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For Burton I. Korelitz



All novels are sequels.
—MICHAEL CHABON



Part One



Chapter One

It Starts with Us

First of all, it wasn’t even that hard. The way they went on, all those writers, so incessantly, so
dramatically, they might have been going down the mines on all fours with a plastic spoon
clenched between their teeth to loosen the diamonds, or wading in raw sewage to find the leak in
the septic line, or running into burning buildings with forty-five pounds of equipment on their
backs. But this degree of whining over the mere act of sitting down at a desk, or even reclining
on a sofa, and … typing?

Not so hard. Not hard at all, actually.
Of course, she’d had a ringside seat for the writing of her late husband’s final novel,

composed—or at least completed—during the months of their all-too-brief marriage. She’d also
had the master-class-for-one of his previous novel, the wildly successful Crib. True, the actual
writing of that novel had predated their meeting, but she’d still come away from it with a highly
nuanced understanding of how that extraordinary book had been made, its specific synthesis of
fiction (his) and fact (her own). So that helped.

Another thing that helped? It was a truth universally acknowledged that finding an agent and
then a publisher were hoops of fire that anyone else who wrote a novel had to face, but she,
herself, was to be exempt from that particular ordeal. She, because of who she already was—the
executor of her late husband’s estate, with sole control of his wildly valuable literary properties
—would never need to supplicate herself at the altar of the Literary Market Place! She could
simply step through those hoops, to effective, prestigious representation and the Rolls-Royce of
publishing experiences, thanks to Matilda (her late husband’s agent) and Wendy (his editor), two
women who happened to be at the apex of their respective professions. (She knew this not just
from her own impressions but empirically; a certain disgruntled writer had taken revenge on the
publishing monde by ranking every editor and agent from apex to nadir on his website—and
making public their email addresses!—and even people who thought him otherwise demented
admitted that his judgment, in these matters, was accurate). Having Matilda and Wendy was an
incalculable advantage; the two women knew everything there was to know about books, not
only how to make them better but how to make them sell, and she, personally, had zero interest
in writing a novel if it wasn’t going to sell like that other novel, the one nominally written by her
late husband, Jake Bonner. (Though with certain unacknowledged assistance.)

Initially, she’d had no more intention of writing a novel than she had, say, of starting a
fashion line or a career as a DJ. She did read books, of course. She always had. But she read
them in the same way she shopped for groceries, with the same practicalities and (until recently!)



eye on the budget. For years she had read three or four books a week for her job producing the
local radio show of a Seattle misogynist, dutifully making notes and pulling the most sensational
quotes, preparing Randy, her boss, to sound like he’d done the bare minimum to prepare for his
interviews: political memoirs, sports memoirs, celebrity memoirs, true crime, local-chef
cookbooks, and yes, the rare novel, but only if there was some kind of a TV tie-in or a Seattle
connection. Hers had been a constant enforced diet of reading, digesting, and selectively
regurgitating the relentless buffet of books Randy had no intention of reading himself.

Jacob Finch Bonner had been the author of one of those rare novels, passing through Seattle
with his gargantuan bestseller, the aptly named Crib, to appear at the city’s most prestigious
literary series. She had lobbied hard to have him on the show, and she had prepared Randy as
carefully as ever for their interview—not that it mattered, Randy being Randy—or perhaps even
more carefully. She’d left the radio station and the West Coast a couple of months later, to
ascend to the role of literary spouse and widow.

Matilda and Wendy weren’t just gatekeepers to the kind of success writers everywhere
fantasized about; they were capable of actually transforming a person’s writing into a better
version of itself, which was a real skill, she acknowledged, and something she personally
respected. But it had nothing to do with her. She, herself, had never aspired to write so much as a
Hallmark card. She, herself, had no intention of ever following Jake down that garden path of
literary seduction, with its faint whispers of acclaim. She lacked, thank goodness, any wish for
the kind of slavish worship people like her late husband had so obviously craved, and which he
had managed, finally, to attract. Those were the people clutching his book as they approached
Jake at the signing table after his events with a quaver in their voices, declaring: “You’re …
my … favorite … novelist…” She couldn’t even think of a novelist she would travel across town
to listen to. She couldn’t think of a novelist whose next work she was actively waiting for, or
whose novel she even cared enough about to keep forever, or whose signature she wanted in her
copy of their novel.

Well, possibly Marilynne Robinson’s in a copy of Housekeeping. But only as a private joke
with herself.

Even deeply ungifted novelists had to have a vocation, she supposed. They had to believe
they’d be good enough at writing to even try writing, didn’t they? Because it wasn’t the kind of
thing you did on a whim, like making the recipe on the bag of chocolate chips or putting a streak
of color in your hair. She was the first to say that she lacked that vocation. She might even admit
that she had never had a vocation of any kind, since the only thing she had consistently longed
for, since childhood, was to simply be left alone, and she was only now, on the cusp of forty
(give or take) and cushioned by her late husband’s literary estate, within striking distance of
doing just that. At last.

Frankly she’d never have done the thing at all if not for something she had said without
thinking, in an interview for that very same literary series in Seattle, her adoptive hometown,
when a pushy bitch named Candy asked, in front of a thousand or so people, what she was
thinking of doing next.

Next as in: once you are finished with this public mourning of your husband.
Next as in: once you’ve returned to your own essential pursuit of happiness.
And she had heard herself say that she was thinking about writing a novel of her own.
Immediate approbation. Thunderous applause, with a chorus of You go, girl! and I love it!

There was nothing wrong with that, and she didn’t hate it, so—not unreasonably—she’d made a



habit of reprising the statement in subsequent interviews as she traveled around the country and
abroad, representing her no longer available husband and in support of his final novel.

“What are your own plans?” said a professionally sympathetic book blogger at the Miami
Book Fair.

“Have you given any thought to what you’ll do next?” said an editorial director at Amazon.
“I know it’s hard to see beyond the grief you’re going through right now,” said a frozen-faced

woman on morning TV in Cleveland, “but I also know we’re all wondering what’s next for you.”
Actually, I’m thinking about writing a novel …
Everywhere she went it was the same powerful icebreaker: wet eyes, vivid smiles, universal

support. How brave she was, to turn her heartbreak into art! To set her own path, unafraid, up
that same Parnassus her late husband had scaled! Good for her!

Well, she had nothing against free and free-flowing goodwill. It was much easier to be
admired than to be reviled, so why not? And also it helped that no one ever once referenced an
earlier mention of this great revelation. I hear you’re writing a novel! How is that coming along?
When can we expect to see it? Not even: What’s it about?

Just as well, because it wasn’t about anything, and it wasn’t coming along at all, and they
shouldn’t expect to see it ever … because it didn’t exist. There was, as Gertrude Stein had once
so famously said, no there there, and yet the mere notion of this mythical novel had carried her
out of a grueling and drawn-out year of literary appearances on waves of applause. And not—it
was worth noting—applause for Jake and his tragic mental health struggles or rumored
persecution (probably at the hands of some jealous failed writer!), and not applause for his sad
posthumous novel, either. Applause for her.

It was not in her nature to be troubled by an instance of such mild subterfuge, and she was not
troubled by it, but she did wonder if there might be a horizon for all of this warm and fuzzy
positivity. Was there some ticking clock out there, already set to expire when she mentioned her
fictional(!) novel for the twentieth time, or the fiftieth, or the hundredth? Would some future
interviewer, revisiting the tragic story of Jacob Finch Bonner and the success he barely got to
enjoy after so much hard work, finally ask his widow whatever happened to the novel she herself
was supposedly writing?

No one would, she suspected. Even if her vague ideation lingered in someone’s memory or
newspaper profile, wouldn’t everyone just assume that the nonappearance of said aspirational
fiction must mean that she, like so many others, had fallen short when it came to actually getting
the thing onto the page? Yes, even she, the widow of such a talented writer, with all she must
have learned from him, and with her very public fiction-inspiring personal tragedy—the spouse
of a suicidal writer!—had simply failed to produce a good enough novel, or any novel at all. That
was precisely what happened to so many people who tried to do so many things, wasn’t it? A
person says they’re going to lose ten pounds or quit smoking or write that novel, and yet you spy
them sneaking a cigarette out by the dumpster, or—if anything—bigger than they were before!
And you simply think: Uh-huh. And that’s the end of it. No one ever actually confronts that
person who fails to do that thing they were almost certainly never going to get done. No one
actually ever says: So, what happened to that plan of yours?

Besides, who really needed her to write a novel? The world was jammed full of people
supposedly writing their novels. Jake was assailed at every appearance by people who were
writing them, or said they were writing them, or wanted to one day be writing them, or would be
writing them if only they had the time or the childcare or the supportive parents or the spouse



who believed in them or the room-of-one’s-own, or if some awful relative or ex-spouse or former
colleague were dead already and no longer alive to disapprove of a book that would sorta kinda
be based on them and might even sue its author! And those were just the people who weren’t
even getting the words onto the pages; what about the ones who were? How many, at this very
moment, were in fact actually writing their novels, and talking (annoyingly) about writing their
novels, and complaining (even more annoyingly) about writing their novels? So many! But how
many of those novels would actually get to the finish line? How many of the ones that did would
be any good? How many of the ones that were any good would find agents, and how many of the
ones with agents would get publishers? Then, how many of the ones that got published would
ever even come to the attention of that precious slice of the human population who actually read
novels? Sometimes, when she was in bookstores, tending to the business of being Jake’s widow
and executor (and heir), she would stop in front of the New Fiction section and just gape at all of
them, that week’s new publications enjoying their brief moment in the limelight. Each of them
was a work that had been completed, revised, submitted, sold, edited, designed, produced as a
finished book, and brought to the reading public. Some of them, she suspected, were better than
others. A few might actually be good enough to have earned the grudging approval (perhaps
even envy) of her late husband, who knew a well-written and well-crafted work of fiction when
he encountered one. But which among these many were those few? She certainly didn’t have the
time to find out. Or, to be frank, the inclination.

Anyway, in a week or two, all of those books would be gone—the not-good ones, the
competent but undistinguished ones, even the few that might actually be exceptional—and the
New Fiction section would be full of other new novels. Newer new novels. So who even cared?

It was the agent, Matilda, who waded into all of this uncertainty, referencing directly the
supposedly-being-written novel (News to her! But she was delighted!) and suggesting she apply
to one of the artists’ colonies—or not actually, technically apply, since Matilda had an author
who was on the admissions committee and could prioritize the special circumstances of a
celebrated literary widow attempting to write a novel of her own. She herself hadn’t heard about
these colonies, not even from her late husband, and she did find that interesting. Had Jake never
talked about them because he’d never been admitted to one, either as a young writer (not
promising enough?) or later, as a blindingly successful one (too successful to deserve a
residency, not when there were so many struggling writers out there!). She was surprised to learn
that a dozen or more of these places were tucked into rural spots all over the country, from New
England to—astonishingly—Whidbey Island, Washington, where she had spent a number of
illicit weekends with her boss during her Seattle years. And apparently, according to Matilda at
any rate, every one of these would be ecstatic to host her in support of the theoretical novel she
was theoretically writing.

The colony to which she (or, more accurately, Matilda) had submitted her request for a
residency was located in a New England town not so different from the one she’d grown up in,
and comprised the home and expansive grounds of a nineteenth-century composer. She had a
room in the main house, where the writers (and artists and composers) gathered for breakfast and
dinner, and a little cabin down a path carpeted with pine needles, where she took herself each
morning, like Little Red Riding Hood, except in this case the basket of food was delivered to her
at lunchtime, set carefully on the back porch by a man who then drove away. The basket
contained wax paper–wrapped sandwiches, an apple, and a cookie. Inside, the cabin was rustic
and spare, with a book of testimonials from writers who’d worked there, a rocking chair, a



fireplace, and a narrow cot on which she lay, staring at the cobwebs hanging from the rafters:
empty, untroubled, mildly curious as to what she was supposed to be doing with herself.

The cardinal rule of the place was that no one should interrupt an artist at work (any one of
them might be grappling with “Kubla Khan”!), so she was entirely alone for hours at a time. That
was a powerful luxury. She’d been on the road for months by then, chatting away about Jake’s
posthumous novel (and even more frequently: his tragic, premature death), and she was
thoroughly sick of other people. All of that concern, all of the personal offerings of tantamount
mourning (my mother, my father, my brother, my sister, my husband also!) which was somehow
meant to bind these strangers to her. After the first day or two at the colony, when she
understood that no one would bother her for glorious hours at a time, she relaxed.

She was, of course, not writing “Kubla Khan.” She was not writing anything, not for her first
week in that little cabin, anyway. She spent the days moving from the cot to the rocking chair,
lighting her fire (it was spring, but still very cold) and keeping it going, napping in the
afternoons. She absolutely appreciated the stillness and warmth and the fact that her cell phone
got terrible reception here. She spent a day reading a biography of the American composer
whose home she was living in, and went for a few afternoon drives around southern New
Hampshire. When evening came, she returned to the dining room in the main house and listened
to the faux self-effacement of her fellow colonists, who preferred not to say outright how
important they felt themselves to be. After dinner there was the occasional artist-talk about the
sculpture or composition or performance art commission in progress elsewhere on the colony
grounds. Two of the men—an aggressively atonal composer and a writer of metafiction—were
having an obvious liaison, but this was abruptly ended by a surprise visit from one of their
spouses, after which a toxic bitterness settled between them and emanated throughout the larger
group. A silent elderly woman, apparently famous for her poetry, departed, and a ferocious
young person replaced her, making each dinner a combative scene of barely suppressed hostility.

One night a novelist in residence gave an after-dinner reading in a separate building where
the works of former colonists joined the surviving library of the estate’s original owners. She sat
in an armchair while he read a pained description of a farmhouse creaking through an Iowa
winter. It was deadly, and she was too bored to do anything but concentrate on her own facial
expression, keeping it as near as she could to engaged interest. This person had a newly minted
MFA and a newly signed contract with Knopf for his first novel, of which this inert prose
comprised the opening chapter. When he finished, there were polite questions: How did a
novelist incorporate visual impressions into written description? What was the influence of place
on his work? How engaged should a writer be with the idea of gendered perspective?

She wasn’t paying much attention to this, either, so it was a rude interruption when the
novelist tossed one of these questions in her own direction.

“What is it like for the rest of us writers? I don’t want to speak for you.”
He was looking at her.
What was what like?
“Oh,” she said, rousing herself. “I’m not sure I can answer. It’s very new for me, all of this.

Writing, I mean.”
Now they were all looking at her. Every one of them.
“You mean,” said the combative young person, “you’ve never written before?”
“I haven’t published yet,” she amended, and hoped that would be that.
The person stared at her.



“How’d you get in here? I have friends who get turned down year after year. They have
books.”

Nobody spoke.
“Well,” said someone, after a very uncomfortable moment, “it’s not just about publications.

It’s talent.”
A performance artist with three long skinny plaits now elbowed the offended person and

began speaking into that person’s ear.
“Oh, okay,” the no-longer-quite-so-offended person said. “I get that.”
Get what? Anna thought, but of course she knew. She knew that, to them, these real artists,

she was no more and no less than the special case, the literary widow who was being indulged,
by someone who ought to have known better. She was not to be admired for this, obviously.
Neither was she to be pitied or given special consideration, let alone offered the undeserved leg
up of an impossible-to-get residency at this temple to art, just because what she was attempting,
in writing her nonexistent novel, was apparently very noble and redemptive! And also: so
feminist!

Well, fine. She got that, but then again, why shouldn’t she be as fine a writer as her dead
husband, who had left literature so prematurely, so long before his many theoretically great
works could be written? So what if she, the widow, had shoved unnumbered “real” writers out of
the way in her noble pursuit of fiction! Perhaps this particular enraged writer, or their deserving
friends, had been passed over for a cabin in the woods and a picnic basket on the doorstep, but
did any of them have any idea what she had had to endure, just to get here? Which of these
poseurs was remotely qualified to pass judgment on her?

None of them, obviously. This Iowa auteur with his creaking house on the snowy prairie?
The other auteur writing his navel-gazing “metafiction”? The new person, who was apparently
writing a thousand-page dissection of a dying Rust Belt town, the subject of a recent bidding
war?

She might not know much about fiction, but she knew she had no interest in reading any of
those books.

There was applause. This literary event, mercifully, was over. Across the room, somebody
opened a bottle and eased the plastic cups out of the plastic sleeve. The performance artist
slipped out into the night, to return to her studio. One of the composers began flirting
aggressively with a wan young poet from Brooklyn. Every one of the writers gave her a wide
berth, either because she had embarrassed them or because they were embarrassed on her behalf.
She didn’t know and she didn’t care. She considered them absurd people who prioritized absurd
things, like whether a review had a box around it or a star next to it, or who’d been invited to
some festival to read their pages to the empty seats in the tent, or whether they’d been deemed a
twenty-under-twenty or a thirty-under-thirty, or, for all she knew, a ninety-under-ninety. What
did it matter? More to the point, what difference did any of it make to how good the books they
wrote actually were, or whether a normal person—herself, for example—would even want to
read them?

Anna Williams-Bonner watched them, the writers, as they drifted across the library to the
opened wine and the plastic cups and offered up laughably shallow praise to the man who’d just
read to them. Then, before her eyes, the group defaulted to their eternal topics: the shortcomings
of their former teachers, the inadequacies of the publishing world, and inevitably the writers they
knew who happened not to be present tonight, in the library of this old New Hampshire mansion



that art had built, long ago in a less complicated time. And she thought: If these idiots can do it,
how fucking hard can it be?



Chapter Two

Ready Player Two

“You wrote all of it at the colony?” Matilda Salter was shaking her head. “I have a few National
Book Award winners on my list I’d like to send to you for instruction.”

“Well, no,” Anna admitted. “Not all of it. But a lot. Once I got started, it just kind of came
pouring out. I’d be racing out to my little cabin at sunup and going back at the last possible
minute, for dinner. Sometimes I even went back after dinner. I mean, it helped that there wasn’t
anyone there I liked. So no temptation to socialize, if you know what I mean.”

They were having lunch together at the Union Square Cafe, which was no longer in Union
Square. It was the restaurant where they’d first met to have dinner with Jake, and where they’d
continued to meet, to discuss Jake’s posthumous life as a writer: agent and executor, in perfect
accord.

“Oh, I’ve heard that, over the years.” Matilda smiled. “I’ve never seen any of these places in
person, but I feel like I could find my way around blindfolded, after all the stories. I’ve had
clients tell me it’s either a penal colony and everyone’s hammering away in their cell, or they’re
ignoring their work and running around in the woods together like it’s summer camp. Only with
real sex.”

“Well, someone was having a big affair, actually. Two people, I mean. And then they stopped
speaking. One of them accused the other of going through his garbage.”

“Oh, don’t tell me!” Matilda grinned, showing her flawless teeth. “I don’t want to know if
one of them’s my author. Or both!” She looked down at her plate. She had barely touched her
paillard. “Okay, tell me.” She laughed.

Anna told her. Matilda hadn’t heard of the composer, and she considered the writer highly
overrated.

“Anyway,” Anna said, “I appreciate the vote of confidence, but I don’t think we’re talking
about the National Book Award here.”

Though even as she said this, she thought: And why wouldn’t we be?
“Well, maybe not, though stranger things have happened. In general, the level of literary

approbation tends to decline with the presence of an actual plot. And this enthralling manuscript
of yours has both substance and story. I know it’s a cliché, but I couldn’t put it down, Anna. And
the writing. Well, I won’t say I’m surprised, but I’m delighted. Where have you been hiding
yourself?”

But they both knew the answer to this: in somebody else’s story. In literary widowhood:
another tale entirely.



“I’m sorry, that was crass.”
It was, indeed, Anna thought. She picked up her glass. She had wanted her wits about her for

this conversation, but Matilda had gone ahead and ordered a bottle.
“Not at all. Neither of us saw this coming, that’s the truth. Honestly, I don’t know why I ever

told anyone I wanted to write something. It just kind of popped out during an interview, and then
people kept bringing it up. Suddenly I was in it, you know? And then I started to think, well,
maybe it’s true. Maybe I said it because it was true. But I’d never been conscious of wanting to
write, I promise you. If I had, I wouldn’t be winging it like this. You don’t have to pretend
you’re not surprised, you know.”

Matilda, to her credit, looked abashed. “Maybe a tiny bit surprised. Look, I’m surprised when
any of my clients turns in an actual manuscript.”

“Oh!” Anna said modestly. “Then … are you saying I am your client?”
Matilda smiled again. Those teeth, so white against her very red lipstick, were like something

in a Lichtenstein. “Did I bury the lede? I apologize. How formal would you like this to be?”
She felt herself relax. Perhaps that was the moment when she understood how much she’d

actually wanted this.
“Well, we’re already in a nice restaurant, and we’ve got wine. So maybe if you just kneel,

that would be enough.”
“No ring?” Matilda said.
“No, I don’t think so. I mean, we already have contracts.”
It was true. They had many contracts between them, already. Contracts for the thirty-eight

foreign editions of Jake’s novels Crib and Lapse. Contracts for the television adaptation of Lapse
and the nearly-in-production film adaptation of Crib, “helmed” (a verb she found ridiculous) by
Steven Spielberg. Not to mention the contract for the reissue of Jake’s first novel, The Invention
of Wonder, and his collection of “linked” short stories, Reverberations, which Matilda had
worked for a year to extract from their previous publishers, and which Wendy had published in
tasteful editions, emphasizing their more “literary” nature. Beyond these, they had a contract
formalizing their relationship as agent and executor for the estate of Jacob Finch Bonner. Still,
this was new territory.

“Anna, you are a gifted writer. This is a matter entirely separate from the person you married,
who was also a gifted writer. That you have arrived here by means of an atypical path, and not in
the first flush of youth, matters not at all. Many people do all of the supposedly right things, in
the supposedly right order, and never write a thing, or never a thing as good as this novel is. Let
us not delay any part of our gratification—yours or mine—by questioning this. I am thrilled. And
I would be proud to be the agent who represents this book, and any other books you might
write.” She paused. “Is that formal enough?”

Anna gave her a happy smile. “Oh, I think so.”
“Good. Because I have old knees. I’m not sure I could kneel, if I wanted to. And by the way,

do you realize how old-fashioned this already is? You sent me a printed manuscript, Anna!
Through the mail! I can’t remember the last time I accepted a new client who sent me a printed
manuscript. Even the wannabes out in Podunk are using that newfangled electronic mail these
days. I would have sent someone to pick it up, at the very least, if I’d known you had something
you wanted me to read.”

Anna tried to look embarrassed. “I don’t know. It felt more … proper. You write something,
you hope someone will read it. It’s the least you can do to print it out and send it to them.”



“Sure. In the last century. I mean, I still get a few printed manuscripts from little old ladies
and people working off old copies of Writer’s Digest or some 1986 edition of Literary Market
Place they picked up at a garage sale. But today, my friend, most writers query by email and
wait for me to send an invite. Or they don’t wait. But there it was, your first novel, in all its
glory, sitting on my desk. Not even a heads-up! I’m lucky I have such a great assistant. Someone
else might have just consigned it to the slush pile, and I shudder to think how long it would have
stayed there. We haven’t been the most expeditious with our slush, historically speaking. You
know, they used to call my office ‘The Black Hole of Salter.’”

She looked oddly proud of the insult.
“Black Hole as in … Calcutta?”
“Well, so I imagine, only I don’t think I’m Mother Teresa in this scenario. More like the

murderer of dreams, letting untold numbers of Great American Novels rot away, unseen and
unread, while I try to persuade Kourtney Kardashian to write a novel, or put her name on a
ghostwritten novel. End-of-civilization stuff.”

“Well, that is a serious indictment,” Anna observed.
A waiter came to remove their lunch plates, and Matilda asked for coffee. “Want dessert?”

she asked Anna.
“I’ll finish the wine.”
Briefly, they were interrupted by a visit from an editor from one of the old houses: Nobelists

and Pulitzers, most of the living and recently dead poets of the American canon. He reached out
a slightly damp hand to shake Anna’s, then genially accused Matilda of withholding her wares.
“I haven’t had a thing from you in months. Maybe a year,” he complained.

“Oh now, Sam, I know you remember David’s book. We offered you an exclusive. You
spurned us.”

“I spurned that book. I’d be glad to see something else from him. I told you that.”
“So, Pablo, not such a fan of the color blue. Can you get back to me when you have a green

period?’”
“Oh, c’mon.” The editor named Sam grinned. “You know I love his other stuff. We had a lot

of conversations about it, in-house, but we just couldn’t go to the mat for it. Were you able to
place it anywhere?”

“Oh, yes,” Matilda said, mildly. “Viking offered a two-book contract, and David is well into
the next book, much closer to his earlier work. So he’ll have a good home at Viking from here on
in.”

“I see,” the editor said. “Well, that’s how it goes sometimes. I congratulate you, and David,
of course.”

“I’ll pass that along,” Matilda said, and by the subtlest adjustment of her shoulders, she
dismissed him.

Anna felt as if she’d just been given a private lesson in management.
Once he was far enough away, her new agent uttered a single word. “Dickwad.”
She couldn’t stop herself laughing.
“No, really. He thinks he’s on some Iron Throne of dead white guys in the Norton Anthology,

so he doesn’t have to think about the future. But he does. We all do. If we don’t, we get
swallowed up by somebody who’s doing the thinking instead of us. It’s like David Mamet says:
Always. Be. Swallowing.”

Anna drank her wine. “Well, I can’t say I like the sound of that. But since you brought up the



future, what do you have in mind for this…” She couldn’t quite yet bring herself to call it … a
novel. Maybe that was Jake, and the long reach of his writerly pretentions. “I mean, what I sent
you.”

“So glad you asked,” Matilda said. She had sprinkled half a packet of stevia into her coffee
and was stirring it in. “I do think it needs another go-round. Nothing major. I want a bit more of
a middle act, something to suspend us between all that setup and the last eighty pages, which are
perfect. And I want to go a bit deeper with Jerry. We need to really feel the sense of persecution
he’s experiencing. Also, I want to set up a sensitivity read—that’s not personal, it’s standard
now. Our cross to bear. But before any of that happens, I’m going to take Wendy out for a drink
and tell her to hold on to her hat, because she’s about to get an exclusive on a very surprising
new writer, and she can start thanking me right away, because this is beyond kismet. It’s beshert.
It’s like, automatic Arts section profile. Literary widow becomes literary phenomenon, and
unlike her husband, the horizon’s unlimited.”

Anna frowned, and not just because Matilda’s take bordered on tasteless. In fact, she had had
no problem at all with being Jake’s widow. She’d gone to a good deal of trouble in order to be
Jake’s widow. But when it came to what she was already thinking of as her own work, she was
not sure she wished to be known professionally as Jake’s widow.

“And you’re not thinking this is just a one-off? I mean, doing it once wasn’t a small thing, I
realize that. But I get the feeling you’re already thinking of me as a person who’ll be able to do it
again. Horizon unlimited? That’s a bit daunting.”

“Oh?” said Matilda. “And why is that? Why shouldn’t the book world see you as a major
talent, just because the person you married was also talented and had a Y chromosome? We’ve
had centuries of that already, thanks very much. I’m as distraught as you are that Jake Bonner
will never write another novel, but you can, and you will. It’s a glorious discovery! And
exciting! Who knows which direction you’ll go. You could even continue with this character.
She’s captivating, you know.”

Anna frowned. “You mean, like … a sequel? Is that really a good idea?”
“Sequels can be very enticing when the initial book has done well. Readers want to know

what happens to a character they’ve connected with.”
“But they’re never as good as the first book, are they?”
Matilda seemed to give this real consideration. “I’m sure some are. Or at least … as good.”
There was a pause as each of them tried to come up with an example of this.
“Harper Lee?” Anna said, finally.
Matilda seemed to shudder. “Quite the opposite. Harper Lee had a flawless literary career.

One novel! A perfect novel! Utterly beyond reproach, both artistically and in its principles. It
was on every middle school curriculum. It sustained her financially, all through her life. And not
only that, it made her a national treasure. I can’t think of another novel, a single novel, that’s
done that for a writer. Generations of parents named their kids Atticus.”

Not to speak of the aspiring writers who took “Finch” for a middle name, Anna thought.
“Then, at the last possible moment: a sequel! Only now we’ve all been devastated by what

we found out in that sequel, that later-in-life Atticus Finch joins the KKK! I mean, way to kill
our dreams, Harper. I can only imagine what Truman Capote would have said.”

“Something about … answered prayers?” Anna suggested.
“And all those kids who went to bed at night wondering what Jem and Scout were like when

they grew up? Myself included! We got more than we bargained for. Unfortunately.”



“So,” said Anna, “you’re saying: not a good thing, that sequel of hers.”
“Well, not a good example, no. But I’m sure there are others!”
Anna wasn’t sure.
“Anyway, it’s just an idea. Take it or leave it, I just want you to have a long and invigorating

career as a novelist. Because you know what the real story here is? It’s not the tragic tale of a
writer who dies before he can write more great books of his own. Or not only that. It’s also the
tragic tale of a writer who dies before he can discover how great a writer his wife would turn out
to be! I mean, the two of you might have become a powerful literary couple. Like … Plath and
Hughes.”

Another not great example, Anna thought.
“Or, um, Hemingway and Gellhorn, except they got divorced,” Matilda said. “Well …

Fitzgerald was married to a writer, but she ended up in an asylum.” She thought for another
moment, then she named somebody else, married to somebody else, both supposedly famous
novelists, but Anna hadn’t heard of either of them.

“Anyway, the point is that you each had individual greatness, but life prevented you from
having it at the same time. It’s poignant. It’s beautiful. It’s … as I said, it’s a great story. And the
best part of it is how good the work itself is. His work was, and yours is. Do me a favor and
don’t start doubting yourself, Anna.”

And Anna nodded with solemnity, because the moment seemed to call for that. But in fact,
she’d never been a doubter, not when it came to herself, anyway. She wasn’t about to start now.


