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			Everyone’s a Critic

			Laurel Spellman can admit to herself that she has never been a beauty. Her brains, her wit, her taste, and her discernment, those are her gifts, and she has used them well. From her humble beginnings in Shickshinny, Pennsylvania, the oldest child of a lumpen, factory-working father and a pillowy, dim-bulb, romance-reading mom, she has been able, thanks to the rigorous exercise of intellect and will, to remake herself in the image she has chosen: a flinty, hard-edged woman, a powerful woman, a woman to be feared. When she was forty, at the peak of her power, at her most striking and, thanks to a convenient bout of stomach flu, her thinnest, the newspaper to which she’d just been named lead book critic commissioned a portrait, a stamp-sized caricature, to accompany her reviews. The artist captured Laurel’s heart-shaped face and glossy black bob, her bright red lips, the dark peaks of her brows, and her inquisitive expression.

			Laurel loves the little cartoon. She’s used it, online and in print, for the twenty-six years during which she has reigned as the most feared literary critic in New York, which makes her the most feared and respected critic in the world. Beneath the drawing, she has anointed a number of Great American Novelists, and eviscerated existing ones (of Madison Enright’s latest, she wrote, “There could be a good book in here . . . if Mr. Enright had tucked a copy of a Colson Whitehead novel between the covers”). She has gored sacred cows (“If Donald Trump is a poor person’s idea of a rich man, Dora Pye is a poor reader’s version of a literary writer”) and published acid-etched takedowns (“Mr. Leicht’s clanking, overstuffed grab bag of a novel is reminiscent of a child’s toy chest, crammed to the lid with broken, plasticky junk”). Through it all, the flattering cartoon has accompanied her prose, a portrait of Dorian Gray, only in reverse, as one of the more juvenile websites has snickered. Laurel Spellman does not care. Her looks are not what matters. Her words, her wit, her skill, her taste, her power—those are the point. She planned on using that avatar forever, but the new owners of the New York Examiner had other plans. Thus it is that five a.m. on a rainy February morning finds Laurel in LaGuardia Airport, preparing to shepherd sixteen bibliophilic Examiner subscribers on a ten-day tour of “American Writers in Paris.”

			The trip is a compromise. The newspaper business is changing. These days, it is not enough simply to provide readers with news, to give them hard facts and artfully written opinions. No, indeed. These days, you have to be their friend. For Laurel, who is both an introvert and a misanthrope, who hates all children, almost all women, and the vast majority of men, this new world is a nightmare. “I don’t even want my friends to be my friends!” she told Gregory Plontz. She and Gregory had joined the Examiner the same year, she as a book critic, he as the Book Review’s editor. Together, the two of them steered the paper’s coverage of the literary world, sorting through the tsunami of advance reader copies that flooded into the office each week, culling them down to a tiny handful, determining which would be assigned to freelancers and which precious few merited Laurel’s own attention.

			“I get it,” Gregory said, giving her a sympathetic look and refilling her martini. Gregory was not a friend, not exactly, but she’d known him a long time. They had witnessed each other’s histories, and knew a few of the other’s secrets. Laurel knew about Gregory’s costly divorce; Gregory knew what Laurel liked, when she indulged in intimacy. Each Wednesday night, after putting the Book Review to bed, they’d drink at the seedy bar next door to the newspaper: Gregory rumpled and scrawny, with a bald head and a jutting Adam’s apple, in khakis and a fraying button-down, Laurel with her black bob and one of her little black dresses, which had, over the years, becoming increasingly larger black dresses (her days as a journalistic ingénue, the pretty young thing trit-trotting through the Condé Nast Building in size-two miniskirts and Manolo Blahnik heels, were long gone).

			Since the advent of the internet, things had been bad. They got worse when the paper was sold to a conglomerate based in Sweden. The Swedes already owned a car company, a factory that produced frozen foods and another that made textiles, and a global restaurant group when they added the paper to their portfolio. They did not see the New York Examiner as a public trust or as a noble cause or an essential pillar of democracy. To them, it was a business, from which they expected unheard-of profit margins. The way they saw it, Laurel and her colleagues might as well have been producing tires or golf tees or reduced-calorie frozen dinners. Instead of essays or stories or reporting or reviews, the Swedes called it all content, and content was just another product to be sold in the marketplace, like a washcloth or a minivan. They wanted the paper to monetize its brand. They had to locate new revenue streams and launch new verticals. It was all about niche publications and dedicated portals. Most pertinently to Laurel, it was about branding our assets, and the name of that game was making the reporters accessible to the readers.

			Resistance was futile. Interaction was mandatory. These days, her reviews run with her beloved portrait and also a comment section, for the readers to dissect her work and offer their own contrary opinions. Her email address is included, too, so that angry readers and sometimes even aggrieved authors can launch their dismay at her inbox. She’s been urged, then ordered, to get on Twitter, and to “engage with her readers” regularly on the site, and if she ever goes more than a day or two without replying to some reader’s inane comments with a thumbs-up or a smiley-face emoji, she’ll receive a scolding email. She’s been similarly required to maintain a Facebook page, on which she ostensibly hosts weekly “chats” (in reality, Laurel makes the intern, who works twenty hours each week in exchange for school credit, impersonate her online, posting recommendations of coffee-table books and advising fans of Tuesdays with Morrie on what to read next). As far as she was concerned, the only good thing about social media is that she is allowed to use her cartoon portrait there, too. For years, Laurel staved off further attempts to make herself accessible, watching with mingled amusement and horror as, one by one, her fellow columnists succumbed. The paper’s travel writers were conscripted to lead tours of Iceland and India; the food writers were required to escort subscribers to Italy to eat pizza and make pasta; and, eventually, the foreign correspondents were ordered to lead intrepid readers through the war zones they covered.

			That will never be me, she thought, feeling grateful and—she could admit it now—smugly superior to her colleagues. By then, she’d won a Pulitzer, and the National Book Critics Circle Nona Balakian Citation for Excellence in Reviewing three years in a row. She occupied an exalted spot on the masthead and in the paper’s hierarchy, and enjoyed the appropriate, corresponding benefits. She was allowed to work from home. She was required to write only a single review every week. Her pay was at the very top of the union-mandated scale, and she got four weeks paid vacation each year. Best of all, she had never been subject to the kind of ancillary tasks that her colleagues had to perform. No trips for Laurel; no lectures or workshops, no “Cruisin’ with the Crosswords,” where the puzzle editor was sent off to sea for ten days every six months.

			Which was not to say that the editors hadn’t tried. For as long as the tours have existed, the paper has been after Laurel to lead one. They’ve dangled destinations in front of her: Shakespeare’s London! Joyce’s Dublin! Dante’s Florence! Sappho’s Greece! Laurel cited illness, seniority, a scheduling conflict, or simply too much to read. She told the Swedes that she was not an asset to be branded or a resource to be exploited. Nor was she interested in being the readers’ friend. If she was their pal, she explained, instead of discovering important new writers and championing worthy literature, she’d spend all of her time writing up romance novels with bright foil covers and heaving bosoms. Instead of Karl Ove Knausgaard and Jonathan Safran Foer, she’d be reviewing thrillers churned out by men with single-syllable names as brisk as slaps. She would have to cover romance novels and erotica and women’s fiction, those soppy, improbable, sentimentality-soaked works of wish fulfillment where the fat girl gets the guy, or learns to love herself through yoga.

			“Do you mean bestselling books?” asked the Swedish gal, with an inquisitive tilt of her head. Ebba was a wispy little pixie with silvery-blond hair. She might have been all of thirty-five. “What is wrong with popular?”

			Laurel tried to explain. “Nothing is wrong with popular. But popular does not make a book worthy of a critic’s attention.” She’d said that her job was not to put her seal of approval on pleasant, popular, inoffensive books, the kind read on airplanes and forgotten by the time the passenger collected his or her luggage. Her job was to seek out and to celebrate those rare works that advanced the cause of literature, that did something new with language or something innovative with form. “The gee-whiz books! The game changers!” she said. “Those are the ones the paper must cover.”

			The Swedes disagreed. First, Ebba pulled up a PowerPoint slide, showing the click-through rate of Laurel’s reviews, which was not, Laurel could see, entirely robust. Ebba’s next slide showed the declining number of ads the Book Review attracted. “You see the problem. If you’re not reviewing the books readers care about, they won’t read your section.” Laurel made some conciliatory noises. She promised to solicit a review from a popular horror writer, a man now published regularly in the New Yorker. She noted that, as usual, the Valentine’s Day–proximate issue of the Book Review would include a few romance novels, and did not mention that the reviews were being written by an elderly male professor of the classics who thought the last good love story had been written by Ovid.

			“One more thing,” Ebba said. Laurel watched as a flush rose up the Swede’s chest, reddening the V-shaped patch of flesh her blouse revealed and the tips of her elfin ears. “We think it might be time for a new, ah, portrait to go with your reviews.”

			The angry squawk flew out of Laurel’s mouth before she could stop it. She pressed her lips together, breathed, and said, “I don’t see a problem with the illustration that we have.” She stared down the Swede, daring Ebba to tell her why she couldn’t keep using her beloved cartoon. It was true that these days, lipstick kept her lips flushed, dye kept her bob black, her eyes had slightly sunk and were surrounded by a net of fine lines and wrinkles, and her sharp little chin had mostly dissolved into a soft, fleshy pouch that wobbled when she turned her head. And she’d put on a few pounds. Maybe more than a few. At her most recent public appearance at the 92nd Street Y, she’d heard whispers, and had noticed more than one audience member staring in puzzlement from the cartoon, reprinted in the program, to her actual face, up onstage. But she should be allowed to project whatever image she chose. She’d earned it.

			The paper’s management scheduled a photo session. Laurel skipped it. They rescheduled. Laurel skipped the second appointment, too. When they dispatched the paper’s photographer to her home, she ignored the woman’s knocks and telephone calls and texts. Finally, they sent Gregory Plontz to her house with an ultimatum: give them what they want, or find another job.

			Instead, Laurel offered a compromise. Which is how she’s ended up at LaGuardia at this ungodly hour, waiting for her sheep to trickle into the waiting area. There are a few pairs of elderly husbands and wives, the husbands stooped and slow and deaf and, in one case, shaking with some sort of palsy; the wives small and wrinkly and fiercely upright in their orthopedic walking shoes, speaking at a volume just short of a scream into their spouses’ hearing aids. There’s a family of four, two snowplow parents probably trying to give their Ivy League–wannabe babies an Experience to write about in their college application essays, and a pair of middle-aged gays, one black, one white, both of them exquisitely groomed and turned out like peacocks, even at this hour, in pressed, fitted checked shirts and colorful perforated suede Hush Puppies. Five of the group’s members are retired ladies clearly desperate to fill the empty hours. Laurel sees gray hair, wrinkled cheeks, elastic waistbands; she sees one four-pronged cane and the kinds of suitcase-sized purses the ladies undoubtedly call pocketbooks. No pride, she thinks. She herself is attired in a black dress and knee-high suede boots, their modest heel her single concession to comfort. She stifles a sigh and forces a smile.

			“Shall we introduce ourselves?” she asks. She feels like a camp counselor, charged with tending to a bunch of blundering twelve-year-olds, making sure that they don’t get poison ivy and that they learn how to swim before the summer ends.

			The Fullers—Jack and Marie—are a couple in their fifties from Philadelphia. Jack had written his master’s thesis on Hemingway’s “Hills Like White Elephants”—“a long, long time ago,” he says with a self-deprecating smile. The family of four are the Chamberlains, from a suburb of Cincinnati. Mom and Dad are both attorneys, and their kids have already been to London and Paris; they’ve seen the grandeur that is Greece and the glory that is Rome. They’re looking to “change it up,” Richard, the paterfamilias, says, as his two children—Cole and Jordan, a boy and a girl, although Laurel has no idea which name goes with which child—stare at her, projecting identical attitudes of disdain. The gays are Andrew Freeh (black) and Jason King (white), of New York City and Rhinebeck. They’ve taken the trip on a whim. “We don’t know much about the expats, but we’re excited to see one of our favorite cities from a different perspective,” Andrew says, as the rest of the group murmurs its approval. The elderly ladies all hail from the same over-fifty-five community in North Carolina. They had been planning on taking a cruise with the paper’s food critic, only that was sold out, and this was offered to them as a last-minute alternative. “We’ve already done three different cruises with Fran,” one of the women says in a challenging tone. Fran is a new addition to the staff, a round and chatty woman whose reviews include information about where to park for the restaurant in question, and whether they take Groupons. “Fran’s trips were wonderful.”

			Laurel grits her teeth. “I’m sure this will be wonderful, too.”

			The chicly uniformed Air France flight attendant behind the podium announces that boarding will begin in five minutes. The elderly women depart, en masse, to find the bathroom. The Chamberlain parents supervise the gathering of the Chamberlain belongings; the elderly wives scold their husbands; one reminding her spouse to take his pills, another asking her husband if he’s remembered the adapter for his CPAP machine. Laurel is deciding if she has time to buy a coffee or if she should just hang herself in the ladies’ room when a soft-bodied woman with blond hair comes jouncing to the gate. She peers at Laurel, glances down at the brochure in her hand, then fishes a pair of glasses from her capacious bra, pulls them on, and stares at Laurel some more.

			“Laurel Spellman?” she finally asks.

			Laurel forces a smile. Women who keep things in their bras are a special brand of revolting. “That’s me. And you must be—”

			“Tess Kravitz,” the dumpling announces in a cheery voice, as if she expected to be congratulated. Her hair is shoulder-length and wavy, her face is round and dimpled, with an upturned mouth and an upturned nose and small, shiny white teeth. Underneath layers of cashmere, her body is as plump and chesty as a broody hen’s, and she has little, squinty eyes behind her bra-glasses. She wears leggings and white sneakers, the laces tied in neat bows. There are pearls in her ears, and an inflatable purple travel pillow cradles her neck. “I’m so pleased to meet you,” she says, pushing her plump paw in Laurel’s direction. “I’m so excited for this trip. I’m actually a novelist myself!” The returning sheep coo congratulations; the gays ooh and aah. Laurel’s heart sinks. This was her worst fear, one she’d tried to get the Swedes to agree to prevent. No writers, aspiring or published. She did not want some wealthy wannabe spending five thousand dollars just to try to get close to her or, worse, feeling that she was owed a review because she’d paid for the trip. No one had listened. “You’re being paranoid,” Ebba had said.

			“So my book was on BuzzFeed’s Ten Books to Read This Fall,” Tess is telling the gays when Laurel tunes back in. “Bustle and PopSugar both loved it,” she burbles. “And we’re crossing our fingers for Reese!” Laurel tries not to roll her eyes as the authoress dips her hand into the tote bag that’s slung over her shoulder. “Just in case any of you want something to read on the plane,” she says, giggling. “And YOU get a book, and YOU get a book, and YOU get a book!” Laurel can see the inevitable pastel-pink cover, with an illustration of a full-figured female chef’s body—possibly Tess’s own body—depicted from waist to chin, holding a whisk and a bowl. The title’s been rendered in gilt script: The Comfort Diet. Laurel’s heart sinks even lower.

			“What’s it about?” asks an old lady whose name Laurel’s already forgotten.

			Tess gives a dimply smile. “My elevator pitch! Okay, so, The Comfort Diet is about a soldier who comes back from Afghanistan with PTSD, and a chef who’s been through a bad divorce, and agrees to let him work for her.”

			And let me guess, thinks Laurel. They fall in love.

			“Together, they learn how they each can be the best versions of themselves. Oh, and there’s recipes, too!” The old ladies cluck approvingly; the gay of color actually clasps his hands to his chest, sighing in delight. Tess makes a little curtsy as she hands Laurel a copy. Laurel manages a smile.

			“Right up your alley!” Tess twinkles. “Ha ha! I know, JK!” She turns, stage-whispering to the rest of the sheep, “These books are not up her alley at all!” Turning back to Laurel, she says, “But maybe this will be the book that changes your mind!”

			Fuck my life, thought Laurel. It’s a phrase that a sad young literary man she’d once known taught her, and it feels perfectly applicable to her current situation.

			•   •   •

			Laurel has insisted on, and received, a first-class ticket, and a suite in the hotel the paper’s team booked. The Chamberlains, who seem to have cash to burn, settle into the two rows behind her, with Cole (or possibly Jordan) pulling out a paperback copy of the Odyssey and Jordan (unless he’s Cole) bending over an SAT prep workbook. The aisle seat next to Laurel remains miraculously vacant as dozens of passengers plod past her on their way to steerage, where they’ll fight over the armrests and the scant overhead space. Just before the flight attendants close the plane’s doors, Tess Kravitz hustles down the aisle, pink-cheeked and panting.

			“Sorry,” she says, although she doesn’t sound sorry at all, and she comes within inches of whacking Laurel in the head with the side of her Vuitton duffel bag as she slings it into the overhead compartment. She plops down in her seat, unwinding her cashmere wrap and beaming. “Oh, I love to travel!” she says. “And I haven’t been to Paris in forever. This is going to be so much fun.”

			Laurel makes assenting sounds, tugging her black dress. She hasn’t been to Paris in forever, either—it’s been something like twenty years since her last trip—and her dress must have shrunk in the wash. It feels uncomfortably tight around her bust and under her arms. She’s becoming aware of the other woman’s scent, heavy and cloyingly sweet.

			Meanwhile, Tess pops open her tray table and pulls out a copy of The Comfort Diet. She opens the book and sets it facedown so that both sides of the cover are visible. “Product placement!” she beams. Laurel makes herself smile politely. When the flight attendant comes around, offering a pre-takeoff drink, Tess asks for champagne—“When in Rome, right?”

			The flight attendant inspects the book’s back cover, which boasts precisely zero words (because who would want to endorse that piece of crap, thinks Laurel). Instead, it features a photograph of Tess in a blue silk blouse cut low enough to show off a Grand Canyon’s worth of cleavage, with ropes of pearls around her neck and thick black eyeliner around her eyes. Her hair, and probably a lot of someone else’s, is arranged on top of her head; her teeth are smooth as dominos. I’ll bet she spent more time on that picture than she did on whatever’s between the covers, Laurel thinks.

			“Eees you?” the flight attendant asks.

			Tess gives a merry giggle. “I know,” she said. “It’s, like, the best picture in the world, right?” She squeezes Laurel’s forearm. “I have nightmares about people coming to readings on my book tour and not recognizing me! Wouldn’t that be awful? I mean, can you imagine?”

			Laurel nods weakly. Tess, meanwhile, reaches into the bag at her feet, which seems to contain an inexhaustible supply of the book-shaped object she’s produced. “What’s your name?” she asks the flight attendant.

			“Yvette,” she replies. “Oh, thank you,” she says, as Tess signs the title page with a flourish.

			“If you like it, tell your friends!” she says, and winks. “Especially if one of them is Oprah or Jenna Bush!”

			“I’d like a cranberry juice,” Laurel calls, raising her voice so that the girl can hear. She’s brought a thirty-two-ounce metal flask from home that she meant to fill at the airport, but she’s forgotten all about it. Which is concerning. In the past few years, she’s become increasingly prone to urinary-tract infections, and planes are terribly dehydrating. But the flight attendant has moved on to the next row. Laurel sits, thirsty and fuming, as Tess sips her champagne and gives a happy sigh. As soon as they’re in the air, Tess readjusts her cashmere wrap and turns toward Laurel.

			“So what’s it like, being a book critic?”

			“It’s the best job in the world,” Laurel says, giving her stock answer. “I get to read for a living, and discover new talent, and tell the world about great new books.”

			“And steer them away from the bad ones,” Tess says, smiling. “You do that, too.”

			“I owe my readers honesty,” Laurel says.

			Tess’s eyes appear to gleam. “That is so . . . oh, what’s the word?” Her pearly teeth flash as she smiles. “I’m a writer, so it’s my job to know. Le mot juste, am I right?” She speaks the French words just as they are written, not even attempting correct pronunciation: leh mott just. “Oh. Noble. That’s so noble.” She clutches Laurel’s forearm and sighs. “Like, you’re just devoted to the whole idea of literature, and being honest about which books are deserving. So it’s never about advancing any one man.” Tess’s smile becomes knowing and sly. “Or any one person, I should say.”

			Laurel holds herself very still. This is the common complaint the so-called feminists make about her—that she’s never praised a female writer the way she’s praised men; that she’s especially dismissive of members of her own gender. She has heard it all before. But when she sees the way Tess is looking at her, that smug, cunning expression, an icy finger of fear presses against her heart. She turns away from the other woman, opens her purse, and makes a show of opening the prescription bottle so that Tess is sure to see. “Nighty night!” Tess calls, wiggling her plump fingers at Laurel. Laurel dry swallows an Ambien and closes her eyes.

			•   •   •

			But she doesn’t sleep. Deserving, she thinks. She suspects she knows what Tess is getting at, with her tiny, barbed jabs and winking references, even if the little piggie won’t come out and say it. Years ago, in the incident that earned Laurel her nickname, a bunch of female writers got their panties in a bunch over what they saw as the literary establishment’s failure to review enough books by women. Internalized bias! they cried. Double standards! When a man writes about a marriage or a family, critics swoon over his vulnerability and his skill, went their complaint. When a woman does it, her book gets called women’s fiction, and it doesn’t get reviewed at all.

			Laurel had disagreed. The books categorized as women’s fiction do not get reviewed because, in general, they do not rise to the standards a critic has set. Typically, the writing is formulaic, their plots are predictable, and their aim is not innovation or excellence but familiarity and comfort. They are not worthy of serious attention, she’d written . . . and then, to prove her point, she’d reviewed a half dozen of the various lady books, in a piece headlined “Asking for It.” In retrospect, the headline had been, perhaps, unnecessarily provocative. Maybe her evisceration of the books’ prose and plotting had been a little harsh; maybe her inclusion of biographical details and snippets from old blog posts and interviews to buttress her portrait of the ladies as a bunch of thin-skinned whiners had been a little mean. Gregory had tried to talk her into pulling her punches, but Laurel had resisted. She’d been new at the paper, eager to make a name for herself, to draw her personal line in the sand. “Besides, they are asking for it,” she’d said. “They want critics to pay attention. So fine. Here’s attention.” The lady scribblers had squealed and squawked and tweeted, a bunch of noisy hens with ruffled feathers. They’d started calling Laurel “The Lady-Killer.” Laurel had ignored them. The entire thing had been a brief, unpleasant squabble, a minor bump on her road. She’s put it behind her. She’s gone on, and she’s won a Pulitzer, and the Nona Balakian prize for criticism, not once, not twice, but three times. I am fine, she thinks to herself. I’m fine, and I was right. She repeats the words like a mantra until, finally, sleep takes her.

			•   •   •

			In her dream, she is walking through a gallery filled with sculptures of writers. There’s James Joyce, rendered in white marble; there’s Henry James, looking lordly and serene. She sees Hemingway and Proust and F. Scott Fitzgerald, all of the greats, with white roses massed at their stone feet. The gallery is deathly still, so quiet that she can hear her footfalls, and the sound of her breath. When she hears laughter, she hurries through the gallery to find it, and sees a crowd around a statue. Her own name is carved on its base.

			They are laughing at me, she thinks . . . and, when she gets closer, she can see why. The statue depicts her naked, not in the glory of her youth, but as she is now—her small, sagging potbelly, her dangling breasts, like two tube socks full of ball bearings, nipples pointing straight at her toes. Her carved hair looks sparse, and her chin looks wobbly, even though it is made from stone.

			There’s never been a statue erected to a critic, someone says. Now I see why. She turns to see Tess Kravitz. Tess’s blond hair is bright, and her lipstick makes her mouth look like she’s bitten something bloody. Beside Tess are a few of Laurel’s sad young literary men, George and James and Jonathan and Jonathan. Cal Hardinger is last in line, his eyes distant and amused.

			Then the dream jumps forward, and they are outside, on the edge of a cliff. It’s chilly, and it smells of the sea at low tide, that stink of corruption and things rotting under the water. A dank wind lifts her hair. On the side of the hill is a freshly turned grave. Beside it, an open coffin rests on a pair of wooden sawhorses.

			I’m in there, Laurel thinks. I’m dead. That’s me. She shuts her eyes, but they fly open when she hears a thunking sound. Instead of throwing flowers or shovelfuls of dirt, the funeral-goers are throwing books into the grave. Bad ones. She sees Jean Auel’s sex-among-the-cavemen bestsellers, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, a water-bloated paperback by Rona Jaffe that makes her think, briefly, of her mother, who used to love to read in the bathtub. As Laurel watches, someone heaves a copy of The Help into the grave, and Tess Kravitz steps to the edge of the turned dirt, opens her arms, and releases dozens and dozens of copies of The Comfort Diet, sending them thudding onto the coffin.

			Laurel startles awake, jerking forward against her seat belt. An embarrassing snoring rattle is coming from her mouth. Tess turns to her, smiling. “Bad dream? Ugh. I always have the worst dreams when I take Ambien.”

			Laurel swallows. Her mouth is so dry. And, of course, she has nothing to drink. She tries to get the flight attendant’s attention, but Yvette is sitting at the front of the cabin on the little pull-down seat, bent over the copy of The Comfort Diet in her lap, utterly engrossed.

			•   •   •

			By the time they land, Laurel’s boots are strangling her swollen calves, and she’s certain she feels the beginnings of a UTI. She races to the restroom, yanks down her pants, and gets herself on the toilet just in time to keep from wetting herself, but, unfortunately, too late to realize that the stall’s previous occupant has peed all over the seat. Off to a great start, she thinks, and wipes herself off as best she can. She herds the group through customs and into the vans that will drive them to the hotel. Once they arrive, Laurel wants nothing more than to go up to her room for a shower and a nap, but she has to stay in the hotel lobby and answer their questions: Where is the Jewish district? What is the name of the shop that sells the best falafel? Are they going to Sylvia Beach’s bookstore tomorrow or the day after that, and is the cost of the first night’s dinner included or do they have to pay?

			Finally, it’s over. Laurel rejects the first room she’s shown and gets herself upgraded to a suite on the sixth floor, with a balcony overlooking the cobblestone street. The furniture’s a little worn, the carpet is threadbare, but there’s a small sitting room, with a desk and a lamp, and a striped satin bench at the foot of the bed. Laurel sets down her suitcase, but, before she unpacks, she gets rid of the book-thing that Tess Kravitz has excreted. She pinches its covers between her fingertips as if she’s carrying an especially odious bug and drops it into the trash. The hardcover makes a satisfying thunk as it hits the metal wastebasket . . . only the sound reminds her of her dream, the bad books thudding onto the coffin. Get it together, Laurel tells herself. It was just a bad dream—a bad book and a bad dream. She washes her face without looking at her reflection and brushes her teeth with a vigor that leaves her gums oozing threads of blood. Before she turns out the lights, she nudges the trash can out into the hallway, where a maid will empty it during the night.

			•   •   •

			The next morning is rainy, with a gloomy, oppressive sky. Laurel’s feet are still swollen, and it’s starting to burn when she pees. In the mirror, with pouches and dark circles under her eyes, she looks like her mother, and she makes herself concentrate on just her lips and then just her eyebrows as she grooms them. She collects her sheep in the lobby and marches them through the Latin Quarter, forcing enthusiasm into her voice, knowing the trip will be reviewed on Travelocity and Trip.com and Yelp: Here is the bar where Simone de Beauvoir drank with Picasso. Here is the house where Oscar Wilde died. For lunch, they go to what the itinerary describes as “one of the city’s most iconic literary cafés in the Saint-Germain-des-Prés district.” Inside, it’s hot, and crowded with tourists speaking loud, plangent English. The food is shamefully overpriced. The Chamberlain kids complain about the lack of ice in the soda; the cluckers mutter about the prices. An elderly wife shouts the menu items at top volume to her husband across the table. “What do you THINK, Murray?” she yells. “Do you want the CHICKEN?”

			“What?” Murray asks helplessly.

			“CHICKEN,” the wife yells. Briefly, Laurel shuts her eyes.

			The only one in a good mood is Tess Kravitz. She takes the seat next to Laurel, accepts her menu with a smile, then reaches into her handbag for the inevitable copy of her book.

			“Product placement!” she giggles, and sets the book in the center of the table. “My publicist told me,” she says, lowering her voice like she’s imparting some great secret, “that in order for people to buy something, they have to see it three times. So if it’s, for example, a book, maybe they’ll see it on Instagram, and then they’ll see a newspaper ad, or, like, maybe a celebrity will be carrying it around, like, one of the Real Housewives, and the paparazzi will take her picture, and then, voilà!”

			“What about reviews?” Richard Chamberlain asks. “They matter, too, right?”

			“They matter more than anything.” Tess’s voice is solemn.

			“Oh, I’m not sure I agree.” Laurel tries to keep her own tone light. “Many factors go into a book’s success.”

			“Laurel here is being modest,” Tess says, throwing her arm around Laurel’s shoulders and trying to pull her close, into the cloying cloud of her perfume and the unsettling warmth of her body. “There hasn’t been one National Book Award winner, not one Pulitzer winner that this one didn’t review.”

			“But isn’t that a chicken-egg thing?” asks the white gay. “Did the books win prizes because of the reviews, or were reviewers drawn to them because they were so good?”

			“The latter, of course,” Laurel says hastily.

			“What about gender?” the Chamberlain girl asks. She raises her head, and Laurel can see that she is beautiful, in the way only young girls can be beautiful, with shiny hair and skin so luminously smooth it could have been poured out of a pitcher. Envy closes around her heart like a fist. “Why do so many more men than women win prizes and get reviewed? Is it that their books are better, or is it that we’ve just been trained to believe that they are?”

			“Well,” Laurel begins. Both of the senior Chamberlains are staring at Cole/Jordan admiringly, as if she’s saying something truly insightful, instead of parroting a trite feminist talking point. “Personally, I try to look for excellence, whether it’s a book by a man or a woman. And I’ll point out that some of the women who’ve raised the issue of gender equity are bestselling authors.”

			“So you’re saying you can’t be both? Can’t be a bestseller and be excellent?”

			“Well, popular fiction can be its own kind of excellent,” Laurel says. “But that doesn’t mean a serious critic is going to devote part of her very limited resources—”

			The little bitch interrupts her. “Stephen King sells pretty well. And you guys review him, right? John Grisham, too. So it seems to me like you can be a bestseller and get reviewed. If you’re a man.” Her mother preens, and her dad, whose balls probably have a permanent home in his wife’s handbag, pats her on the shoulder. Improbably, it’s Tess who comes to the rescue. “Hey, Laurel’s entitled to her taste. If she happens to prefer books by men, so be it!” Tess gives Laurel what is likely meant to be a conspiratorial wink.

			Laurel swallows. Her tongue feels like a dead thing that’s been left in her mouth to decompose, and her face feels cold. In the wake of her “Asking for It” round-up, there were a number of tweets and some insinuating blog posts about critics who were, quote unquote, in bed with their subjects, along with photographs of Laurel at various book parties, or moderating events with some of the men she’d praised. Laurel ignored it, even after she’d been summoned to wispy little Ebba’s office and asked a number of highly personal questions. “The bloggers are always going to look for something,” Laurel protested. “Jesus, one of them keeps track of every time I use the word shambolic!”

			“This is different,” Ebba said. The interview concluded in a standoff, with Ebba and the lead Swede advising Laurel to avoid even the appearance of impropriety and to find more women to review. “Not that we’re giving you quotas,” they’d added. Which, of course, meant we’re giving you quotas.

			Some remnant of pique must show on her face, because Tess is looking at her sympathetically.

			“You know what I think? I think that our friend Laurel”—Tess wraps her arm around Laurel’s shoulders and, again, Laurel feels the unpleasant heat of her body—“is truly trying to do better. Look, back in the day, no one cared if you only reviewed men. No one thought that was wrong. And change isn’t easy! Not when you’ve been doing things the same way for a long time.”

			Laurel makes herself smile and nod and makes herself ignore Tess’s jab at her longevity.

			“Besides,” Tess adds, her voice dropping into a purr, “some of those boy writers are pretty delicious. I mean, Cal Hardinger . . .” She gives Laurel a broad wink. “Yummy, yummy! I’d review his book any day!”

			Laurel feels as if she’d swallowed a stone. Her lungs freeze; the breath she’s drawn goes icy in her throat. She knows, she thinks. Except Tess couldn’t, she tells herself. No one could.

			The waiters are bringing their food, indifferently dropping plates on the table heedless of who ordered what. Laurel’s steak arrives sitting in what looks like a puddle of congealed blood. She excuses herself and goes to the bathroom. She’s rummaging in her purse for the emergency Vicodin she’s tucked into her wallet, but when she opens her bag there’s a copy of Tess Kravitz’s book there. Its cover glares redly as it catches the light.

			Laurel makes a furious mewling sound. She yanks the book out and shoves it in the trash, deep down into the litter of used paper towels and sodden tampons. She feels so violated that she can barely think, furious at the notion of Tess Kravitz’s hands in her belongings, Tess looking at her private things, and her rage collides with shame and settles in her temples, pulsing with each beat of her heart. Her head aches, as does her bladder. She wants to go home. Fuck TripAdvisor.com. Never mind what the sheep will say.

			Back at the table, she means to confront Tess, but Tess and the rest of the sheep are already clustered at the front of the restaurant, waiting for her. Laurel mutters something about a migraine and a prescription she needs to fill and sends them on their way. She staggers back to the hotel through a haze of pain and sinks her key card into its slot, desperate for privacy and rest.

			The first thing she sees is another copy of The Comfort Diet on her bedside table. Laurel stares at it for a moment, brow furrowed, mouth slightly agape. Maybe Tess had it sent up. Maybe the maid fished it out of the trash and put it there. Whatever. Laurel sweeps the book into the trash can, kicks the can out into the hall, and removes a mini bottle of wine from the minibar. She chugs it down, collapses on her bed, and sleeps, with her shoes still on.

			•   •   •

			The next morning, peeing is agony. Everything below her waist seems to burn. Laurel calls down to the front desk and is connected to the single hotel employee with absolutely no English. She’s repeating the word doctor into the phone and Google-translating urinary tract when there’s a loud knock at her door. “Are we going?” a male voice demands. “It’s almost nine thirty.”

			Shit. Laurel hangs up and hurries to the elevator. It’s raining again, the streets gleaming in a way that makes them look coated with something unhealthy and slimy. Today, they are scheduled to visit Père Lachaise, where Lord Byron is buried, and the Maison de Victor Hugo in Le Marais. The sheep are assembled in the lobby, waiting for her. The Chamberlain girl has her gleaming hair gathered in a high ponytail, and she’s wearing short shorts that display the lower curves of her impeccable ass and a T-shirt that says READ MORE WOMEN. The gays, Salt and Pepper, are in cravats—one gray, one blue—and sport coats of heathery wool. The cluckers and the old couples wear orthopedic walking shoes and ponchos that look like trash bags with head holes. Ugly Americans, thinks Laurel, but her chic Burberry raincoat no longer buttons. She’s forced to accept an extra poncho before she leads them out the door.

			As they walk, Tess Kravitz sidles up beside her, moving soundlessly over the cobblestones in her little white sneaks. Before Laurel can say anything about the book Tess put in her purse, Tess starts to talk. “Hey, so listen, I don’t like to gossip,” she whispers. Laurel restrains herself from rolling her eyes. “But Sarah Quinlan is one of my dear, dear friends, and she told me that this morning she saw Lisa Bell having coffee with Gregory Plontz.”

			Laurel’s mouth goes dry, and her heart starts to thud. Sarah Quinlan covers theater and ballet for the Examiner. Gregory, of course, is Laurel’s colleague, ostensibly her friend. And Lisa Bell is a young freelancer, a popular Bookstagrammer (or so Laurel has been told). Lisa Bell runs an account that posts beautiful pictures of books, often arranged by color, or in cafés beside lattes, or facedown on artfully mussed beds. Whether Lisa Bell has actually read any of the books she photographs, or has anything intelligent to say about them, Laurel does not know.

			“We’re always looking for new writers to contribute to the Review,” she says through numb lips.

			“Well, Lisa would be great. She’s super plugged in to the literary scene. She’s launching a podcast, and she knows all the hottest writers.” A broad wink, a nudge, and a giggle. “Some of them intimately.”

			Laurel forces her frozen lips into a smile. “As I said, we’re always looking for new voices.” They sent me here so that they could replace me, she thinks. Her brain spins in panicked circles, as she considers her rent (high), her savings (nonexistent), and how there’s no one she can count on to help her if she does lose her job. She is sixty-six years old. Her parents are dead. Her one sibling is a stranger who lives in Arizona. Her one friend is Gregory Plontz, and he’s back in New York City, conspiring against her.

			“Hey, you know what helps me when I start spinning out?” Tess has the nerve to sound sympathetic as she nudges Laurel and presses yet another copy of The Comfort Diet into Laurel’s unresisting hand. “Getting lost in a really good book.”

			•   •   •

			Laurel bears down. She herds her sheep to the cemetery. She escorts them to the sixteenth arrondissement, where they browse the bookshops, and finally she takes them to lunch at another loud, smoky bistro. When that’s over, she leads them to the Louvre. By four o’clock, her feet ache as much as her privates. Back in her room, there’s another copy of The Comfort Diet sitting on her pillow, like some lurid, overlarge mint.

			Laurel snatches it off the bed and throws it against the wall. She shrieks in mingled frustration and fear. A moment later, there’s a tentative knock at the door. “Madame?” It’s the maid, timid in her black uniform. “Doctor,” Laurel says, “I need to see a doctor,” but the woman just stares before rattling off a sentence in French that ends with silence s’il vous plait. Laurel glares, nods, and closes the door. She kicks the book under the bed, reminding herself to throw it in the trash the next morning, and calls Gregory Plontz. After her calls go straight to his voicemail six times in a row, Laurel kills two wee bottles of minibar vodka and one of Scotch and passes out on top of her bed.

			•   •   •

			The next morning, her eyes are gummy, and her mouth tastes vile. After another call to Gregory goes to voicemail, Laurel tries to think of someone else at the paper she can ask about the Lisa Bell sighting. She realizes there’s no one there whom she trusts, no one she’d call a friend. I should have gone into the office more, she thinks. She pulls the latest copy of The Comfort Diet out from under her bed and stuffs it in her purse. Maybe she can’t keep her job, maybe she can’t banish the infection from her body, but she can at least put a stop to this particular bit of outrageousness.

			In the lobby, she marches over to Tess Kravitz, who’s sipping a cup of coffee and holding a large white paper bag. “Good morning!” Tess twinkles, bright-eyed and cashmere-swathed. “I got up early and bought croissants for everyone!” She waggles the grease-spotted bag back and forth in Laurel’s face. “They’re still warm!”

			Laurel makes herself speak instead of growl. “Tess. Enough with the books.”

			Tess’s dimples flash as she frowns. “Beg pardon?”

			“No more books in my purse. No more books in my room. Please. It’s enough.”

			Tess draws back from Laurel, looking confused. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her expression is innocent, her eyes are wide. Butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, Laurel thinks. One of her mother’s old expressions.

			“I gave you two copies,” Tess is saying, holding up two sausage-y fingers to demonstrate. “One on the plane, and then one yesterday, when you were feeling down. That’s all! I’d never dream of going into your personal belongings.” She gives a dramatic shudder to demonstrate her horror at the very thought. “Or into your room!”

			Laurel is aware that people are listening—Salt and Pepper, the cluckers, the Chamberlain girl. She pulls the book out of her bag.

			“So where did this come from?”

			Tess pulls the book out of her hands. She opens it to the title page, then tilts it so Laurel can read what’s inscribed there: To Laurel, my literary idol, with best wishes for a wonderful Parisian trip! Tess’s signature is scrawled underneath, along with the date the trip began.

			Laurel stares. She swallows hard. She doesn’t understand how this book could possibly be the original, unless the cleaning lady pulled it out of the trash can again and put it back on her pillow. Or Tess did. Or the Chamberlain kid. Or maybe this is a different book, and Tess has written the same inscription. Whatever the explanation; she’ll deal with that later. “I apologize,” she says, and forces herself to look conciliatory. “Jet lag, I guess.”

			“No big deal,” Tess says with a smile. “I completely understand. I just hope you’ll give it a try!”

			I’d rather die, thinks Laurel, herding the sheep toward the door. Today it’s foggy, warm, and humid. Laurel feels herself start to sweat by the time they climb into the vans. They’re off to the Left Bank, and Shakespeare and Company, with its brightly painted façade glowing in the scant light that makes it through the morning’s clouds. As they get off the vans, Laurel tells the sheep that the shop still extends hospitality to aspiring writers who offer to shelve books in return for room and board. “Love it!” says Tess, her loud, merry voice like a spike through Laurel’s forehead. “What’s better than a good quid pro quo?” Is she looking at Laurel? Are the gays? Is Little Miss Chamberlain’s expression knowing, or is Laurel imagining things?

			For lunch, they go to Les Éditeurs, where the walls are lined with bookshelves. The Hemingway guy smiles shyly as he finds a first edition of A Farewell to Arms. The cluckers pull books off the shelves at random, the palsy guy knocks over his water, spilling it into Laurel’s lap. “MURRAY, now look what you’ve done!” his wife shouts, and tries to mop up the damage with her napkin. Politely, then less-politely, Laurel hauls the woman upright and away from her. “It’s FINE,” she tells the old man, and thinks, This will never end.

			“I have an idea!” Tess says once they’ve ordered. “How about we go around and talk about what we’re reading right now!”

			Mr. Chamberlain is reading the latest John Grisham. Mrs. C is reading a bestseller by an author who publishes a book every year, all of them set in beach towns, all featuring a woman who endures some tragedy and finds a happy ending. This one’s about a widow who inherits a beach house in Nantucket. “I bought it at the airport,” Mrs. C says, enticed, she sheepishly admits, by the waves and sand depicted on its cover. “I think maybe I might have read this one already,” she says. “But it’s fine. It’s entertaining.” When one of the cluckers launches into an enthusiastic description of the mystery she started reading on the plane—“It turns out, the cat solves the crime!”—Laurel excuses herself. Christ, she thinks. Doesn’t anyone read actual books anymore? In the bathroom, peeing is agony. She has to bite down on her fist to keep from moaning.

			When she’s finished, she sits on the toilet, pulls out her phone, and dials Gregory’s number. The call goes straight to voicemail. “Call me back,” she says. She’s adding up the hours that remain on the trip when she hears the papery whisper of something sliding over the tiled floor.

			She looks down. There’s a copy of The Comfort Diet on the floor, right beside her feet.

			“Tess?”

			No answer. She looks to the left. The stall is unoccupied. Same with the stall on her right. Laurel stands, unlocks the door, and storms out of the stall, heart beating hard. But the bathroom is empty. There’s nobody in there but Laurel, and Tess Kravitz’s terrible book.

			•   •   •

			That night, Laurel sets the sheep free for dinner and drags herself to the elevator, which smells of stale cigarette smoke. Two Frenchmen, in beautifully cut suits, give her a brief glance, before their eyes dismiss her. One rattles off a string of French to his companion, and both men laugh. Laurel’s head is hanging as she plods to her room . . . where she finds not one, not two, but three copies of The Comfort Diet: One centered on the coffee table in her suite’s little sitting area. One on her bedside table. And the third on her pillow, taunting her.

			“That’s it,” she says. Her voice is raspy in her ears, a weak, old-ladyish voice. She clears her throat. “That’s it,” she repeats, only louder. “We’re done here.”

			Laurel snatches up the pillow copy and flips to the acknowledgments. She doesn’t have to search far for the name she needs. A hundred thousand thank-yous to my angel of an agent, the divine Will Presser, who made this story possible, Tess Kravitz has written. And now my tale is told. Laurel shudders without knowing why. Will’s numbers, work and home, are in her contacts, along with the information for the other top New York City agents, and even though it’s going on midnight in New York City, she calls his cell.

			He picks up on the second ring. “Laurel Spellman!” he says, his voice as clear as if he was standing in the room beside her. “What an unexpected pleasure!” She can picture Will Presser—his coal-black goatee, his snapping black eyes with their crinkled corners, his puckish expression, his gym-trim body and still-sharp jaw. Gay, Laurel has always assumed. Either that, or an atypically well-groomed straight guy. Will dresses well and barely looks older than he did when she met him, when they both were bright-eyed up-and-comers, so many years ago. Only Will is still bright-eyed. He still looks young. And he’s gotten rich. He heads the literary department at one of the big, Hollywood-based agencies, and his clients are some of the biggest bestsellers around, including the lady who writes the beach books, and the author of the series where the cat solves the crimes. Will takes a fifteen percent bite out of each plummy contract he negotiates. He’s got a town house on the Upper East Side, which has been photographed in Elle Decor, and a house in the Hamptons, which has appeared in Architectural Digest, and he holds a party per house every year: one the Friday before Christmas and one on the Fourth of July. There’s mistletoe, and fireworks, passed hors d’oeuvres and open bars, and everyone who’s anyone in publishing attends. Meanwhile, Laurel is barely hanging on to her one-bedroom walk-up . . . and, it seems, to her job.

			Still, though, she has power. Will still represents plenty of literary writers, and those writers need her.

			“Call off your dog,” she tells him.

			“Beg pardon?” says Will in his courtly way. “What dog is that?”

			“You know!”

			“No, Laurel, I don’t.” Laurel’s voice is loud and shrill; Will’s voice, in contrast, is calm. “Are you all right? Forgive me, but you sound a little off.”

			“Your client,” says Laurel. “Tess Kravitz. I’m in Paris. The paper made me lead a trip,” she says before Will can congratulate her or talk about his regular forays to the City of Lights. “Tess Kravitz is part of the group, and she’s harassing me.”

			“Tess?” Now Will sounds confused. “Tess is harassing you? In Paris? I don’t understand.”

			“You’re her agent, right?” Without waiting for an answer, Laurel plows on. “She gave me a copy of her book at the airport, and she’s had them sent to my hotel room every night.”

			Will has the nerve to sound like he’s laughing, or trying not to laugh. “Oh. Oh dear.”

			Now that Laurel has said it out loud, it does sound a little silly. “She slipped one into my bathroom stall at lunch today. She put another one in my purse. I will not be bullied into reviewing some . . . some drivel just because your client’s paying off the concierge to put it on my pillow.” She makes her voice icy. “Tess Kravitz’s work,” she says, “does not belong in the New York Examiner.”

			“Well,” says Will, his voice deadpan dry, “you can’t blame her for asking for it.”

			Laurel sucks in a breath, intending to start yelling—is he teasing her? How dare he! But before she can start, Will says soothingly, “We can agree to disagree on the quality of her work. I’ll speak to Tess, of course. And I apologize. Writers, you know.” His voice is light. “They’re all a little nuts.” He pauses. “Although . . .”

			His silence gives Laurel a chance to hear noises in the background—voices, music, even the clink of glasses. She wonders where Will is, and who’s with him. Her stomach plummets as she thinks, He’s got me on speakerphone. Who might have heard her complaints? What are they saying about her? She imagines the rumors whipping around the city by the next morning: Laurel Spellman is losing it.

			Will is still talking. “You could do worse than giving her book a look,” he’s saying. “Tess was on the Today show. We’re talking with The View. It’s fiction, obviously, but there’s a biographical element.”

			“Is Tess the chef or the soldier?” Laurel asks. Her laughter sounds shrill and a little loony, even to her own ears.

			“And, of course, it’s never a bad thing these days to review a female writer. Hashtag ‘strongwomen,’ ” he says suggestively. “Hashtag ‘metoo.’ ”

			Laurel doesn’t respond. She gets enough of that brand of nonsense from the Swedes. “I’m not reviewing her book,” she says, and hangs up when Will is still midplea. In the bathroom, she splashes cold water on her wrists and cheeks and looks at herself in the mirror . . . and, again, sees her mother looking back. Unbidden, a thought flickers through her mind: I am too old for this. Not I’m getting too old, but I am too old. She longs for her own bed, in her own apartment. She’d tuck herself in and sleep through the night, and when she’d wake she would feel herself again, strong and capable and attractive. I have won a Pulitzer, she thinks. I have won the Nona Balakian prize for criticism. Thus encouraged, she stacks up Tess’s books, dumps them in the closet, and crawls into bed. She’s just drifted off when her phone buzzes with an incoming text. She squints at the message and groans out loud. Somehow, Tess Kravitz had gotten her number. Probably from her fancy-man son-of-a-bitch agent.

			Sorry if I made you uncomfortable at lunch, Tess has written, followed by a winking-face emoji. I have so much respect for you. I’ve been reading your reviews since high school! I’m so lucky to be on this trip. Heart emoji, heart-eyes emoji, book emoji, another heart, and a glass of wine. Is this how authors talk these days? Is it how adults communicate?

			Laurel deletes the whole mess . . . but as she drifts off, she sees her mother’s face, her mother turning away from her, looking hurt and sad. And even though her mother looked sad and hurt around Laurel a lot—most of the time, if Laurel’s being honest, after she was eleven or so—Laurel remembers this occasion specifically. After her first year at Yale, she went on a road trip. She hadn’t wanted her new friends to see the house where she’d grown up, but they were so delighted by the name of her town—Shickshinny!—that they insisted on a visit, and so Laurel brought them home for the night. Her mother had been so excited. “I’ll cook!” she said. Laurel had expected meatloaf or goulash, her mother’s two specialties, but her mom—she cringed, remembering—had made Thanksgiving dinner, turkey and stuffing and hot rolls and pumpkin pies. In case you won’t make it home for Thanksgiving, her mother had said, looking intimidated and unsophisticated around her friends, with her frizzy hair and her sweatpants and her house slippers with their scuffed plastic soles.

			Her mom had left her copy of The Thorn Birds, with its lurid, sunset-colored cover, on the kitchen counter, and Laurel and her friends snickered about it, even reading parts of the sex scene out loud, while her mom bustled around to baste the turkey and strain the gravy. At dinner, she and her friends talked about classmates her mother didn’t know and authors her mom had never read, and after the third or fourth “Who’s that?” her mom had stopped asking, and ate her turkey in silence.

			Her mother had waited until her friends were in bed before asking, “What’s wrong with The Thorn Birds?” Laurel tried to explain. She tossed out the terms she’d learned in her Theories of Literature class. She—oh God—referred to the book as the text; she talked about its easy sentimentality, its lazy language, its clichéd sex scenes, and its predictable, paint-by-numbers plot, but the word her mother latched on to was easy. What’s wrong with easy? her mom demanded, hands on her wide hips, double chin quivering. Is easy so bad? 

			Literature shouldn’t be easy, Laurel had answered. It should challenge you, and show you the world from a different perspective, and push you out of your comfort zone. You should expect more from your books. She left unsaid, You should expect more from yourself, but her mother, who’d never been to college, who smiled with her lips pressed together because she was missing a molar and couldn’t afford to have it replaced, turned away, with that terrible, hurt look on her face. Eighteen months later, she was dead. Ovarian cancer, very fast-moving. Laurel had joked to her brother that they should have buried her with that Colleen McCullough book in the casket. Only, before her mother had died, when she’d been just a ninety-pound skeleton with enormous, pain-haunted eyes, she’d called Laurel into her bedroom. I told your brother I want him to find someone and settle down. But not you. I don’t see you having children. Or a husband. Or friends, even. Her mother tilted her head, her gaze shrewd and assessing. Just lots of texts. And I don’t think they’re going to be much of a comfort when you’re old.

			God, how long has it been since she’s thought about her mother, now almost fifty years in her grave? A long time. But that night, in Paris, it occurs to Laurel Spellman that Tess Kravitz’s book would have made her mother very happy.

			•   •   •

			The next day, Laurel wakes up sweating, tangled in her sheets. She kicks off the bedspread, swings her feet onto the threadbare carpet, and moans out loud, pressing her hands to her low belly. Pain knifes through her as she sits on the toilet in the tiled bathroom. It feels like she’s peeing gasoline. She needs a doctor, but she can’t ditch the sheep again. There’s already a threatening-looking email from the paper’s publisher lurking in her inbox. Subject line: PLEASE DO NOT ABANDON YOUR TRAVELERS. Laurel can’t bring herself to read it.

			She washes three Advil down with a miniature bottle of vodka, chews a breath mint, and walks the sheep along the rue Mazarine and the rue de L’Ancienne Comédie, past Le Procope, an old café that was once frequented by Balzac and Moliere. “There are some little bookshops, and antique stores selling original manuscripts,” she tells them. She can see the way they’re looking at her, the glance that Salt and Pepper exchange, the way the cluckers murmur. “Dear, are you feeling all right?” one of the little old ladies asks. Laurel shakes her off briskly. “I’m fine,” she says again. “I’m fine.” They’ve barely turned the corner onto the bookstore-lined street when Tess Kravitz stops the crowd.

			“Oh, look! There’s Cal Hardinger’s new book!” She points, in case anyone’s missed it, and turns to Laurel with a conspirator’s grin on her face. “Cal and I know each other. I told you that, didn’t I? We have the same agent. And he’s a friend of yours, too! Right, Laurel?”

			Laurel’s lips feel frozen. She opens her mouth, then shuts it. There’s not a thing she can think of to say.

			Ten years ago, Cal Hardinger was just thirty-two when he published his debut, Double Helix, the story of father and son scientists, and the secrets each was keeping. Luminous, incandescent—the arrival of a major new voice in American fiction, Laurel had written. She’d met Cal at his book party, at Housing Works, the day both her review and his book had come out. Cal’s hair was long and curly, gathered in a ponytail at the nape of his neck, and he had a lean dancer’s body beneath his boxy, cheap suit. When they’d been introduced, he’d looked up at her, his pupils wide, cheeks and lips flushed. “You’re a goddess,” he’d said. They’d ended up in a dim corner, on a velvet couch, drinking the champagne his publisher had paid for. Candles flickered on cocktail tables while they talked about climate change, about Tomas Transtromer’s poems; about Dale Peck and James Wood and The Things They Carried and the dying art of literary criticism. She told him that maybe the Examiner’s Sunday magazine would run a profile of him. “I know a few people there,” she’d said, and giggled like a girl. In the dark, all cats are gray, she told herself . . . and in the candlelight, she didn’t look a day over forty-five. At one in the morning, before the bartenders could turn the lights on and send them home, Laurel leaned close to Cal and brushed his lips with hers. It had been the same kind of kiss that had launched her interludes with each of the sad young literary men she had taken to bed over the years. She had expected her kiss would be received with familiar enthusiasm. But Cal jerked away as if her lips had been an electric fence. “Oh, um,” he stammered, staring at her, his eyes so wide she could see white all around the irises. “Holy shit. Jeez. No.” Laurel looked down and saw, with horror, that he was holding both hands out in front of him, keeping her at a distance, fending her off. “Are you . . . did you . . .”

			“Cal,” Laurel said, and her own voice, thank God, was steady. “This is a misunderstanding.”

			“Jesus!” he said. He gulped, wiped his mouth, and blurted, “Did you sleep with Jonathan Ridgeway? And Jonathan Kahn? Do you fuck all the guys whose books you like?”

			“Of course not!” Laurel had snapped. Just some of them, her mind supplied.

			Cal was on his feet, backing away from her, one hand rubbing at his mouth, like he was trying to erase her touch. “Hey, listen. Obviously, you know, I’m grateful for your review, and I’d love it if the magazine wrote about me, but, ah . . .”

			She got herself off the couch. She said, again, that this was a misunderstanding, and that she was sorry. For the long, sleepless nights that had followed, nights when she’d felt like she was living under Damocles’s sword, waiting for Cal to tattle to his agent or his editor or one of the gossip websites. He’s probably gay, she told herself. Gay would explain the look she’d seen on his face, that mixture of surprise and revulsion. He probably hated all women, not just her. He was probably gay, and she was still attractive, and even if she wasn’t, she was still powerful, and that mattered more, and no one, especially not some little Raymond Carver imitator with a ponytail, for God’s sake, could take her power away.

			•   •   •

			Laurel limps along the slippery cobblestones, beneath a sky that’s an unhealthy shade of yellow, feeling a stabbing pain in her belly and between her legs, and delivers a lecture on Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas that she’s cribbed from Wikipedia. When she stumbles, Tess Kravitz is there to grab her elbow; when she flags, Tess steers the group to a bakery and orders a round of éclairs. “The comfort diet!” she crows, and when the French kid behind the counter looks confused, Tess reaches into her ever-present tote bag and hands him a copy of her book. Little Miss Chamberlain announces to the table that she’s decided on a topic for her college essay. “I’m going to write about patriarchy-proximate women. You know, women who derive their power from propping up sexist, regressive power structures. Kellyanne Conway, Sarah Huckabee Sanders . . .” The girl lets her voice trail off and looks at Laurel indicatively, and Laurel doesn’t even have the energy to defend herself.

			“Hey, so, no offense, but you don’t look too good. Do you want me to find you a doctor?” Tess asks, as Laurel huddles over her tea. Laurel shakes her head. The last thing she needs is to be indebted to this vapid hack, this idiotic, dopey piglet who keeps her glasses in her bra.

			“I’m fine,” she says.

			“Are you sure?” asks Tess.

			Laurel gives a curt nod, shoving her éclair away and getting the group moving again.

			That night, there’s no book on Laurel’s pillow, none in her little sitting room, none on the bedside table, or in the bathroom. Laurel doses herself on vodka and Advil, chases that with Scotch, and lies down. She dreams that her bed is a book, that her body is resting against its spine, cradled in the crease between two pages. Tess Kravitz’s face looms above her.

			You tried to fuck Cal Hardinger, Tess whispers, blond curls and white teeth gleaming, pink lips lingering over the words. I know. I’ll tell.

			You don’t know anything, Laurel says.

			I know that none of those guys wanted you, says Tess. They took Viagra to get hard. They laughed about it later. They all laughed at you.

			Laurel wants to say that it’s a lie, that the men did want her, that no one laughed. The problem is, she can picture it—that little shit Cal Hardinger, at Will Presser’s Christmas party, leaning against a grass cloth–papered wall with a drink in his hand, embellishing the story as only a writer can. He’d tell Will all about it, and Jonathan Kahn and Jonathan Ridgeway would chime in with their stories, and Tess Kravitz, with her dimpled cheeks and her blond curls, would lap up every word, like a cat licking cream. And she’d laugh.

			I know, dream-Tess whispers. I’ll tell.

			Laurel tries to wriggle free, but she realizes she can’t move, can’t breathe. She tries to scream as the pages press against her, squeezing her, forcing the air out of her lungs, mashing her organs into stew. And now my tale is told, Tess whispers, and slams the covers shut.

			Laurel jerks upright in her bed, a scream clawing its way up her throat. She’s gasping, her hair matted to her cheeks with sweat. “No more,” she whispers. “Enough.” On the bedside table, her phone starts buzzing, wriggling itself toward the edge of the table. Will Presser’s name lights up the screen. Speak of the devil, Laurel thinks.

			“Hello?”

			“Laurel? Will Presser here.” Across the ocean, she can hear him breathing. “I spoke to Tess this evening.”

			“Oh, thank goodness. This has gone too far. You won’t believe—”

			“In person,” Will interrupts. “She’s not in Paris. She’s here. In New York.”

			Laurel hears herself gasp. “But . . .” she stammers. “No. She’s here. I was with her all day! She’s staying in my hotel!”

			“I had drinks with Tess Kravitz at the King Cole Bar not an hour ago.” Will’s voice is gentle. “Listen. I’m going to call the hotel concierge. They’ll send up a doctor.”

			“I don’t need a doctor!”

			“Laurel.” He’s kind but firm. “You’re having delusions. Did you take Ambien on your way over?”

			“Just one,” she whispers. She can’t be having delusions. She can’t be getting sick. She can’t give the Swedes a single excuse to replace her.

			“Well, there you go. Now, listen to me. I want you to lie down. Just close your eyes and try to get some rest. I’ll call the hotel.”

			She hangs up the phone. She lies down. She rolls onto her side, and her cheek collides with something hard. When she turns on the bedside light, she screams. There’s a copy of The Comfort Diet in the bed with her. Another one sits on the bedside table. She sits up, blinking, and sees two more copies on the coffee table. Another one sits on the couch.

			“No,” she whispers. “You’re not real.”

			The books don’t answer back.

			Laurel gets herself out of bed, but she thinks if she opens the door the hallway will be full of books, flooded with them, and they will pour into her room and smother her. I need help, she thinks, and starts to laugh, the sound loud and high and screamy. Who do you call when you’re being haunted by a book?

			She doesn’t want to see what’s waiting for her in the bathroom, but it’s like her body is possessed, and she’s powerless to stop it. Her nerveless legs march her across the floor. Her fingers flick on the light, grasp the shower curtain, and pull it back. For one terrible instant, she thinks she’ll see her mother in the bathtub, naked and scrawny and suffering. Instead, the tub is overflowing with copies of The Comfort Diet. Tess’s author photo seems to wink at her. Laurel knows that if she lifts the lid of the toilet, there will be a book in there, too, water-bloated, like a dead toad in a puddle.

			She turns toward the mirror. Her mother is in there, looking out at her. Lank black hair, white at the roots, the way it was at the end. Colorless lips and sagging jowls; long, yellowish teeth protruding from pale pink gums. Her mother, who’d read every book Judith Krantz had ever written, who’d pronounced the word nuclear as new-cue-lar, who’d put down The Corrections after ten pages, saying all of the characters were boring and jerks, who called Laurel Miss La-Di-Da. In the mirror, her mother is grinning. Look at Miss La-Di-Da. All alone with her books.

			Laurel turns, slamming her hip on the side of the bathroom door, and runs back to the bed. There are more books there, a dozen copies at least, books upon books upon books. As she looks, one slithers off the bedspread and thumps softly onto the floor. Maybe, she thinks, the ones in the closet had sex while I was away. Maybe these are their babies. She gathers up four of them in a clumsy embrace. With her elbow, she wrenches open the French doors. As she steps out onto the tiny balcony, her foot skids on a slick patch of marble. She slides forward, legs spreading. All but one of the books squirt out of her hands and thump to the balcony floor. Laurel is bending to retrieve them when she feels a hand at the small of her back. The hand gives her a single vicious shove that sends her over the railing. The last book leaves her hands and arcs through the air. Eyes closed, mouth open, long white nightgown trailing behind her, Laurel plummets six stories and smashes face-first into the sidewalk.

			•   •   •

			“It breaks my heart,” Tess Kravitz says, and sniffles.

			“Tell me,” says the talk-show host, touching Tess’s arm, “did you see any signs that this was coming?”

			“She definitely seemed a little off during the trip. She had a UTI—older women are especially prone to them, you know—and I smelled alcohol on her breath a few times, too, but I never thought . . . ” Tess sniffles again. “And then when I learned that she, you know, that she jumped with a copy of my book in her arms, at first I felt terrible. Like maybe my prose made her want to kill herself.” Tess’s voice thickens as she attempts a smile. “I mean, I know I’m not James Joyce, but I honestly didn’t think my book was that bad.” The talk-show hostess puts a consoling hand on her shoulder. The audience gives a sympathetic sigh.

			Tess draws a shuddering breath, pressing one fingertip under each eye, then firms her quivering chin to face the cameras bravely. “But, then, after she . . .” Tess swallows, throat working beneath her pearls. “After she died, I told myself that maybe my book was a comfort to her. That she wanted it with her . . . you know . . . at the end.” Tess raises her head and, as if reciting something she’s recently been taught, she says, “I believe there’s something after this world, someplace we go, and I believe that stories go there with us.” The audience’s applause is restrained and sober. The cheers and whoops come later, after the hostess announces that there’s a copy of The Comfort Diet under everyone’s seat for them to take home and enjoy, along with a tube of her favorite small-batch tomato paste, cashmere ankle socks, and a verbena-scented candle.

			•   •   •

			That night, agent and client toast each other in the King Cole Bar. “Gregory Plontz said that, with what Laurel was costing them, they can hire three freelancers,” Will says.

			“Is that what they’ll do?” asks Tess, sipping her drink.

			Will shakes his head. “The plan is to just open up the space for readers to post commentary. They’ll grab reviews from Amazon and Goodreads, too, and have an intern post them. They’re going to call it Everyone’s a Critic.”

			“Smart.” In the bar’s flattering candlelight, Tess is incandescent, glowing with satisfaction.

			“How did it feel?” Will asks, voice low and avid. His dark eyes glitter, even though there’s no candle on their table.

			Tess’s gaze is faraway. “It felt like justice. I just wish my mom could’ve lived to see it.” Tess’s mother, who wrote under the name Maeve Wilde, had been one of the women who’d complained about the inequitable treatment between men’s and women’s reviews, and, subsequently, one of the authors skewered in Laurel’s roundup. When Tess smiles, her freshly lipsticked lips glow red in the candlelight. “I guess I’m the lady-killer now,” she says. They raise their glasses and toast to Maeve.

			“Have you thought about what’s next?” Will asks. “I’ve had a number of inquiries. Magazines wanting to know if you’d like to write about . . . the events.”

			Tess’s smile gets wider. “Of course I will,” she says. “I mean, you know what they say.” She gives Will a wink. “Sometimes, the writer finds her subject. And sometimes, the subject finds her.”
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			Jo

			Her cell phone rang as they were on their way out of the movies. Jo let the crowd sweep her along, out of the dark theater and into the brighter lobby, smelling popcorn and the winter air on people’s coats, blinking in the late-afternoon sunshine. She pulled the phone out of her pocket. “Hello?”

			“Jo?” Just from the sound of the doctor’s voice, just in that one word, Jo could hear her future. The Magic 8 Ball’s truth-telling triangle had flipped from REPLY HAZY or ASK AGAIN LATER to OUTLOOK NOT SO GOOD or MY SOURCES SAY NO. Her chest tightened, and her mouth felt dry. Her wife looked up at her, eyebrows raised in a question. Jo tried to keep her face expressionless as she held up one finger and turned away.

			The first time, nine years ago, she’d found the lump while in the shower, a pebble-like hardness underneath her olive-hued skin, once drum-taut, now age-spotted and soft. This time, they’d caught it on one of the mammograms she endured every six months on the breast that remained. See? the radiologist had said, tapping the tip of a pen against a shadow on the image. Jo had nodded. Yes. I see. It was a tiny concentration of white in the cloudy gray dimness, barely bigger than the head of a pin, but Jo knew, in her bones, the truth of what she was seeing; she understood that she was looking at her doom.

			“I’m sorry,” said the doctor. Jo caught a glimpse of herself in the movie theater’s windows, her face slack, her expression stunned. Mom’s spacing out again! she imagined Lila cackling. Leave Mom alone, her oldest daughter, Kim, would say, and Missy, the even-tempered middle child, would ignore them both and pull a book out of her bag.

			The doctor was still talking, her voice sympathetic in Jo’s ear. “You should come in so that we can discuss your options,” she was saying, but Jo knew that there weren’t any options left, at least, not any good ones. The first time around, she’d done the surgeries, the radiation, the chemotherapy. She’d lost her hair, lost her appetite and her energy, lost her left breast and six months of her life. After five years cancer-free, she was allowed to say that she was cured—a survivor, in the pink-tinted parlance of the time, as if cancer were an invading army and she’d managed to beat back the hordes. But Jo had never felt like a true survivor. She never believed that the cancer was really gone. She’d always thought it was in temporary retreat, those bad cells huddled deep inside her bones, lurking and plotting and biding their time, and every minute she’d lived, every minute since her fingers had come upon that lump under her wet skin, was borrowed. For nine years she had lived with the sound of a clock in her ears, ticking, louder and louder, its sound underlining everything she did. Now the ticking had given way to the ringing of alarm bells. Hurry up please, it’s time.

			Jo shivered, even though she was wrapped in the puffy purple winter coat all three of her daughters made fun of. Underneath, she wore one of her loose cotton tops and a pair of elastic-waisted jeans that had to be at least fifteen years old and sneakers on her feet (“I guess those are her dressy sneakers,” Jo had overheard Lila say at the big seventieth birthday party Kim had thrown a few years before). Her hair was short, the way she’d always worn it, pale gray, because she’d stopped coloring it years ago, and she never wore makeup, or much jewelry, except for her wedding ring. She wondered what would happen if she let the phone thump to the blue-and-red carpet, what would happen if she started to scream, and found herself remembering the one actual scene she’d made, years ago, in a Blockbuster Video store, when such places had still existed. All those years later, and she could still remember the exact sound she’d made, how her laughter had turned shrieky and wild, the smell of the teenage clerk’s spearmint gum, and the feel of the girl’s hand on her shoulder as the girl had said, “Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” She remembered how Lila’s shoulders had hunched up high beside the pale, skinny stalk of her neck, and how Melissa’s voice had wobbled as she’d said, “We’re going, okay? We’re going right now.”

			Time, she thought, as she gripped the phone in one numb hand. She needed time, as much as they could give her. Time to make sure that she’d done everything she could to make things right with her sister. Time to make Kim believe that she was a good mother. Time to convince Melissa that doing the right thing belatedly was better than never having done it at all. And Lila . . . well, eternity might not be long enough to solve Lila’s problems. But couldn’t God at least give Jo long enough to make a start?

			She wanted to groan, she wanted to cry, she wanted to throw the phone at the colorful cardboard display of some superhero movie, and the teenagers posing in front of it, snapping selfies, laughing and making faces for the camera, as if they were all going to live forever. She felt her wife slip her small hand into Jo’s and squeeze. Jo blinked back tears and thought, Please, God, or whoever’s up there, please just give me enough time to make it right.
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