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      For Olivia. It has been so long and yet no time at all.

      And for me. Because I’m strong enough.
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      “It’s the best thing you’ve ever written.”

      I’m a writer. It is my job to combine words into sentences. Or, at least, it was back when I was doing it regularly. But I still can’t think of a better combination of words in the English language than the seven that come breathlessly from my agent’s mouth the minute I answer the phone.

      “Five years in the making,” I grumble. I might be on cloud nine, but I can’t resist a little self-deprecation. I’m fishing for another compliment. Sue me.

      “Worth the wait,” Trina rewards me again. She sniffles, and I hear the soft sound of tissues in the background.

      “Are you crying?” I ask incredulously.

      She’s silent for a moment as the tissue makes noises against the phone. Then, without warning, she wails, “It’s just so good.”

      I can’t help it—I laugh. It’s a harsh sound, raspy from disuse, and it almost hurts my chest. But this all feels so perfect. Even sad little me wants to jump for joy.

      It’s been five long years of beating myself up over blank pages. Five long years of depression, reclusion, lots of therapy, and some medication. Five long years of wishing I could call my former friends but being too afraid to be shunned again.

      My agent, Trina, is the only one who has stuck with me through it all. I still can’t believe she didn’t want to drop me completely, but the way she put it, I was her first writer. I guess that means something. That and the royalties from my early books are still making her enough money to pay for groceries, so it’s in her best interests to keep me around. I like to think it was more than that. A sense of loyalty, maybe. Or friendship. Genuine care and concern. But who knows.

      Either way, she’s still with me. She loves the new draft. This might be my way to get back in the game.

      “Before I launch into anything else, I need to ask if you’ve eaten today,” Trina says, dragging me back to reality.

      “Uh…” I eye the dirty dishes that have piled up in my sink. It’s unclear which is the most recent or what was on it. I’ve barely been able to clean my small condo since I started furiously writing about a month ago. Normally, this would be a concerning signal that I’ve relapsed into a depressive episode, but there’s also an old adage that a writer can have a finished draft or a clean house. This is definitely a product of the latter.

      I must hesitate too long because Trina sighs. “Please get some food. We can talk later.”

      “No,” I say quickly. “I’ve been waiting for two days for your feedback. If I have to wait any longer, I’ll burst.”

      “You need food.”

      I grab a piece of bread and hold the phone close to the toaster as I noisily press the lever down. “Hear that? Toast. I’ll eat it while we talk. I promise.” Even a year ago, I’d have lied and told her I had eaten recently so we could get on with the conversation, but she’s known me for too long now. She can see right through my bullshit. And besides, she’s right. I need to do a better job of taking care of myself, especially if I want to sell this book.

      She hums, unconvinced. “Do you have anything to put on it, or are you just going to eat dry-ass bread? You need more than refined carbs, Scarlett.”

      Sighing, I look around my small kitchen for anything else that’s edible. A bunch of bananas I did actually buy only a few days ago. Two empty takeout containers. An apple core…gross. I collect that and the takeout containers and throw them into the garbage.

      Jackpot. “Cookie butter,” I say triumphantly when I see the container that my little bit of tidying up revealed.

      “You need protein,” Trina protests.

      “I’ll go to the store after we talk. Promise. Now, please. I am begging you. Tell me you think you can sell this book.”

      “I think I can sell this book.” I can picture her bright red painted lips breaking into a huge smile when she says it. “In fact, I know I can. JMP has acquired a new press and⁠—”

      “No,” I cut her off. “Absolutely not. I’m not going back to JMP or any of their subsidiaries. Find somewhere else.”

      Now I can just about picture those red lips pressing into a thin, frustrated line. “Scarlett⁠—”

      “No,” I repeat, more firmly this time. My toast pops up out of the toaster as if punctuating the sentence. I’m seriously lacking clean plates, so I toss it onto a paper towel and use the spoon that was resting in the jar to spread a generous helping of cookie butter on top.

      “It’s a totally separate imprint, despite the acquisition. New editors. Way better vibe. I’ve been working with one of the editors, Casey, on another project. He’s great.”

      “Casey is not a new editor,” I say around a mouthful. “I remember him from JMP.”

      “Well, yes,” Trina says slowly. “He came over from JMP to help get the ball rolling. But as far as I know, he’s the only one who made the move. And more importantly, his wish list has ‘highly emotional literary fiction’ right on there.”

      She’s not going to let this go. Trina might be the only person in the industry who is more stubborn than me. It’s one of the reasons we work so well together, but it sure is infuriating when I try to put my foot down and get blocked by her logic and reasoning.

      “There are hundreds of imprints. Can’t we go somewhere else? A small press, maybe?”

      I don’t want to say it out loud, but I’m not looking for another million-dollar deal. They don’t just hand you a million dollars and say, Go write a book! No. They need to make their money back, and then some. Which means press tours and more books to generate more interest… It was too much pressure the last time, and it ended in me walking out of JMP’s offices with the tatters of my torn-up pending contract for three new books in my hands and a broken heart in my chest. Not only did my career die that day, but I left the state and walked away from my ex-boyfriend, another one of JMP’s editors. I spiraled into a deep depression, lost all my friends, my family—who had never been supportive of my career in the arts—more or less disowned me. And the rest is history.

      My stomach sours at the memory, even five years later. I take a giant bite of toast to fill the emptiness.

      “This is highly emotional lit fic, Scarlett. It’s right up Casey’s alley. Not to mention that I know for a fact that they’re looking for a big name to put them on the map.” She pauses for a moment as if considering whether or not to continue. But, of course, she does. “And you need the money. Or…” She draws out the word, and I already know I’m not going to like what she’s going to say next. “We could shop it around. You’d probably get several offers. It’d go to auction…”

      The very thought of this book going to the highest bidder sends a shiver down my spine. But I’m also probably about two months away from losing this apartment if something doesn’t turn around. Not that I’d be sad to move out, but lacking any friends or family left in my life, I don’t really know where I’d go.

      “You can’t live with me,” Trina singsongs into the phone as if she read my mind. “I have boundaries.”

      “So do I,” I fire back. “I’m not crawling back to JMP or this new imprint with my tail between my legs.”

      I had signed my first deal with JMP as a starry-eyed twenty-five-year-old fresh out of my MFA program with a novel on my hard drive and ten more in my heart. They made my debut a bestseller. And my sophomore novel hit just about every list, too. But when they started asking for more faster without any regard for the sleepless nights, weeks away from home doing interviews and signings, and constant stress they were putting me under, I broke. Two years after I signed my first deal, they tried to ploy me with a better one to soothe the hurt caused by the first. The thought of even less sleep and a worse work-life balance than I already had nearly pulled me all the way under.

      And when all of your relationships are tied up in an industry where image is everything, the optics of being associated with the crazed, depressed, sleep-deprived writer who is tearing up six-figure contracts on her way out the door isn’t great.

      Trina knows all of this, of course. She was there. She’s maybe the only one who supported my decision when I resurfaced two years later. Which is why it surprises me that she’d even suggest going back to the place that caused this whole mess to begin with.

      “It’s been five years,” she says gently. Almost as if she doesn’t want to poke the bear. “It’s a new world. People are demanding work-life separation, and this new publisher respects that. This press is said to be better for authors. That’s in their branding, which I’m assuming is why JMP acquired them. You weren’t the only one with an issue, Scarlett.”

      “No, but I was the only one who burned a million-dollar deal to the ground.”

      “Right,” she affirms. “But to be fair, they didn’t hand out many million-dollar deals, so there weren’t that many to burn.”

      “I don’t think that makes me feel better,” I mumble. I take another bite of toast to prevent myself from saying something I’ll regret.

      “Look, they want a fresh start. So do you. I get where you’re coming from, but this could actually work in our favor.”

      The giant bite of toast scrapes against my dry throat as I try to swallow. I fill a relatively clean glass with water to wash it down. “What do you mean?”

      “Everyone loves a comeback story. Especially readers.”

      “Are you talking about the same readers who took to the internet to talk shit about me in droves?” I remind her. “Their memories are long.”

      “Which is why I am going to suggest something a bit unorthodox.” She says it like a warning, and I brace myself for impact. “I want to submit this to Casey under a new pen name. When he tells me he’s interested—which he will—we’ll reveal who you really are before anything is signed. By then, they’ll want the book enough to go along with this. We’ll meet with their marketing team to come up with a timeline for releasing the information about who really wrote it. Everyone will have fallen as much in love with this book as I have, and the reveal will create another uptick in sales because you’ll be forgiven.”

      “Or they’ll buy copies to burn in effigy,” I interject.

      “Sales are sales!” she trills.

      “We’re going to have to agree to disagree on that one.”

      I poke a finger under the pile of dark hair that passes for a messy bun to scratch my head as I tip my eyes up to the ceiling in thought. It’s a big risk, and it’s a little bonkers, but it’s also brilliant. I wouldn’t be the first author to come back from disgrace. And I certainly wouldn’t be the first well-known author to publish something under a different pen name. Worst-case scenario: If Casey rescinds a deal when he finds out who I am, I’m right back where I started. With the added bonus of shoving it in Trina’s face with a nice I told you so dance to ensure she never submits anything of mine to JMP or its subsidiaries ever again.

      This business won’t break me again. I can’t let it.

      “Fine,” I finally say. “This better not backfire.”

      “It won’t.” Trina can barely hide the glee in her voice. I hear a keyboard clicking in the background. My heart skips a beat at the thought that she might have had everything ready to send off and was just waiting for my approval. Is it out there already?

      “Don’t worry.” She reads my mind again. “I wouldn’t send it with you on the phone. No one needs that level of anxiety.”

      I breathe out a sigh of relief as my shoulders slump forward. “Thank you.” I lean against the counter and idly tap the pointer finger of my free hand against it. “What’s this new acquisition called anyway?”

      “Anastasios Press,” she says distractedly.

      I snort. “Like the Greek name meaning resurrection?”

      “Like the name of its publisher,” Trina corrects. “But that definitely feels like a sign.”

      “I don’t believe in signs,” I say as a knock sounds at my door.

      “I ordered you a burger,” she explains. “It should be there now.”

      My cold, black heart swells just a little at her kindness. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “If you had said no, I might have sent fried Brussels sprouts.”

      “You ordered it before I said yes,” I counter.

      There’s silence for a moment.

      I open my door, and sure enough, a Styrofoam container is sitting on my doorstep. The smells coming from it make my mouth water despite the threat of Brussels sprouts. “Good thing I said yes, then.”

      “I knew you would. I ordered it before I even called you. How do you think it got there so fast? Now, go eat. I have work to do.”

      As we hang up, I’m filled with an excitement almost as pervasive as the rumbling in my empty stomach. If Trina thinks they’ll offer me a deal, she’s probably right. She’s never been wrong before, and I doubt her skills have diminished in the past five years while my own have been languishing.

      It feels good to have a plan again. I basically wrote that draft on a wing and a prayer, but knowing Trina believes in it gives me some hope that I might actually be able to get back to writing. And, more importantly, that I might be able to love it again.
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      There’s nothing on my computer screen worth looking at. And yet, I’ve been staring at it for the past four hours, idly clicking on emails and opening documents only to close them and try something else.

      Actually, that’s probably not true. I’m sure some of these manuscripts could be really wonderful books. I’ll probably even make offers to acquire some of them. I’ve edited some interesting books into shining stars over the past few years, but none of them have felt special.

      “Anything?” I ask my intern, Margie, as she sinks into the armchair facing my desk. I know better than to get my hopes up, but I need to find something with a spark and fast. Slowly dying inside as the publishing industry passes me by was not on my bingo card for the latter part of my thirties, but here we are. More and more lately, I find myself longing for the days when I was fresh out of college, working my way up to senior editor at John Monroe Press where I got my pick of fantastic books and even more wonderful authors to work with. But somewhere along the line, either I got jaded or the manuscripts got worse. Or both.

      Either way, now I’m relying on interns and slush piles. And that’s after I made a desperate move to JMP’s newly acquired imprint. I thought it would shake some things up for me. No such luck.

      “There’s a shorter book about…” She trails off and checks her notes, which isn’t promising. We need books that stick with the reader long after the last page, not ones Margie needs to consult her notes about.

      “You know what?” I hold up an impatient hand. “Never mind.”

      She slumps even further in her chair, pursing her lips to the side and regarding me with her wide, young eyes. A tiny little pang of regret hits me like it always does when I remember I’m supposed to be inspiring the interns, not dragging them down with me into the pit of despair I can’t seem to dig myself out of.

      I scrub a hand over my face, unintentionally upsetting the glasses on the bridge of my nose. There’s a distinct possibility that I’m losing my ability as an editor if I even let a sentence that cliché pass through my brain.

      “I’m really sorry, Mr. Whitlock. Maybe you can give me a few more specifics about what you’re looking for, and I can try again?” She straightens in her seat and poises her pen over her notebook, ready to write.

      Leaning my forearms on my desk and clasping my hands in front of me, I regard her for a moment. “Did any of those manuscripts make you feel anything, Margie?”

      She tilts her head and pinches her brows slightly. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      I shove off the desk to tip back in my chair. “Sometimes, identifying a winning manuscript is about a feeling. In your gut. Or in your heart. You read it, and you just know, even though you can’t explain it.” Sure, I’m trying to turn this into a teachable moment to assuage my earlier guilt over dragging down the intern. But maybe it’ll help.

      “Okay.” She draws the word out and taps her pen against the edge of her notebook.

      “What was the last book you read that moved you?” I ask her.

      “Like, to tears?” She scrunches up her face. “I’m not much of a crier.”

      I huff a laugh. “Tears are a good signal, but it doesn’t have to make you weep to make you feel.”

      One of the other senior editors, Casey, appears in my doorway. He leans against the door frame and crosses his arms. “Are you lecturing the interns again, Ryan?”

      Margie pops up even straighter in her seat. “Oh, no. He was asking me about the last book that made me feel something.”

      Casey cocks an eyebrow and smirks at me. “Really? Well, I’m interested. What was it?”

      “Um,” Margie hedges. “Well, if you’re asking me the first book that comes to mind… We read In the Time Before in our contemporary literature class last semester. By Scarlett Frye. Have you heard of it?”

      My mouth goes suddenly dry, and I blink rapidly a few times. Casey pushes himself off the doorframe as his smirk turns to a look of concern. I try unsuccessfully to swallow, then clear my throat.

      “Yes,” I rasp. “I’m familiar.”

      Casey’s eyebrows shoot up his forehead, but thankfully, he doesn’t say anything.

      Margie seems completely unaware as she continues on. “Well, I loved it. It was super emotional. Is that what you mean? You want me to find a book like that one?”

      There is not, nor will there ever be, a book like that one. Scarlett Frye is a paragon in the literary community. Her ability to develop multifaceted characters and carve meaning from not only their misfortunes, but from the very words themselves is—as of yet—unparalleled.

      In short, she is a literary genius. Or she was. And I remember her well.

      Dark hair fanned out on the pillow around her pale face as she held pages up over her head to read them aloud to me. A smile, her dark eyes glittering. Somehow, that smile meant more from her, was more beautiful on her than on any other human alive.

      “You like it?”

      She didn’t need my approval. She knew what she was capable of. But I gave it to her anyway. I always would.

      “It’s breathtaking.”

      Did I mean her or her writing? It didn’t matter. She and her words were always one and the same. I hoped she’d never run out of them. Never stop sharing them with me. Never stop letting me see the inner workings of her big, beautiful brain.

      “Ryan?” Casey’s voice interrupts my sudden memory, and his short, black hair and dark skin replace the long, dark tresses and porcelain complexion from my vision.

      I shake my head a little, if only that could dispel the thoughts. “Sorry.” I give Margie an apologetic smile and idly scratch at the sleeve covering my right forearm. “That book holds a lot of memories for me. But yes, if you could find a manuscript that makes you feel something like In the Time Before did, that would be a good start.”

      Margie shifts uncomfortably in her seat. “Okay.” Her gaze bounces back and forth between Casey and me. “If that’s all…?”

      I give her a curt nod. “Yes. Thank you, Margie.”

      She wastes no time unfolding herself from the chair and breezing out of my office. Casey’s gaze tracks her hurried movement down the hall. Apparently satisfied, he plops into the now unoccupied seat.

      As another transplant from JMP, Casey and I have been working near each other for a long time. His move over to Anastasios Press surprised me, but he assured me that the water over here was warm, and it was enough to get me to follow. That and I needed a change. I was drowning in memories over there, and I had to get away. Casey has done exceptionally well for himself here. I wish I could say the same. Though that might have something to do with the fact that his heart hasn’t shriveled into some numb version of itself like mine has.

      He crosses one long leg over another. “Are we going to talk about what just happened?”

      I eye him over the black rim of my glasses. “I was reminded of a time long ago. Nothing to talk about.”

      “Wasn’t that long ago.” He looks at me pointedly. “And it looked like more than just a little reminder.”

      It was a straight-up fucking flashback, but I’m not about to unpack this with Casey. Even though he watched me obsess over that same manuscript and that same woman, and then her next one, too. Even though he suggested I fight for the offer we eventually made. Even though he watched the aftermath of that offer being thrown back in my face.

      No. I’ve come a long way in the five years since. And even if I didn’t come out of it with my heart intact, I still have my job.

      I offer Casey a shrug and nothing more. He narrows his dark eyes at me, and I can feel the trepidation leeching into my skin.

      “So, then maybe you’ll tell me what that was all about with Margie?” He makes it sound like a question, but it isn’t. Casey is nothing if not persistent, and I’m not getting out of this without answering him.

      “Margie wanted to know what to look for in the slush pile,” I say.

      “And what did you tell her?”

      “I was trying to get her to understand the feeling when you find something worthwhile. That punch-in-the-gut beauty of even a single line that makes the work promising, makes it something we want to spend a lot of time with before publication.” I eye him over my glasses again. “You’re not my boss, you know. What’s with the third degree?”

      “I’m not your boss,” he agrees. “But I like to think I’m your friend.” When I dip my chin in a nod, he continues. “What’s going on with you? You haven’t seemed excited about this job in a while. Time for a career move?”

      “This was the career move,” I mumble. When Casey doesn’t say anything, I finally give in. I wave at my computer screen. “There are some really good submissions here. But none of them are… They don’t strike me. There’s no connection to them. I just want to find a manuscript that makes me feel something.”

      “Again,” he finishes my already complete sentence.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You want to find a manuscript that makes you feel something again. Because I know for a fact there have been feelings about manuscripts you’ve worked on in the past. But I’m going to tell you that you’re not likely to find that same feeling again, and you should probably stop chasing it.”

      He’s right, of course. When words and books are tied up in bodies and souls to the point where you don’t know where one ends and the other begins, there’s not anything out there, no matter how good, that’s likely to bring that level of emotion back to my life.

      Maybe that’s my problem. I got too high, and now nothing will compare. That’s certainly what it felt like, working on that book. Being with her. Like a drug, injected directly into my veins. And silly me, I let myself get addicted to the feeling, thinking there was nothing that could ever come between us. Nothing that could ever stop her words.

      I was so young. Now I know better. Not just because of her, but because this industry can, and does, tear writers down more often than it builds them up. I should have seen it coming. No one can fly that high forever.

      When I don’t respond, Casey inhales sharply, pushing forward in his chair so his elbows rest on his thighs and his hands meet between his knees. “I got a call from Trina McBryde today.”

      Back when Trina was representing Scarlett, she used to send all her new manuscripts to me. Since Scarlett disappeared five years ago, she started working more closely with Casey. It hurts, but I can’t really blame her. In this business, loyalty is worth almost as much as a good book, and I know she will always be loyal to Scarlett, even if she’s long gone.

      “And?” I ask, trying not to show how affected I am by hearing Trina mentioned in quick succession with Scarlett.

      “She’s got a new book. Swears up and down that it’s brilliant. I read the first few chapters, and there’s definitely something there. How did you put it—a punch in the gut?”

      Casey waits for my reaction, but I don’t give him one. I’ve become very practiced at shoving my emotions into the abyss where they belong, even if he constantly wants to try to get a rise out of me.

      “Why are you telling me this?” I ask instead.

      Regarding me carefully, he takes in a deep breath through his nose. “It’d be good for Anastasios if we took it on. I can feel it.” He emphasizes the last part as a nod to my sob story from a few moments ago.

      I raise an eyebrow. “Good for the press or the man?”

      “They are one and the same, in this instance. Regardless, I don’t have time. I just signed three debuts that are going to need a lot of time and attention. And hand holding.” He rolls his eyes at this.

      I chuckle. “This one isn’t a debut?”

      “Oh, it is. The author’s name is S.J. Falmouth. But it doesn’t feel like a debut, if that makes sense. She’s been around the block a few times. Maybe this isn’t her first manuscript, just the first she’s put on submission.” He shrugs. “Who knows. But I think this might be just the one to get you out of your little slump.”

      I scoff. “Little” is the understatement of the century.

      There I go with the clichés again.

      “Look,” Casey continues. “Let me send over the chapters. Read it with an open mind. See if you feel something. If you do, it’s yours. If you don’t…well, I’ll leave that up to you. But if you could trust me and fake it, I’d owe you one.”

      “There’s no reason why I can’t at least take a look,” I say.

      “Great,” Casey says as he stands. “I’ll send it over. Trina mentioned this author is a little skittish, so if you think there’s something there, let’s have the initial contact go through me. We can do a virtual or in-person meeting, depending on the author’s schedule, to introduce you before we really get started.”

      “Sounds great,” I say to his back as he hustles out the door.

      As I click through some more emails waiting for Casey to send the document over, I can’t help but hope he’s right about this one. I could really use the win.
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      I know it’s ten o’clock in the morning on a Wednesday in April. I don’t care. My pajamas are comfortable, and there’s a holiday baking competition on a streaming service and a spot on my couch that’s calling my name. Curling up with my softest blanket and a mug of hot coffee, I start the first episode.

      Baking competitions are a bit of a guilty pleasure of mine. Actually, I shouldn’t say “guilty.” I feel absolutely zero guilt about it. But I love them probably more than a reasonable, well-adjusted adult should. Though the jury’s still out on whether or not I’m reasonable or well-adjusted.

      All of this is to say that I could—and sometimes do—spend an entire day binging baking shows. This particular one has haunted me since I got serious about finishing the draft of my book in November. I told myself I wouldn’t watch it until the draft was finished. By the time I’ve gotten to the fourth episode and downed another coffee, I’m settled in with my reward, and it feels so sweet. Pun intended.

      That is, it’s sweet until a banging sounds at my front door. It surprises me so much that I jump and hot coffee sloshes over the rim of my mug and onto my soft, white blanket.

      “Son of a bitch,” I curse, holding the mug up as if that’s going to help anything and shaking my free hand to soothe the sting caused by the coffee.

      The banging comes again, more urgent this time. My heart starts racing; I don’t think I’ve scheduled anything for today. In fact, I know I didn’t because I was very serious about my date with the holiday baking competition. But I also notoriously need a calendar. Or an assistant. I used to have both, but since I haven’t done anything of note in a while, I haven’t seen the need for either.

      “Open up, Scarlett. I know you’re in there. I can hear the baking show,” Trina shouts from the other side of the door.

      I breathe out a sigh of relief at knowing who is out there before tensing up again because what the fuck is Trina doing at my apartment at two o’clock on a Wednesday afternoon without scheduling an appointment?

      Gingerly, I remove the coffee-soaked blanket from my lap and set my mug down on the end table before marching the few steps to the door and throwing it open as violently as I dare. The poor thing isn’t really meant for aggressive gestures, and I can’t afford a new front door.

      “There she is,” Trina says with fake cheer, tilting her head to the side and smiling so wide, her signature bright red lips pull tight over her teeth. Platinum-blonde hair falls over her shoulder with the motion.

      It only takes a second for her manufactured smile to turn into a very real frown as she takes in my pajamas soaked with coffee and my messy, dark hair that I’m sure looks like a rat’s nest.

      “In my defense,” I jump in before she can criticize me, “I spilled the coffee when you scared the shit out of me by banging unexpectedly on my door.”

      Those red lips pull to the side as her hazel eyes narrow on me. “Why are you still in your pajamas?”

      “Because I finished a draft of a book, which was a monumental thing. And then I cleaned my apartment, went grocery shopping, and showered every day this week, Mom.” I don’t mention that the last three things also felt monumental. Finishing my book and sending it to Trina gave me a lot of pride, but it has also left a void I’m not sure how to fill yet. Making myself do anything normal these past few days doesn’t give me the same dopamine hit that writing has. And while that does feel depression-adjacent, I’m not in a full-on depressive episode. I’m even still remembering to take my meds, which admittedly doesn’t always happen. I just wanted to take some time off. Hence the pajamas.

      Trina peeks over my shoulder and into my apartment. “You cleaned?”

      I roll my eyes like a petulant teenager and open the door wider so she can see. She doesn’t waste a minute, brushing past me and waltzing right into the kitchen. I do say waltzing almost literally; she’s wearing one of her brightly-colored, flowy skirts that kicks out around her ankles as she moves.

      She inspects the kitchen for a few moments, even opening cabinets and my fridge. Apparently satisfied, she folds her arms over her ample chest and stares at me in silence.

      “I wasn’t lying,” I grumble.

      “Sometimes you lie,” she retorts.

      I open my mouth to reply but then close it. She’s right. I know enough to know what looks bad, and I try to tell people what they want to hear to avoid their concern. It’s been a while since I’ve done that with Trina, but I can’t really blame her for not fully trusting me.

      “Why are you here?” I ask instead. “Did we have something scheduled today?”

      She eyes me up and down. I uselessly try to smooth my satin sleep shirt into something more presentable under her scrutiny.

      “No,” she says with disdain. “I scheduled you an appointment at the salon, so I’m here to take you there.”

      “What? Why?” My hand floats to my hair, which feels dry and brittle to my touch. Grimacing, I add, “Don’t answer that.”

      That, at least, pulls a trill of laughter from her. She leans a hip against the counter, and her hands land on the curve of her hips. “Casey requested the full manuscript. He’s going to love it, and we are going to meet with him to talk marketing before signing anything.” She waves an imaginary circle in my direction. “So this depressed-writer chic isn’t going to work in our favor.”

      “You seem awfully confident that they’re going to make an offer.” It’s not even a protest, but I can’t get my hopes up the way she can. It’s never been real for me until the offer is signed.

      “They will,” she says simply. “Now, get dressed. On that note, do you have anything business-y you can wear to this meeting?”

      My eyebrows inch up my forehead, and I feel something crusty stick in the creases. I might look worse than I thought. “The meeting we haven’t been invited to yet?”

      “The meeting we will be invited to within the next couple of days. So, do you?”

      I squish one eye closed in thought. “Um…”

      “Right. We’ll hit up the store after the salon.” She pulls her phone out of a pocket in her skirt and taps a few things into it as she chews on the side of her mouth. “Go get dressed. Our appointment is in twenty,” she says distractedly.

      I stand there, staring at her dumbly. “Why did you do this for me? If you had told me to go get a haircut and some clothes, I would have.”

      Without looking at me, she tips one of her shoulders up. “Would you have?”

      “Yes,” I insist. When she doesn’t respond, I add, “I went grocery shopping when you told me to, didn’t I?”

      Her gaze pops up from her phone screen. “You did.”

      “I would have done this too. You’re my agent, not my assistant. It’s not your job to make sure I’m presentable.”

      “No, it’s my job to sell your book. And that’s going to go a lot better if you don’t look like you’ve spent five years avoiding the world and holed up in your tiny apartment like a hermit.” A tiny smile plays at those red lips, and her eyes sparkle. “I am your agent, but I also like to think I’m your friend, Scarlett. This is me being a friend.”

      “That’s…” I trail off and swallow against the sudden lump of emotion that has lodged itself in my throat. “That’s really nice of you, Trina. Thank you.”

      She breaks the emotional moment by waving her phone at me. “I also booked an appointment with your therapist for you just in case this thing goes sideways, which is definitely more of an assistant move. So don’t get used to it.”

      My heart starts pounding again of its own volition, and my mouth goes dry. Apparently, I had gotten accustomed to her bravado. “Do you think it will go sideways?”

      “No,” she says with what I think is real confidence. “But I also believe in being prepared. Which, frankly, you could learn from. Now, get dressed or we’re going to be late. And you know I hate it when people are late.”

      I make my way to my bedroom to hastily dress and brush my teeth. I don’t bother trying to do anything with my hair since a professional will be attacking it shortly anyway. When we leave the apartment, Trina links her arm with mine in a gesture of solidarity that fills me up to the brim. Knowing she’s got my back goes a long way toward making me feel like this is all going to turn out the way she says it is. It feels almost as good as finishing that draft did.

      Almost.
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      It has been days, and I can’t get that book out of my head. The author, S.J., titled it Becoming, which is such a brilliant double entendre for the themes. It’s a sprawling coming-of-age story about a young woman. Haunting in its simplicity, it’s about a young girl literally becoming a woman. But at its core, it’s also about how adulthood suits her. It is becoming on her, in an older sense of the word. The book is an achingly beautiful story of loss and hope. My heart still hurts thinking about the ending.

      When Casey had sent over the initial chapters, I skimmed through them on my computer. Then, I read them again. And again, more slowly. It was a little rough around the edges, but it was clear this book had potential. I immediately asked Casey to get the full manuscript. Luckily, Trina acts fast. She sent the whole thing over, and I did something I haven’t done in a long time—I printed the entire manuscript out on the industrial printer in the lounge area. It’s something I only do for books that I have a desire to sit with for a long time. This was definitely one of those.

      I took it home and read the whole thing in one sitting. I think it was three in the morning when I finished, but it was worth it. Casey was right—this one was special. I asked him to send an offer the next day.

      But now, it has been three agonizing days of back-and-forth. Anastasios Press needs this book. I need this book. The need to get into those pages and muck around within those words to pull out the best version of them is almost an obsession.

      From what I can gather, Trina is being a shark about this one. It’s not so much about the money but that she wants an in-person meeting with us. Well, with Casey. She still doesn’t know I’ll be taking the lead on this. From what he tells me, the author is incredibly nervous—almost reclusive—and this request for a meeting seems strange enough that he doesn’t want to drop that bomb yet. Trina has also insisted our publicist be present to talk marketing strategy before anyone signs anything. This isn’t unheard of, of course, but in an industry that relies so much on gut feeling, the fact that Casey seems to think something is up is enough for me to wait patiently for any word from them.

      But I also have a gut feeling that this book is going to be huge, even if it’s off to a less-than-conventional start.

      After an entire week of that back-and-forth, I find myself restlessly wandering around the office. Margie is still rifling through the slush pile, determined to find something usable, so I don’t want to bother her. Most of the other senior editors are engrossed in something or working remotely while their kids are on spring break. While I don’t want to bug Casey for the thousandth time, I catch his eye from across the room. He has his phone pressed to his ear, but he motions me over. He scribbles something on a pad of paper at his elbow and turns it toward me while he continues to listen into the receiver.

      
        
        You free tomorrow at one? Trina and S.J. want to meet. Will loop in Meri for pub.

      

      

      My heart leaps into my throat. I’m sure my schedule is clear, and if not, I’ll clear it. My nod must be emphatic, because Casey huffs a laugh. He must be serious about this, too, if he’s bringing in Meri for publicity. She’s the best we’ve got.

      “Yes,” he says into the phone. “Mm-hmm. We will have everyone there.” He pauses for a moment. “No, I don’t think that’s necessary, unless you do?” Another pause. “Okay, great. Thanks, Trina. See you tomorrow.”

      The phone is barely placed back into the cradle when I rub my palms together in excitement. “She’s going to take the offer?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far just yet.” Casey indicates one of the seats facing his desk, and I sink into it.

      “Trina wasn’t happy enough with the outline for marketing you gave her?”

      Casey shakes his head, his eyes wide. “I’m telling you, there’s something different about this. Trina is being very cryptic. She says the author is insisting on a meeting before going any further.”

      “That’s not unheard of. JMP always liked to pull their authors in for a face-to-face at least once in the process,” I counter.

      He purses his lips in thought. “You’re not wrong. I don’t know why I feel like Trina is being weird about this one. I thought it was because she doesn’t fully trust us after what happened with Scarlett”—he eyes me warily at the mention of her name—“but that can’t be it. We’ve worked together a few times since then with no issues.”

      I hum, not sure if I even want to voice what I’ve been thinking. When he raises his eyebrows at me in question, I go for it anyway. “This book…it felt like her. It wasn’t.” I hold a hand up to stop any of his protests. “I’m not saying that. The voice was entirely different. I’m just saying…the heart she had in her books. This one felt similar. Maybe Trina thinks she’s got another star on her hands and wants to be sure we’re going to handle this differently.”

      Casey scratches his jaw, his blunt nails scraping audibly against the well-manicured stubble. “That would make sense,” he says slowly. “JMP really fucked that up, and we all paid the price for it.” He regards me for a moment before adding, “Sorry, man.”

      I shake my head. “No need. That did get fucked up, and we lost her. The world lost her.” I lost her, I don’t say, but from the pinched sympathy on Casey’s face, he knows how I’d finish that thought. What he doesn’t know is the part I played in her departure. I’m not sure I fully understand it, but I know the blame is there. The guilt is, anyway. And the hole she left in my heart when she disappeared.

      Coming out of his thoughts, Casey knocks definitively on the wood of his desk. “That must be it. I’ll alert Meri so she can be prepared to handle this one with kid gloves.”

      “I’ll do it.” I stand quickly. “I don’t have anything else to do, and I’m ultimately the one Meri and the author will be working with. Best I get involved now so the transition is smoother.”

      “Good thinking.” He doesn’t even wait for me to leave his office before turning back to his computer screen. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, see you.” I try to keep my voice level, but my excitement seeps out anyway. I can’t help it. There’s no way I’m letting this book go without a fight. Anastasios Press is going to sign S.J. Falmouth, and I’m going to work on something important again. I can feel it.
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      The Anastasios Press offices are located just outside of Chicago, about forty-five minutes away from JMP, which is right in the heart of downtown. The way Trina explained it, the suburbs have a bit of a slower-paced, family vibe that fits what Anastasios was going for when it was initially founded, and they negotiated with JMP to keep the building. Plus, more space with a cheaper overhead, which is probably the real reason.

      Despite Trina’s begging, I drive myself. She probably doesn’t trust me not to bail. To her credit, I consider not going at least six times in the span of the hour it takes me to get ready. Thankfully, that trip to the salon actually did wonders for my self-confidence, so I’m able to wrangle myself into something I feel pretty good about. Before I can talk myself out of it again, I send Trina my location to keep me accountable, fold myself into my tiny car, and hit the road.

      I arrive over an hour early, which is super great for the anxiety building in the pit of my stomach. But there’s no way I’m going in there without Trina, so I try to read on my phone—try being the operative word. Once I’ve read the same page three times without processing any of the information, I switch to Solitaire.

      Trina knocks on my passenger-side window about twenty minutes before the meeting is set to start, a small smile playing at her red lips. I vaguely wonder—not for the first time—how she keeps them so perfectly red all the time as she pulls open the door and sits next to me.

      She wastes no time getting right to the point, which is one of the things I truly love about her. “Okay, game plan,” she says breathlessly as she folds the edges of her green floral skirt into the car and slams the passenger door. Then, she deflates. “Actually, I don’t have a game plan. I got the sense on the phone that Casey thinks this whole thing is super weird, even though I tried to play it cool. He’s already suspicious. So we’re just going to go in there, shake a few hands, and I’m going to launch into my pitch before they have a chance to say anything about you.”

      “That…does not make me feel better.” I frown.

      As she shrugs, her shoulders hit her giant earrings, making them jingle like little fairies. “It’s the best I’ve got.”

      “You could have lied to me. Pretended like you have some kind of control over this.”

      She shakes her head, and her earrings twinkle again. “Honesty is the best policy. Plus, I didn’t want to spook you in there. Now, get out of the car. Throw your shoulders back. Fake it till you make it. You’re Scarlett Frye, goddammit. You’ve already published two best-selling novels, and you’re about to publish a third. Act like it.” She nods curtly, punctuating her sentence.

      I blink at her a few times, my brows furrowed. “That was quite the pep talk.”

      “Thank you.” She smiles widely. “I was rehearsing it on the way over. Let’s go. Before you can second-guess yourself.”

      “More like tenth-guess myself at this point,” I mumble as I get out of my car. Trina laughs, and I have to fight the urge to tell her I wasn’t trying to be funny.

      Anastasios Press is a two-story building with windows everywhere, encasing almost every nook and cranny in bright, afternoon light. As Trina gives our names to the receptionist, I look out at the scenery. It’s idyllic. Peaceful. Two people are walking on a path amongst prairie grasses out back behind the building, and three more sit in light jackets at a table enjoying the spring sunshine. It’s a nice escape from the cold steel of the Loop, where I’m used to having meetings like this. I choose to take this as a good omen and use it to force my heart rate into something the receptionist can’t hear. Trina was right; this is a different vibe. Different book. Different team. Different outcome, as my therapist would remind me.

      Different Scarlett, I like to remind myself. I’ve come a long way since then.

      Fortified against the nerves still threatening to take over my legs and make them run right out of here, Trina and I follow the receptionist up to the second floor and into a conference room. I don’t see a soul in the office. Maybe they’re all at lunch, which would be another one-eighty from the way JMP ran their editors into the ground. No one took breaks there. Even Ryan⁠—

      “They should be right with you,” the receptionist says, thankfully stopping that train of thought in its tracks. “Have a seat. Help yourself to the waters on the table. Can I get you a coffee or something?”

      Trina glances at me. I stiffly shake my head. The last thing my nerves need is caffeine.

      “No, thank you. Water is great,” she tells the receptionist, who closes the door softly behind us.

      The sterile conference room, the paintings on the wall meant to be calming, the receptionist leading us in and telling us to wait. It feels so much like a doctor’s office that I’m thrown for a second. Waiting for someone to come in and deliver bad news…

      “Sit,” Trina commands. When my gaze snaps to hers, her expression is neutral, but there’s a concern flickering behind her hazel eyes.

      I clear my throat, trying to keep myself from spiraling even further. “I’m not a dog,” I say, but I drop into the nearest chair anyway.

      No sooner does Trina sit in the chair next to me and grab a bottle of water for both of us than the door opens.

      “Trina McBryde, it is so good to see you,” comes Casey’s booming voice. I haven’t heard it in years, but it’s the kind of voice you don’t forget. Deep and rich, like a warm blanket. It’d be comforting if I weren’t so jittery.

      Trina jumps to her feet, and they embrace with him angled just enough so he doesn’t see me. A woman enters the room after him. She has pin-straight black hair framing the bronze skin of her face, and she is wearing a bright yellow pantsuit that complements her features beautifully. I’ve never seen her before, but she smiles warmly at me.

      “You must be S.J. Falmouth.” She extends her hand, and it takes me a moment to remember that’s my name here, at least until Casey gets a look at me. “I’m Esmerelda Chavez, one of the publicists here at Anastasios Press. But everyone calls me Meri.”

      I stand and shake her hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Meri.”

      “And this man who has apparently forgotten his manners is⁠—”

      “Oh, fuck,” Casey curses. When my gaze snaps to him, he’s staring at me slack-jawed with pinched eyes. He does not look at all happy to see me.

      Stupidly, I give him a little wave. “Hi, Casey. How are you?”

      “You two know each other?” Meri asks with a forced politeness, clearly trying to salvage the situation.

      He drags a hand down his jaw and turns his head toward Trina, though his eyes linger on me. “I knew you were acting weird. I wish you had told me,” he grinds out, ignoring Meri’s question.

      “Surprise!” Trina wiggles her hands in a sort of jazzy motion, the bangles at her wrists jingling with a cheeriness no one is feeling. “S.J. Falmouth is actually Scarlett Frye! Which is why we wanted to meet to discuss marketing.”

      “This is…” Casey trails off and finally drags his dark eyes away from me. They land on Trina, and not in a kind way. “This is not good.”

      She furrows her brow. “Why not? I mean, I know you weren’t expecting this, but everyone loves a comeback, right? And I thought you said JMP doesn’t really check up on you all over here, so…”

      Trina goes on and on, talking a mile a minute. The door opens again, but my back is to it, and I’m too engrossed in this exchange to turn and look. Which is why I’m gobsmacked when the newcomer speaks.

      “Sorry I’m late. There was some traffic coming back from lunch.”

      It’s a familiar voice. One that used to be closer to my heart than my own. One that filled the gaps in my soul and whispered to me in the dark.

      But surely he isn’t here right now. I’ve just been stressed out about this whole thing, and I’m mistaking someone else’s voice for his. That has
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