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“What do you want from me, Peter?” Kat Valdez
glared at her boyfriend, now fiancé, and pushed up from the table
to pace the dining room.

She did not have time for this fight. She’d
known that it’d been brewing, that they’d both bitten their tongues
about it for too long now. But, with just a week until her novel
came out and a million things to do before then, she did not need
this right now.

“This is my dream,” she said
as she leaned against the sink, holding her pounding head in her
hand. “My book launches in a week; I’m sorry if you feel
neglected,” she said, trying and failing to keep the sneer from her
voice, as she crossed her arms over her chest. “But what am I
supposed to do? Drop everything, when I’m already swamped and
behind schedule, because you’re feeling insecure?”

“I’m not asking that,” Peter
Richards insisted, pushing his uneaten food aside. “I know you’re
busy.” He shook his head and threw his hands out. “You’re always
busy. You’ve been busy for the past three months.” Ticking off his
fingers, he said, “Too busy to go out, too busy to stay in. You’re
too busy to help me plan our goddamned wedding.”

He sat back, running his hands through his
thick, brown hair. “Jesus, Kat, I know this is important to you —
and I think I’ve been incredibly supportive — but I hardly ever see
you.”

That wasn’t true. She pouted and tapped her
toe against the tile. They saw each other every freaking day; how
much more could they see each other?

“Living together was
supposed to bring us closer,” he said with a shake of his head.
“But, if you’re not at work, you’re locked in your office with your
laptop. Every day — every damn day
— you get up, grab food, go to your regular job,
come home, work on your novel or promotion or whatever, then fall
asleep.” He sighed and pushed his thin-framed glasses higher on the
bridge of his nose. “The only time I get to spend any time with you
at all is when you’re unconscious.”

“It’s just one more week,”
she said. But even she knew that wasn’t true. After publication
came promotion, which was never-ending. Especially since she wasn’t
going through a big publishing company and had little more than her
own money, effort, and drive behind her. Kat bit her lip, tugging
at the full flesh hesitantly.

It wasn’t that she didn’t see his point. She
did know that she’d been distant lately. But this whole process was
just more stressful, more confusing, and more consuming than she’d
imagined it would be in all the daydreaming she’d done. The
hand-wringing and second-guessing about every step and decision
along the way alone took up a ridiculous amount of time.

It just didn’t leave a lot of time for much
else.

Even Peter.

She loved him. She did. She would never have
agreed to marry him, if she hadn’t. Wouldn’t have moved in with him
or spent the past year with him, if she hadn’t.

It was just rotten timing.

She’d been sending her novel
off to publishers for months. Getting pretty used to rejection, or
worse, just a silent, absent no,
she’d been feeling pretty low.

Crippling self-doubt had crept inside her
head, convincing her she’d never make it, because she wasn’t any
good. Because she wasn’t special. Because she wasn’t meant to be
anything but some pompous ass’s office grunt. That, like her
conservative, Asian, immigrant parents, she was meant for a
meticulously maintained, mundane existence of working hard to fit
in but, because of who she was, always feeling somehow still left
on the outside.

And then Peter had proposed.

She hadn’t even seen it coming. They hadn’t
been together all that long; a little more than a year now.

But she loved him. He’d made so many of her
deepest held dreams a reality, had taken desires she’d been too
afraid to give voice and let her live them. He made her feel brave.
When she thought about the rest of her life, she thought of him.
She wanted to marry him. She did.

But not when she felt like
such a failure. They lived in his
house. They lived off his income. They were living
his life. And, while she
knew Peter would never lord it over her, that he wanted to share
that life with her, it felt too much like she had nothing worth
giving in return. She couldn’t do that. She couldn’t ask him to do
that. Not when she, no matter how long they’d been together, still
never felt good enough for him.

And then, less than a week after their
engagement, the email came. A small, digital publisher wanted to
take her manuscript.
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