beat sheet, and could explain—­with nuance—­the difference between a happily ever after and a happy for now.

On Sunday morning, I booked Lola and myself a couple of bikes at my spin studio, where I attempted to maintain Cassandra’s reggaeton-­inspired choreography while Lola shook her head. As a courtesy, during the second half of class, I pretended not to notice her humming along, dripping in sweat, enjoying it.

After we’d showered and changed, we celebrated Lola’s only day off from Georgina’s by going directly to the café, helping ourselves to free coffee and pastries, and then meeting up with our friends at the pool at John Jay Park, where we lay out on flimsy white chaise longues, plastic slats pinching our baking skin. Along FDR Drive, horns honked and tires screeched, but whatever. Summer was a state of mind.

Lola was on her stomach, arms dangling by her sides, flipping through Anna Karenina. “That boy still has a thing for you, by the way.”



“Raj?” I said. “The locker room attendant I boned last year?”

Lola looked up from her book. “No, babe. Tyler.”

I buried my head in my Sophie Kinsella. “He’s just transferring his trauma onto me. I read about it.”

“Where? On TikTok?”

“Obviously.”

Lola turned her page and said, “Isn’t that all love is, anyway?”







8

[image: ]

Tyler

Katie showed up at my door at six a.m. on Monday, absolutely frazzled and wearing the shortest, most periwinkle skirt I’d ever seen. There was also, for some reason, glitter in her hair.

“Katie?” I rubbed my eyes and closed the door behind me. It was four hours before we were supposed to meet at the café, and my roommates were still sleeping. Which was a miracle, considering the amount of banging and buzzing Katie had just completed. “What’s wrong? Why are—­”

“I called you ten thousand times! Why didn’t you pick up!?”

“Uh, I’ve been trying to sleep? My ringer’s off, I—­”

“Whatever! I don’t care. We have to go! Let’s go!”

“What? Go where?”

She spun around—­the skirt, I decided, could stay—­and flung an arm toward Fifty-­Second Street. Beyond my rusting garden gate, a shiny black SUV idled at the curb, hazards on.

“To Meredith’s! Selma called me, frantic, and said everything was fine, but that she was sending her driver for us, and I’ve never even spoken to her—­to Meredith, that is, and . . .”

Katie had stopped stammering and, instead, was looking me up and down. Perhaps for a blink longer than was necessary. I realized, in that moment, I was wearing a pair of boxer briefs and nothing else.

“Go, um . . . go put some clothes on, please. Preferably something not black.”



I glared at her, then proceeded to brush my teeth, throw on a pair of jeans, and—­two minutes later—­stumble out the door, laptop tucked under my arm. Katie rolled her eyes at my charcoal T-­shirt and pointed me into the back seat of the car. There were two steaming coffees in the cupholder. One, already stained by the strawberry shimmer of whatever Katie had smeared across her lips.

“Maurice got them for us,” she said, tipping her head toward the silent, straight-­faced driver. “It’s going to be a few hours.”

“We’re going all the way to . . . ?”

“Southampton.” She shoved a note into my hands. Thick ivory cardstock, rich navy ink.

I’d like to talk. Maurice will bring the both of you. Come hungry.

Yours,

M.B.

I read it twice and then, through a gulp, said, “Is that why you’re dressed like a piece of saltwater taffy?”

Katie buckled her seat belt, then reached for her coffee. Her knees were bouncing, and her face was flushed, but she managed to look right at me and say, “No, Tyler. This, I wore for you.”
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It is a truth universally acknowledged—­yes, I’ve read Pride and Prejudice; it was fine—­that Meredith Bradford didn’t write her own books and likely hadn’t in nearly two decades. And while I’d spent the first twenty-­seven years of my life blissfully unaware of any details about the so-­called Stephen King of romance, I, in the past ten days, had done quite a bit of research about my new boss.

Here was what I knew so far: Meredith Bradford was born into a very rich family in a very rich place called the Hamptons. She was fifty-­two, had written (or “written”) almost eighty books, and was—­for lack of a better term—­a full-­blown recluse. Her husband, an art dealer, divorced her nearly twenty years ago when their only child, a daughter, was four. He received full custody of the little girl and raised her in Paris and Montecito, as one does. Meredith, for over two decades, had done no press, no interviews, no signings. All correspondence was handled through her Los Angeles–­based public relations team, and according to the state of New York, she’d never so much as registered to vote. Everything she published turned to absolute gold.

And here, tucked away on the tip of Southampton, where the trees arched together like magic and the sun stretched on forever, was Meredith Bradford’s fortress. According to property records and several now-­defunct celebrity real estate blogs, the Bradford family’s Fowler Street estate was a classic Hamptons-­style manse on the most secluded beachfront lot on the sleepiest, southernmost edge of the village. Accessible only by private drive, the home was a reported twelve-­thousand square feet and surrounded by sycamores so thick and privet so tall no beachcomber could ever sneak a peek at its grounds. The property, which featured direct access to both the Atlantic Ocean
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