




[image: ]










[image: ]









This one could only be for each other











Every secret of a writer’s soul, every experience of his life, every quality of his mind, is written large in his works.


—VIRGINIA WOOLF
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Katrina


THE BOOKSTORE IS nothing like I remember. They’ve remodeled, white paint covering the exposed bricks, light gray wooden shelves where there once were old metal ones. Cute candles and Jane Austen tote bags occupy the front table instead of used books.


I shouldn’t be surprised it looks different. I’ve pretty much given up buying books in public in the past three years, including from Forewords, where I’ve only been once despite the bookstore being fifteen minutes from our house in Los Angeles’s Hancock Park. I don’t like being recognized. But I love books. Doing my book buying online has been torture.


Walking in, I eye the bookseller. She’s in her early twenties, not much younger than me. Her brown hair’s up in a messy bun, her green nose piercing catching the overhead lights. She doesn’t look familiar. When she smiles from the checkout counter, I think I’m in the clear.


I smile back, walking past the bestseller shelf. Only Once sits imposingly right in the middle, its textured blue cover with clean white typography instantly identifiable. I ignore the book while I move deeper into the store.


This visit is something my therapist’s been pushing me to do for months. Exposure therapy, conditioning myself to once more find comfortable the places I used to love. Pausing in the fiction section, I collect myself, remembering I’m doing fine. I’m calm. I’m just me, looking for something to read, with no expectations pressing on my shoulders or stresses jackhammering in my chest.


Covers run past me in rows, each waiting to be picked out. Everything is crisp with the scent of pages. I knew the Los Angeles independent bookstore scene well when Chris proposed we move here from New York for the job he was offered in the book department of one of Hollywood’s biggest talent agencies. Each shop is varied and eccentric, indignant icons of literacy in a city people say never reads.


Which is why I’ve hated avoiding them. The past three years have been a catalogue of changes, facing realities of the life I no longer knew if I wanted and the one I decided I didn’t. I’ve had to remember the quiet joys of my ordinary existence, and in doing so, I’ve had to forget. Forget how my dreams hit me with devastating impact, forget how horrible I felt coming close to what I’d once wanted. Forget Florida.


Everything’s different now. But I pretend it’s not.


The bookstore is part of the pretending. When I lived in New York on my own, before Chris, I would walk to Greenpoint’s independent bookstores in the summer, sweating into the shoulder strap of my bag, and imagine the stories in the spines, wondering if they’d lend me inspiration, fuel for the creative fire I could never douse. Reading wasn’t just enjoyment. It was studying.


I don’t study now. But I never lost the enjoyment. I guess it’s too integral a piece of me. Reading and loving books are the fingerprints of who I am—no matter how much I change, they’ll stay the same, betraying me to myself for the rest of my life. And bringing me into this bookstore, wanting to find something new to read until Chris gets home in the evening.


“Can I help you find anything?”


I hear the bookseller’s voice behind me. Instinctive nerves tighten my posture. I turn, hesitant. While she watches me welcomingly, I wait for the moment I’ve been dreading since I decided earlier today I needed something new to read tonight. Why should I wait for delivery?


The moment doesn’t come. The bookseller’s expression doesn’t change.


“Oh,” I say uncertainly, “I’m not sure. Just browsing.”


The girl grins. “Do you like literary fiction?” she asks eagerly. “Or is there a subgenre you prefer?”


I relax. The relief hits me in a rush. This is great. No, wonderful. She has no idea who I am. It’s not like people overreact in general to seeing celebrities in Los Angeles, where you might run into Chrissy Teigen outside Whole Foods or Seth Rogen in line for ice cream. Not that I’m a celebrity. It’s really just bookstores where the possibilities of prying questions or overeager fans worry me. If this bookseller doesn’t know who I am, I’ve just found my new favorite place. I start imagining my evening in eager detail—curling up with my new purchase on the couch, toes on our white fur rug, gently controlling James Joyce so his paws don’t knock green tea everywhere and stroking him until he purrs.


“Yeah, literary fiction generally. Contemporary fiction more specifically,” I say, excitement in my voice now. I’m going to enjoy telling Chris tonight that I went to Forewords and no one knew who I was. It’ll probably piss him off, but I don’t care. I’ll be reading while he’s working out his frustration on his Peloton bike.


“I have just the thing,” the girl says. She’s clearly delighted to have a customer who wants her recommendation.


When she rushes off, my nerves wind up once more. The horrible thought hits me—what if she returns, excited to pitch me the book she’s chosen, and she’s holding Only Once? I don’t know what I’d say. The couple seconds I have right now aren’t enough for me to come up with even the first draft of how I could extricate myself from the conversation.


Instead, it’s worse.


“Try this.” The clerk thrusts the hardcover she’s chosen toward me. “It came out last week. I read it in, like, two days.”


Under the one-word title, Refraction, imposed over moody black-and-white photography, I read the name. Nathan Van Huysen. I look to where she got the book from, and I don’t know how I didn’t notice when I walked in. The cardboard display near the front of the store holds rows of copies, waiting patiently for customers, which tells me two things: high publisher expenditure, and it’s not selling.


His name hits me the way it does every time I see it. In New York Times reviews, in the profiles I try to keep out of my browser history—never with much success. The first is wishing those fifteen letters meant nothing to me, weren’t intertwined with my life in ways I’ll never untangle.


Underneath the wishing, I find harder, flintier feelings. Resentment, even hatred. No regret, except regretting ever going to the upstate New York writers’ workshop where I met Nathan Van Huysen.


I was fresh out of college. When I graduated from the University of Virginia and into the job I’d found fetching coffee and making copies in a publishing house, I felt like my life hadn’t really started. I’d enjoyed college, enjoyed the rush I got learning whatever I found genuinely interesting, no matter the subject—fungal plant structures, behavioral economics, the funeral practices of the Greco-Roman world. I just knew I wouldn’t be who I wanted to be until I wrote and published. Then I went upstate and found Nathan, and he found me.


I remember walking out of the welcome dinner, hugging my coat to my collar in the cold, and finding him waiting for me. We’d met earlier in the day, and his eyes lit up when he caught me leaving the restaurant. We introduced ourselves in more depth. He mentioned he was engaged—I hadn’t asked. I was single—I didn’t volunteer the information. It wasn’t like that between us. While we walked out to Susquehanna River Bridge in the night wind, we ended up exchanging favorite verses of poetry, reading them from online on our phones. We were friends.


For the whole lot of good it did us.


When I take the copy of Refraction, the clerk’s voice drops conspiratorially. “It’s not as good as Only Once. But I love Nathan Van Huysen’s prose.”


I don’t reply, not wanting to say out loud his prose was the first thing I noticed about him. Even at twenty-two, he wrote with influences fused perfectly into his own style, like every English course he’d ever taken—and Nathan had taken quite a few—was flowing out of his fingertips. It made me feel the things writers love to feel. Inspired, and jealous.


In my silence, the clerk’s expression changes. “Wait,” she continues, “you have read Only Once, haven’t you?”


“Um,” I say, struggling with how to reply. Why is conversation way easier on the page?


“If you haven’t”—she starts toward the bestseller shelf to fetch the paperback. I know what’ll happen when she catches sight of the back cover. Under the embarrassingly long list of starred reviews, she’ll see the author photos. Nathan’s blue eyes beneath the immaculate black waves of his hair, the dimple he only trots out for promotional photos and press tours. Then, next to him, she’ll find his coauthor, Katrina Freeling. Young woman, sharp shoulders, round features, full eyebrows she honestly loves. Professionally done makeup, dark brown hair pressed and polished, nothing like it looks when she steps out of the shower or she’s reading on the patio on sweaty summer days.


The differences won’t matter. The bookseller will recognize the woman right in front of her.


My capacity for speech finally returns. “No, I’ve read it,” I manage.


“Of course,” the girl gushes. “Everyone’s read it. Well, Refraction is one of Nathan Van Huysen’s solo books. Like I said, it’s good, but I wish he and Katrina Freeling would go back to writing together. I’ve heard they haven’t spoken in years, though. Freeling doesn’t even write anymore.”


I don’t understand how this girl is interested enough in the writing duo to know the rumors without identifying one of them in her bookstore. It might be because I haven’t done many signings or festivals in the past three years. Following the very minimal promotional schedule for Nathan’s and my debut novel, Connecting Flights, and then the exhausting release tour for our second, Only Once—during which I made my only previous visit here, to Forewords—I more or less withdrew from writerly and promotional events. It was difficult because Chris’s and my social life in New York centered on the writing community, and it’s part of why I like living in LA, where our neighbors are screenwriters and studio executives. In LA, when people learn you’re a novelist, they treat you like a tenured Ivy League professor or a potted plant. Either is preferable to the combination of jealousy and judgment I endured spending time with former friends and competitors in New York.


If you’d told me four years ago I would leave New York for the California coast, I would’ve frowned, or likelier, laughed. New York was the epicenter for dreams like mine, and Nathan’s. But I didn’t know then the publication of Only Once would fracture me and leave me reassembling the pieces of myself into someone new. Someone for whom living in Los Angeles made sense.


While grateful the Forewords bookseller hasn’t identified me—I would’ve had one of those politely excited conversations, signed some copies of Only Once, then left without buying a book—I don’t know how to navigate hearing my own professional life story secondhand. “Oh well,” I fumble. “That’s too bad.” No more browsing for me. I decide I just want out of this conversation.


“I know.” The girl’s grin catches a little mischievousness. “I wonder what happened between them. I mean, why would such a successful partnership just split up right when they were really popular?”


The collar of my coat feels itchy, my pulse beginning to pound. This is my least favorite topic, like, ever. Why did you split up? I’ve heard the rumors. I’ve heard them from graceless interviewers, from comments I’ve happened to notice under online reviews. I’ve heard them from Chris.


If they’re to be believed, we grew jealous of each other, or Nathan thought he was better than me, or I was difficult to work with. Or we had an affair. There’d been speculation before our split. Two young writers, working together on retreats to Florida, Italy, the Hamptons. Photos of us with our arms around each other from the Connecting Flights launch event—the only launch we ever did together. The fact Only Once centered on marital infidelity didn’t help. Nor did the very non-fictional demise of Nathan’s own very non-fictional marriage.


This is why I don’t like being recognized. I like the excited introductions. I love interacting with readers. What I don’t like is the endless repetition of this one question. Why did Katrina Freeling and Nathan Van Huysen quit writing together?


“Who knows?” I say hastily. “Thanks for your recommendation. I’ll . . . take it.” I reach for the copy of Refraction, which the girl hands over, glowing.


FIVE MINUTES LATER, I walk out of the bookstore holding the one book I didn’t want.
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Nathan


I’M ON MY third iced tea. I would order coffee, except it’s gauche to order iced coffee from the bartender. Fuck, though, I’m exhausted. I feel sleeplessness singeing my corneas, the small revolt they’re staging for the post-midnight hours I spent in front of my new manuscript. It’s this thriller I’m working on, where the wife of a federal agent stumbles onto the possibly criminal secret he’s hiding.


I look like hell, the product of being on a plane yesterday, then writing into the night, then getting shitty sleep in my non–Four Seasons hotel. It leaves me undeniably out of place in O’Neill’s, the trendy bar where I haven’t set foot in years. When I lived in New York, I’d come here to meet other writers. With gold-rimmed mirrors, marble tabletops, and cocktails named after playwrights, O’Neill’s was the place to be seen. Which I liked. But it’s been two years since I left the city I could feel turning on me, needing a fresh start following my divorce.


“Sorry to make you wait.” My agent sits down across from me. Jen Bradley is middle-aged, fearsome in negotiations, and fantastic with working out plot holes. She’s the second agent I’ve had in my career. After Only Once, I had my pick of literary agents. I chose Jen for her straight-shooting sensibility and her intelligence, which she’s shown in selling my solo manuscript.


“It’s fine,” I say, washing the words down with iced tea. “How are you?”


“Busy,” Jen replies. “How was your tour?”


I have to smile. Straight to the point. I just wrapped a weeklong book tour for my new novel, Refraction. It was a whirlwind of bookstores in Midwestern cities, nondescript hotels, dinners of room-service Caesar salads every freaking night. Hour-long flights between airports named for one president or another, which were the best parts of my day for the refuge I could take in writing on the plane, running wild on this new thriller. “Fewer stops than the last one,” I admit. “Pretty good turnout, though.”


Jen eyes me.


“Okay, mediocre turnout,” I amend. “They did crap marketing, and you know it.”


I was prepared for Refraction to get less promotional support than Only Once. When we sold the book, it was clear my publisher was settling. What they wanted was another Katrina and Nathan book. It was Jen who convinced them this was the next best thing. One-half of the duo whose book sold fifteen million copies and counting wasn’t someone to turn down.


Her mouth flattens. She’s displeased. “First week numbers aren’t what they’d hoped.” She lets the sentence hang in the chatter of the room.


I nod. While I suspected sales numbers were low, I don’t like having my suspicions confirmed. In the pause, I drift from the conversation. I have this problem—at least my ex-wife, Melissa, would say “problem”—where when I’m not immediately engaged in what’s in front of me, my mind returns to whatever I’m writing. Which right now is the critical scene where Sarah confronts her husband. It’s a referendum on their marriage with huge, high-intensity implications, and I’m hungry to put it on the page.


“Will the numbers hurt their offer?” I ask, remembering I haven’t yet sold the book I’m working on now. I submitted the proposal months ago, and we’ve heard nothing since. Jen’s explained the publisher didn’t want to offer until they had sales information on Refraction. Truthfully, I don’t even care what they pay me. It’s not like I need the money. I’ve never needed the money—a trust fund and an Ivy League education took care of that long before Only Once was an idea in the back of my head. Even with the divorce, in which I willingly gave Melissa half of Only Once’s royalties, I still don’t need money.


What I need is to write. I’m not me if I can’t write.


Jen frowns. Her fingers worry her delicate gold watch. She says nothing.


It scares me. “Don’t sugarcoat it now.”


While she hesitates, my mind rehashes the scene I’m working on. It feels less like a reverie now, more like a coping mechanism. Sarah’s in their kitchen, the domesticity of the setting purposeful. She doesn’t need to speak. He knows. He says, They’re going to pass on the proposal.


Wait.


I refocus on Jen. The words I just heard weren’t in my head. They were from her.


They’re going to pass on the proposal.


The weight of it settles on me. They’re rejecting me. I wasn’t rejected from Dartmouth, wasn’t rejected when Katrina and I queried our agent, wasn’t rejected when we sold Connecting Flights or Only Once on proposal. I haven’t been rejected from anything.


No, that’s not true.


It hurts. No matter how much success you’ve had, insecurity is never far from reach when you’re being judged on pieces of your soul. If you won’t kill your darlings, I guess someone else will. There’s no indignation where I expected there to be, only whispers of doubt newly insistent in my head.


I force my next words past them. Wallowing won’t help. “Okay. It’s a setback, but I’ll write something else. What’re they looking for?” This is how I’ll fight those whispers. I’ll write. I have enough ideas in my head to fill my hard drive. It’s not difficult to imagine, if given the time, loving one of them the way I do this one.


“Nathan.” Jen says my name forcefully. It’s her reality-check voice.


“What? I have the 1950s novel I was developing—”


“They don’t want another book from you.”


I’ve never felt O’Neill’s was small. The extravagance is part of the point. The grandeur of the floor plan, the glittering shelves of liquor, the expensive suits and handbags of the patrons.


With Jen’s words, the place feels small. The walls press inward, warping nauseatingly. I fight the sensation. “So we’ll submit wide,” I say. “Send the manuscript everywhere. I’m a New York Times bestselling author. I have a movie in development. I’ve had other publishers salivating over me for years.” I’m half convincing her with my confidence, half convincing myself.


“We could,” Jen replies levelly. “You won’t get a good offer, though, which could eventually kill your career. Your sales are dropping, and your reviews are lackluster.”


I clench my hand reflexively on my drink. I know she’s right. What’s more, I know why. Anything I write is compared to Only Once. Which is unfair. It’s ridiculous to compare me to one of the most successful books of the past five years. I wrote it, but not alone. Of course it’s better. Katrina’s a genius. It’s why I walked up to her on the first day of the New York Resident Writers’ Program, dazed from the power and clarity of the excerpt she’d read, and practically prostrated myself telling her I wanted to collaborate. I remember how surprise didn’t enter her round eyes. How she’d said yes like it was easy.


The first night out there in Cooperstown, New York, we left the introductory dinner with our workshop classmates together. We introduced ourselves for real, got to know each other. She was fresh out of under-grad, unlike me. I kind of figured she couldn’t be single, though the question only crossed my mind objectively—I’d proposed to Melissa three months prior and was enjoying the post-engagement rush of pride and promise. While we walked, Katrina read me her favorite poetry from off her phone. I found myself loving her choices, understanding what resonated for her in each of them.


It wasn’t romantic, Katrina and me. It was romantic when Melissa would come home from one of her work events in her semiformal dress and I couldn’t decide whether I was more eager to hear how her day went or run the zipper down the black-diamond ski slope of her backside. (I ended up doing one then the other, though the order changed often.) It was romantic when we’d count down from three and simultaneously say the same movie we wanted to watch on Friday nights.


But with Katrina—was it romantic when you instinctively knew someone’s very existence fascinated you, made you grateful? Finding it romantic would be missing the point, like valuing the sun because it was bright. I’m glad for the light, but really, I’m grateful for the fact it sustains life on Earth.


Not that Katrina sustains my life on Earth. I—No. Inelegant metaphor.


It’s over with Katrina. That’s what’s important. And, presently, damning. Being compared to her and what we did together for the rest of my career is a death sentence.


“What’re you saying, I’m finished?” Hearing the words out loud nearly paralyzes me. It sends me back to those years in high school, before I’d shown anyone my writing. I wasn’t athletic, wasn’t particularly good-looking or funny. I had trouble talking to my peers. Even the wealthy family I came from didn’t exactly distinguish me in the marble halls of my prep school. I was no one.


Until I sent a short story to the New Yorker. I couldn’t talk to my peers, but I could write for them. I could write my way onto their breakfast tables, next to their parents’ grapefruit. Into their older brothers’ bedrooms, in piles they’d catch up on over winter breaks home from college. Nathan Van Huysen—the Nathan I was meant to be—was born on those pages, his life written in fine black print. Elegant and undeniable. “I’m not going to quit, Jen,” I say. “I’ll write the best fucking book they’ve ever read.”


“You’re not finished,” Jen says. “I have a plan.”


“Fine. I’ll do it. What’s your plan?”


“You’re not going to like it,” she warns.


“I can handle whatever—”


I cut myself off, realizing what she has in mind with the penetrating clarity people probably have right before they’re hit by an oncoming car.


“No.” I drop the word onto the table between us.


“Hear me out.” For once, Jen sounds gentle, persuasive. “You still have a contract for one more book with her.”


Her. Jen’s probably wise not to use her name. The visceral reaction I’d have would not help her case. “I’m not the one holding things up,” I say. “If Parthenon wants Katrina, then they need to call Katrina.”


“Parthenon’s passed on your book because they’re trying to force you to fulfill your contract with her.” In my silence, Jen continues. “If we can deliver something to them, I’ll have the leverage to sell more of your solo titles.”


“Fine.” I falter on the syllable. “Like I said, I’m perfectly able to deliver another Freeling–Van Huysen book. It’s Kat who will never agree.” I wince, hearing myself use her shortened name. I shouldn’t have said Kat. We’re not friends. I don’t need to have spoken to her in the past four years to know she won’t do it. She made it painfully clear on the night we finished Only Once. Finished everything, really.


“I’ve already discussed it with her agent. He thinks he can get her on board.”


Discussed it with her agent? I’m irritated Jen’s gone behind my back, opening this conversation with who knows who. She might’ve even gone to Parthenon. This ends here. “Bullshit,” I say.


“Are you calling me a liar?” Jen isn’t offended. She raises her eyebrows dryly.


“No,” I reply. “It’s Chris you shouldn’t believe.” I know Katrina’s agent. He used to be our agent. Chris Calloway would promise whatever to whomever if it would put him ahead.


“He is her fiancé,” Jen reminds me. “Presumably, he has some insight into what she will and won’t do.”


I crack a couple knuckles under the table. Why Katrina got together with Chris is outside my comprehension. “She’s retired,” I say firmly. Katrina Freeling is retired. If the man she’s marrying hasn’t gotten the memo, I guess she’ll need to write it in words with fewer syllables next time.


Jen watches me. “Respectfully, you haven’t spoken to her in years,” she says. “How would you know?” The ice in my drink shifts suddenly, tumbling down like it’s punctuating her point.


“I know her.” I hate how well I know her. It’s not the fundamental things I wish I could unlearn—her resoluteness, her intelligence. They’re the things everyone knows. I wish I didn’t know she’s restless on planes, even a little fearful. I wish I didn’t know she hates the word always. I wish I didn’t know what time she showers, what she wears to bed.


Jen’s inquisitiveness turns delicate. “I don’t want to invade your privacy,” she starts. “You know I don’t give a shit about the gossip. But this is a good move for your career. I need to know if there’s a reason I shouldn’t pursue it.” I open my mouth. “Not this retirement nonsense. A real reason,” she preempts me.


She’s not asking whether Katrina’s hard to work with, whether our styles no longer mesh, whether we just don’t like each other. I know what she’s asking.


I finish my drink, the memories of our final night writing Only Once rolling over me, smothering like the Florida heat outside the house where we wrote the manuscript. Pages with her handwriting and mine scrawled on top of each other, the strokes and curves of the letters crossing like in a dance. Waiting in front of her door. A fire dying in the fireplace, the ashes of charred paper in the air. Returning to writing with Katrina would be a nightmare.


No. Not writing is the nightmare. What’s left of my career if I refuse? I’m only thirty-one years old. I’ve been writing since I was seventeen. It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do. The only thing I can do.


“Is there really no other choice?” I ask, my voice low. Jen shakes her head. I stand, placing cash on the table. Is there a reason I can’t work with Katrina? I have reason enough to fill books I’ll never write. “If Chris can convince her—and that’s a big fucking if—then I don’t have a problem with it.”


Jen hefts her purse onto her shoulder, standing up. “Great. We’ll make it happen. Start developing ideas. This’ll be huge.”


“It’ll be something.” I head for the front of the bar, not waiting for Jen’s reply. Pushing open the burnished gold handle on the black door, I walk out, terrified by and taking comfort in what I know fundamentally to be true. Kat—Katrina—will never want to work with me.
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Katrina


WHEN I WALK in my front door, I stop in surprise, smelling coffee. In the kitchen, I hear the Nespresso machine spitting out cappuccino, and I have the mental image of some under-caffeinated burglar who’s stolen into our place and decided to whip up some joe while going to work on our valuables. Then I—the place’s well-meaning and coffee-hating co-occupant—would surprise him. It would be the perfect inciting incident.


It’s not my cappuccino burglar, of course. It’s Chris, who I realize in seconds has come home in the middle of the day. I walk into the living room, where he’s spread out his laptop and contract pages into an impromptu workspace.


He comes out of the kitchen carrying his coffee and sits on the couch, hardly glancing up. “Where were you?” he asks.


I hold up the bookstore bag. “I went to Forewords. When did you come home?” Chris doesn’t work from home often. Every chance he gets, he’s in the office or riding the endless carousel of networking with editors and authors.


“Had lunch with a client nearby, then needed to take a call. It was just closer to come here.” Chris’s voice is deep, declarative. It’s like everything about him—conventionally desirable. Golden hair, green eyes, sharp jaw, former-Duke-quarterback shoulders. It’s funny, having a handsome face in front of you for years, you start to lose the whole for the composite parts. It’s like how if you focus on each individual word in a gorgeous passage of writing, they cease to have lyricism or meaning.


I sit on the ottoman, pulling off my flats. I don’t exactly get lonely while Chris is in the office—I enjoy the freedom to organize my own days—but I do miss my fiancé. The chance to talk to him isn’t one I’ll pass up. “Was it for the Vincent Blake book?”


He grimaces. “He turned me down. Signed with someone else.”


“I’m sorry,” I say, meaning it. I respect Chris’s drive, despite how his work life occupies his entire life. I shrug my jacket off, moving to sit next to Chris on the couch. When I entwine my arm with his, he looks down and unlinks our elbows. While he doesn’t move away from me, I’m pretty sure he’s leaning imperceptibly in the opposite direction. It dims my enthusiasm.


“He’ll regret it,” Chris intones.


James Joyce darts out of the hallway, finding my feet immediately. Well, someone’s glad to see me. I stroke his head, his ears flicking while I do. “Yes, I’m sure he will,” I say.


Chris scoffs. It’s pointed, purposeful. Not just from professional dejection.


I furrow my brow. “What’s that for?”


“You make it sound like you respect me.”


His words hit me like a slap. Chris and I fight every now and then. Unremarkable fights—whether I’m “meddling” when I urge him to network less, if I’m pushing him too hard to set the date for our wedding, whose family we’re visiting for the holidays. It’s never about whether I respect him. I’m reeling slightly from this jab out of nowhere.


“Of course I respect you,” I say. “Why would you think otherwise?” We’ve been engaged for two years. He was Nathan’s and my agent for the three years before that. I respect him professionally and personally, though it’s not why I fell in love with him.


When I was a kid, I would go hiking in the hills outside our house. South Dakota is humid in the summers and hilly twelve months out of the year. My mom would serve us vanilla ice cream when we got home, hot and exhausted. It was from the rectangular Dreyer’s container, the cheapest from the grocery store, I guess, and with four kids in the house, vanilla was a safe choice everyone would enjoy. I remember the way the perfect, cold sweet would melt in my mouth while sweat stuck my hair to my forehead. In those moments, vanilla ice cream was the greatest ice cream flavor—the greatest food in the whole world. When people asked me what my favorite ice cream flavor was, I would say vanilla without considering the question.


Chris was vanilla ice cream.


The hiking days were the pre-publication fervor of Only Once. Nathan and I were no longer speaking. We’d finished rounds of developmental and copyedits and were in the crush of publicity and meetings for other opportunities, which we did over the phone whenever possible. Every day, instead of writing or reading or just enjoying my downtime, I was watching what was only a Word document on my computer grow into this monster of epic promotional proportions.


I wasn’t well. I woke up with cold in my fingers and my feet and went to bed exhausted from worrying and inexpressibly grateful for the reprieve of sleep. I googled “post-success depression” from my phone under the covers. I sought out my therapist in New York, who I still call, though less often now. Interviews were grueling—I, who once wrote hundreds of words per hour, struggled to push single sentences past the cage of insecurity and uncertainty in which I lived.


I’m under no illusion that what stressed me out was watching the success of Only Once. It wasn’t humility. It was fear. I hadn’t felt this way with Connecting Flights, with its modest deal, its respectful but ordinary reviews. But with Only Once, I was close to having what I wanted, and if I had what I wanted, I could lose it. The possibility felt like radioactive material, and I was certain it would chew up my insides or make me lose my hair or whatever holding onto plutonium would do. I hated it.


The fear was what caught me in the women’s restroom of one of LA’s film and TV agencies, where I was pitching Only Once for development. It was an important meeting, hence my flying out, and on the same day as one of Nathan’s divorce mediations, hence his not. The restroom was entirely white stone, like a spaceship or something. The lights were iridescent. When I stopped in front of the sink, feeling the sweat sliding down my sleeves, the idea of charmingly reproducing our pitch points overwhelmed me. I worked to even my breathing, and I . . . couldn’t. Then I was crying, hiccupping, gripping the sink like the seat of a crashing plane.


I called Chris. Not out of some instinct for his comfort or whatever. We weren’t dating, wouldn’t be for several months. I just wanted to cancel the meeting. Pretend I had the flu, or wasn’t stomaching the sushi from the reception dinner with Hollywood agents the night before. I didn’t care. I guess he heard the waver in my voice or the sob waiting in my throat because he spoke calmly instead of wondering why I wanted to cancel. He said, Today isn’t your entire life. Today is one day of your job. Do your job the best you can, then do the next thing. Okay?


In short, it worked. I did what he said. I did the meeting. I called my Uber. In my hotel I wrote four interview question responses I hadn’t finished. I had a sandwich. I read Celeste Ng’s new book and focused on her use of prepositional phrases. When I got in bed, I felt calmer, more cohesive. The next day, I did the same thing.


Chris made me feel like I could be okay. I wanted very much to return to being okay and with him, I could. In the years that followed of his encouragement, patience, and support, I was, or close.


I wondered if Nathan would’ve done the same. I’ll never know.


I love vanilla ice cream. I do.


Right now, however, my fiancé is watching me with impassive, resentful eyes. “Why would I think you respect me, Katrina?” It is pointedly rhetorical. “You won’t let me sell books for you,” he continues.


The realization dawns on me where this conversation’s headed. “Chris, I don’t have books for you to sell. If I did, believe me, you’d be my pick. You’re always my pick,” I say delicately, struggling to keep my voice in a reasonable register. He only rolls his eyes. It’s what pushes me over the edge. I stand up, yanking my jacket from the couch cushions. “My decision to stop writing has nothing to do with you. You know that.” Irritation wraps around my words. His audacity, that he would make this about himself, is unnerving.


“You have ideas, though,” he says as I walk over to the hall closet and shove my jacket inside. The hangers rattle, and I still them with my free hand.


“Nothing I want to write,” I say, holding in my indignation. It’s not untrue, though I know I’m hiding the nuances of the problem. I’ve had concepts for new novels, characters I’ve daydreamed of. I just don’t know if I want them published.


While I’m more confident I could face the fear I felt when Only Once was coming out, I’m not certain I want to. Not certain it’s worth it. I enjoy my life. I enjoy perusing wedding venue possibilities and presenting the occasional writing workshop for an MFA program or high school class. I enjoy the freedom I have to read, even to outline in my head or draft pages nobody’ll ever read. I don’t know if I want to catapult myself once more into the heights of publishing, only to wrack myself with the fear of falling.


I face Chris on the other end of the room, finding him watching me. He’s discarded his laptop next to him. “Why are we even talking about this?” I’m getting the uneasy feeling this conversation was planned, scheduled into his day with his other meetings and obligations. Lunch with editor. Call with Vincent. Guilt-trip fiancée.


Chris is a chaser, which I do respect in my partner, the way he will fix his gaze on the horizon until the sunlight sears his eyes. He comes from high-pressure parents who live outside New York City in a house with a stone driveway. Every minute of his childhood was spent in competition with his older and younger brothers, and I remember Chris telling me he and his siblings were the only kids whose parents would bring them to back-to-school nights so the Calloway children could hear their teachers’ feedback in person. Psychotic.


The problem is, Chris wants me to chase with him. Chase bestseller lists, chase publishing prizes and other prestigious recognition. Chase a solo career. For me, the stability I found in our relationship was the destination. For him, it was only one stop on the journey somewhere shinier and sleeker and more.


While I’ve known deep down it irks him I gave up writing, he’s never pressed me on it. Until now, anyway. As my partner, if not my agent, I assumed he understood. I head for the kitchen, needing aspirin.


“I’ve had a call with Liz,” he says.


It halts me. Liz is the editor at Parthenon Books who bought Connecting Flights and Only Once. When she and I last spoke, I told her I was taking time off from writing. I round on Chris, not liking his fixed stare. He’s serious. “Oh yeah?” I ask hesitantly.


“I raised the possibility—”


“Why?” I cut him off. “There is no possibility.”


“You’re technically under contract with Parthenon,” he replies, like I hoped he wouldn’t. When Parthenon bought Only Once, it was a two-book deal, meaning they also bought another yet-to-be-written book from me and Nathan and paid us an advance. We discussed ideas, worked up a synopsis, but we never wrote the book. Parthenon never pushed because the advance was next to nothing compared to the huge earnings of Only Once.


They’ll never cancel the contract, I know they won’t. Only Once continues to pull in good sales, though not quite like they once were. While the film in development with Miramount probably won’t ever happen—they often don’t, Chris cautioned me—it would return Nathan and me to prominence. Parthenon doesn’t want to pass up the possibility.


Nevertheless, our deal has left Nathan and me and our publisher in a complicated, motionless dance. They won’t force us to write. It’s not unheard-of for successful authors to take several years between books, and there’s no writing police they could have bang down our doors demanding pages. Nathan and I won’t cancel the contract, for different reasons. Nathan is a workaholic and would never pass up the opportunity to write something. I haven’t had the heart to tell my literary agent–fiancé it’s never going to happen. As long as the contract isn’t canceled, it’s left our publisher with the rights to the next Freeling–Van Huysen book. If there ever is a next Freeling–Van Huysen book.


“Fine,” I say, feeling less generous now. “Let’s pay back the advance.”


“Why won’t you just consider it?” Chris is using his phone voice, velvety and persuasive. He never uses it with me.


“Because I don’t want to.”


“What about me?” He’s no longer nonchalant. His eyes are hard and defensive. “I’m your fiancé. Do my feelings mean nothing?” Hearing raised voices, James Joyce, who was curled up on the foot of the couch, races from the room.


“Your feelings? On my writing career?” I fire back.


“We could use the money,” Chris says.


I laugh. He flew me to Paris in January for my twenty-eighth birthday. We’re having this fight in our wide-lawn house in Hancock Park with Chris’s Tesla out front. I didn’t grow up with money, and having it was never particularly important to me. It is, however, a side effect of having your work printed in thirty-five languages.


Chris looks uncomfortable, for once. “I’m not joking,” he says. “I made some investments assuming you’d get over this writer’s block.”


This is news to me. In the years since we moved in together, we’ve discussed our finances. We even share a financial planner. We have not combined my earnings with his, which means he could not have lost my money—so when he says we need the money, he means he needs the money. His confession is enough to bring me back toward the couch.


“Chris . . .” I say, knowing neither of us will enjoy what’s coming. “If you need, I could . . . write you a check.”


“Jesus, Katrina,” he snaps, right on cue. “I’m not a fucking charity case. I’m a literary agent who just needs to sell a book.”


“And that’s my problem?” While I’m concerned exactly what investments he’s made, right now, I’m pissed he’s putting the blame on what he’s calling my writer’s block.


“We’re getting married,” he replies. On the twelfth of never, I want to say. He continues. “It’s both our problem.”


I don’t bother confirming it’s definitely more his problem for frittering his money on his investments. “We’ll look at your finances. We can figure something out.”


Chris heaves a sigh. When he does, it’s like he releases his combativeness and poise. His next words come out almost understanding. Almost. “I know you don’t want to write anymore, but Katrina, this isn’t just your career. My career could be on the line. The agency expects me to make another huge sale, and they know you’re my fiancée. They think it should’ve been easy. I can’t keep coming back to them empty-handed.” It’s clear it hurts him to admit this. Chris isn’t a man used to falling short. “You would really help me,” he continues, louder. “Can’t we just discuss it? Get on the phone with Liz? I’ve already spoken with Nathan’s agent. He’s in if you are.”


My head jerks up. He not only called Liz, but he’s reached out to Nathan? I feel betrayed. Worse, I feel put in the exact position Chris wants me in. It’s becoming increasingly clear everything about this conversation was orchestrated, designed for me to have zero say.


“I. Don’t. Write. Anymore,” I say, putting space between each word. “Find a new client.”


My remark has the intended effect, I note half guiltily. His face reddens—he’s obviously remembering Vincent Blake’s fresh rejection. He’s silent for a long moment, and I start to leave.


“How about a new wife?”


I whip to face him. The floor feels unsteady. The sunlight streaming in our wide windows is harsh, dizzying. My face heats with shock and hurt. “What?”


Chris, to his credit, looks pained. “Shit. I—I didn’t mean that. It’s just—You know I love you. I love everything about you, and part of you is a writer. I guess I miss that part.”


I have to give him credit for the line. It hurts in every single way. I know I shouldn’t be admiring my fiancé’s dialogue when he’s suggesting he’ll leave me—I guess it’s the writer part of me.


Refusing to let my eyes water, I walk from the room.
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Nathan


I’M STUCK. On my screen, the cursor waits insistently, mocking me. I’ve been sitting in front of my computer for two hours, and I’m in the exact same place in my manuscript I was when I started this morning.


Ordinarily, an empty hotel room would present ideal writing conditions. I roam my eyes over its features for the hundredth time, hoping I’ll find inspiration hiding in the heavy curtains, the crimson carpet, the distraction-free white sheets of the bed. Since my meeting with Jen, I haven’t been able to write a single word. The idea of working with Katrina is messing with my head.


Not that it’ll ever happen. Jen will call tomorrow and say Katrina refused, and we’ll find another way to sell my next book.


Which is why I don’t understand why I can’t write. I can write no matter what’s going on in my life. The night I was hospitalized with the flu, I wrote. The night my dad died, I wrote. The night Melissa and I decided to get divorced, I wrote. It’s like breathing. Right now, I’m choking.


The idea of Katrina saying no isn’t what paralyzes me. It’s the idea of her saying yes. I can’t even imagine it. Even while editing Only Once, we were only exchanging perfunctory emails every few days. When the book was released, we didn’t even do one promotional event together. It probably contributed to the book’s success, honestly. After the New York Times piece on the end of our partnership, everyone wanted to hunt the novel for clues of what happened between us. As if the truth could’ve been in those pages.


I close my computer, defeated. The clap of the screen is harsh in the quiet hotel room. I pull out my phone, contemplating calling my ex-wife and quickly deciding it’s not a good idea. Conversations with Melissa only leave each of us renewed in our respective resentments. Instead, I call a number I haven’t dialed in years.


Harriet’s voice picks up on the fourth ring. “Nathan Van Huysen. An honor,” she says sarcastically, just the way I’d remembered.


“It’s been a while, Harriet.”


“Four years,” she replies, in light singsong.


I smile. It’s how Harriet Soong is. She enjoys ribbing her friends, colleagues, even instructors almost as much as she loves immersing herself in the Southern Gothic mysteries of the novels she writes.


“Yeah, um,” I say. “How’ve you been?”


“Shit, sure.” I practically hear her shrug over the phone. “Let’s catch up, like it’s not a completely fucking weird thing to do right now. I read your new book. Refraction,” she says dramatically. She pauses, and I find I’m still grinning, even knowing what’s coming. “Your worst yet,” Harriet informs me.


“Well, I’ve set the bar high,” I shoot back.


Harriet laughs, and it’s fortunately not scornful. I half expected she’d just call me a selfish asshole and hang up. I mean, she still might—I’m just glad she hasn’t yet. “You haven’t changed,” she says.


“Parthenon wants me and Katrina to write another book.” The words fall out of my mouth, like I can’t hold them in any longer.


There’s a pause on the other end of the line. “So you’re calling me, when we haven’t so much as emailed in years.” I hear her voice shift into seriousness.


“You were there. For . . . all of it.”


I’ve known Harriet as long as I’ve known Katrina. The three of us met at the New York Resident Writers’ Program. She’d often join us on writing retreats—we’d find Airbnbs in unusual locales, hole up with days’ worth of wine and frozen food, and attempt to write obscene amounts of words. She moderated our book launch for Connecting Flights, which was unsurprisingly perfect, what with her insight and wry humor. When we wrote Only Once, Katrina and I rented a house in the Florida Keys just fifteen minutes from Harriet’s home, using the money we had from our debut novel. With the wet heat keeping us indoors, we finished Only Once in a matter of months.


My ex-wife had not loved the writing retreats. Nevertheless, Melissa understood. It’s one of her greatest virtues. She understood. We’d fallen in love our senior year of college and moved in together when we graduated from Dartmouth, her into social work, where every day she heard her clients’ struggles with child custody or financial problems, and she understood. It exercises the same muscles writing does, self-imagination and empathy and hypothetical reasoning, and Melissa excelled at it. Excels. She’s working in the same position in Seattle now. She’s dating a radiologist.


When I said I wanted to write Only Once with Katrina in Florida, Melissa resisted, not unreasonably. I was married, proposing living in the same house for a few months with a young woman who was not my wife, working on our next novel. Most of Connecting Flights was written in cafés or our apartments, with one or two weekend or weeklong retreats. What we were proposing with Only Once was different—months, uninterrupted. What’s more, I understood innately there were new pressures involved in asking my wife for allowances on one book as opposed to a potential career of them.


Nevertheless, when I explained the practice of long retreats was not uncommon, and plenty of cowriters married to other people did it for efficiency and the collaborative process, she reluctantly understood. I don’t know, she probably felt like she had no choice. You kind of don’t, in your marriage, in the instances when your partner’s comfortable just saying how it’s going to be—which I’m sure I did too much of.


Melissa would just promise she understood, the way she did with the Only Once retreat. Once she consented, she never fought me on the plan. On the day I flew out of New York for Florida, she smiled from the opposite end of the JFK terminal and waved when I went through security.


I knew what she was ignoring, then and for months before. Pretending she didn’t notice signs other women would have. My distraction, the casual ease I brought to every conversation. I pretended I didn’t notice them, either, even while I felt the pieces of me pulling in different directions and realized Melissa wasn’t the biggest piece. Nevertheless, I tried. I called from Florida often. I made her laugh with inside jokes and made plans for what we would do when I was home. I pretended I was in love with her.


Until our conversation in the kitchen one night, three weeks after I got home from writing Only Once with Katrina.


Then, she understood.


We were divorced within the year.


“Was there a specific question you had for me?” Harriet asks. Over the line, there’s the clatter of a screen door falling shut. I remember the porch in front of Harriet’s house, the ocean in view. She’s probably watching the sunset in a way we don’t see it in Manhattan, or from my condo in Chicago.


“Is this a terrible idea?” I intend the question sarcastically. It comes out searching.


She replies immediately. “Yes.”


I huff a laugh and start to pace my hotel room in my socks. “I don’t have a choice.”


“Okay,” Harriet says. “Then why’d you call me? You want me to lie and tell you you’ll work everything out? That you’ll have the perfect partnership you used to?”


I deflate. Harriet’s always been uncanny when it comes to finding the heart of things. In the weeks of the New York Resident Writers’ Program—dinners of Chinese or pub food in the small neighborhood where we were staying—and on our retreats, she would often rib Katrina and me about having hidden romantic feelings for each other until, one day, she suddenly stopped.


“Are you ready to grovel?” she asks.


“Me?” Groveling to Katrina is the second-most preposterous idea I’ve heard today, and it’s close. “Come on. You know what she did.”


“Then you took your New Yorker interview. The one where you said writing Only Once was the worst time in your life, and you don’t think even Katrina Freeling’s genius is worth the torture.”


I grimace, toeing the carpet. It’s not a direct quote. It is, however, close enough for discomfort. I remember the interview fairly vividly, the sterile modernity of the restaurant where I met the middle-aged journalist, the sound of my criticism of Katrina leaving my lips. It stung the second I said it.


The New Yorker interview was the end. The formal end, anyway. Truthfully, it was over the day we turned in the draft, but after the interview, Katrina had Chris call and inform me, sounding stiffly professional, that she was retired.


“You want my advice?” Harriet asks when I don’t reply. I wait for her to admonish me, to instruct me to grow up and work with my collaborator like a reasonable adult. “Stay the hell away from each other,” she says decisively. “If you can’t, then write this book as fast as humanly possible.”


I nod to myself. It’s refreshing, if sobering. “Thanks for your honesty,” I say.


I hear the screen door open and shut again. “Have a good night, Nathan.”


“Hey, Harriet,” I say before she can hang up. “I read your book. It was incredible.”


There’s silence over the line for a long moment. “Thanks,” she says, her voice warming like stone in sunlight. “Really.” I don’t have the opportunity to expand on the compliment. Harriet hangs up.
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