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To all the wonderful people at my own publishing house, 
with a special tip of the hat to Kim Carlton and Mike 

Bzozowski for living out their own inspiring love story.
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Prologue

From: Claire Donovan

Received: 9:17 AM

To: Savannah Cade

Subject: Manuscript?

Savannah,

Have you made any more progress on that book idea you 

brought up to me at conference last year? I was just sitting 

in an editorial meeting, and your story came to mind. 

Would love to take a look.

Best wishes,

Claire Donovan

Chief Editor, Romance

Baird Books Publishing
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Draft

From: Savannah Cade

Saved: 9:21 AM

To: Claire Donovan

Subject: Re: Manuscript?

Dear Mrs. Donovan

Draft

From: Savannah Cade

Saved: 9:22 AM

To: Claire Donovan

Subject: Re: Manuscript?

Dear Claire Donovan

Draft

From: Savannah Cade

Saved: 9:24 AM

To: Claire Donovan

Subject: Re: Manuscript?

Dear Claire,

Thank you so much for your email! I’m so, so sorry I didn’t 

get to it right after conference as I said. I promise I’m not 

Meet Me in the Margins_content.indd   2Meet Me in the Margins_content.indd   2 11/4/21   2:25 PM11/4/21   2:25 PM



3

Meet Me in the Margins

one of those aspiring writers who unloads a thousand 

details of the story in their heads on every stranger they 

land upon at conferences but then can’t follow through 

when an editor actually requests to see the manuscript. 

Truly.

It was just that I realized after talking with you that the 

final scene was missing the big bang at the end, and 

Cecilia’s character really wasn’t all that likable after all, 

and then when I finally managed to amend those issues 

my manuscript was twelve thousand words over. So then 

I spent the next month agonizing over where to cut (you 

know, King’s whole “kill your darlings” thing is really true 

from the writer’s side— here I’d been casually telling my 

own authors to slash their manuscripts for two years and 

never really understood how truly GUT WRENCHING 

it is. I killed off a whole character and am still weepy for 

him).

But I am in edits now and just need to go over it a couple 

more times. So sorry again to have had you waiting on it. 

I’ll be sure to have it to you in two weeks three weeks one 

month, tops

Delivered

From: Savannah Cade

Sent: 9:26 AM

To: Claire Donovan

Subject: Re: Manuscript?
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Dear Claire,

How thoughtful of you to reach out. I plan to have the 

manuscript to you by the end of the day.

Warmest regards,

Savannah Cade

Assistant Acquisitions Editor, Pennington Pen
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Chapter 1

P acing the back corner of the packed meeting room in 

outs  tandingly uncomfortable heels, I move as silently as 

possible along the three feet of available aisle space between my 

begrudgingly accommodating coworker, Clyve, and the horde 

of beady- eyed osprey staring down at me from the vintage 

wallpaper. I frown at the eerily stenciled birds, like I always do 

whenever I’m called to the Magnolia Room. There is a pause 

between Ms. Pennington’s words, and I sense the need to nod 

with the others as I check my watch. Only 3600 steps for the day, 

and it’s already nearing noon.

I pivot dangerously on one thin heel and take a smaller, 

quicker step on the thick red carpet, all while slashing three 

words at the end of a paragraph. This is one of the benefits of 

being an assistant acquisitions editor at a publishing company 

more vintage than the eighties- styled jumpsuits circling back 

into fashion among teens. Editors here are constantly lugging 

around thick stacks of paper with pens behind their ears, jotting 

last- minute notes on authors’ manuscripts, looking harried.
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In fact, at Pennington Publishing, you’d look noticeably off 

if you weren’t dragging around at least one manuscript to one of 

the half dozen meetings making up your day. Hence why none of 

the eyes in the rows ahead or around me so much as flicker as I 

flip from one page to another during this meeting.

Plus there’s the fact that I’m not an inch over five feet tall. 

And one of the benefits of not being an inch over five feet tall 

in a publishing house whose “conference room” is a converted 

living room of an old Victorian mansion is that half the staff has 

to stand, and I can multitask my heart out behind them without 

being seen.

And I do try to multitask. At least on good days when I 

feel one of those rare bursts of genuine motivation— or at least 

when my sister prods me until I give in. Because I am a Cade. 

Specifically, Savannah Cade. And the Cades are a pure breed 

distinguished by indefatigable energy, marked enthusiasm, and 

a dash of insanity. Seamlessly exceeding expectations is what 

we do.

It’s just . . . a little more challenging for me.

“Pennington Publishing has been a cornerstone of the 

non  fiction and literary fiction markets for over fifty years,” 

Ms.  Pennington, CEO of Pennington Publishing, says, grip-

ping the podium. Her eyes glint like the six candle- like lights 

on the antique brass chandelier hanging in the center of the 

room. “Why? Because Pennington doesn’t bow down to pres-

sure. Because Pennington won’t conform by throwing away our 

high- standing principles for a mere dollar in our pockets. Here 

at Pennington, we actually believe in the content we produce as a 

means of evolving and fine- tuning the minds of our readers and 

the culture at large. Unlike other houses lining the grocery- store 
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shelves with”— her nose wrinkles, as though she can barely 

handle spitting out the words— “commercial fiction as quickly as 

they can, Pennington works tirelessly to produce only the most 

curated, thoroughly vetted manuscripts worth printing on the 

page. Only the most curated, vetted manuscripts we believe the 

world needs to read.”

I raise a brow as I slash another word.

It’s a nice sentiment, but I don’t know if the whole world needed 

to have in their possession my latest edit: The Incredible World 

of Words: An Epistemophiliac’s Guide.

“And that’s why, despite the onslaught of crises thrown our 

way last year, Pennington Publishing will continue to be the 

foundational place readers and booksellers look to for the com-

ing year. And it’s for that reason I want you all to give a warm 

welcome to the newest employee of our team.”

My pen slips on the underlining of a word. I lift my head. A 

new employee?

Through the sliver of space between two elbows I see 

Ms. Pennington holding on to the podium with two strong hands 

as she looks down at her employees, her sharp blue eyes nar-

rowed as if reading all our minds: Someone speak up. I dare you.

Slowly, a round of applause picks up around the room.

The thing is, the past few years have been hard on Pennington 

Publishing. Not just us, really. It’s been this way for most 

smaller publishers not yet swallowed up by one of the Big Five. 

Despite Pennington’s years of glory (of which Ms. Pennington 

is only too quick to remind everyone at every turn), it hasn’t 

been able to keep up with the solid chugging of the bigger, well- 

oiled machines. Pennington is a sailboat. A beautiful Pen Duick 

regatta cutter whose owner slides his hand over the rosewood, 
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mahogany, teak, and other exotic tropical woods of the hull with 

pride while watching the vast white sail overhead billow in the 

sea- salt breeze. Intricately detailed. Unlike any other.

But still just a bobbing speck compared to the ocean liner 

charging through.

Which is why everyone inside these popsicle- green, osprey- 

ridden walls claps now like obedient penguins on cue at a 

waterpark show. It is why Terry in Accounts smooths down 

his Moby Dick Thar She Blows! whale- spotting necktie every 

five seconds whenever Ms. Pennington is in the room. It is why 

Lyla chucks her AirPods beneath her desk whenever we hear 

Ms. Pennington’s nails tap impatiently on the casing of a neigh-

boring office door during one of her spontaneous “visits.” It is 

why I have to keep Band- Aids in my purse these days to handle 

the torment caused by these diabolical, aka “professional,” heels.

Because we are the ones left. The survivors of the great 

Pennington bloodshed.

“I’m aware that we have lost quite a few dedicated employees 

in the past calendar year. The 29 percent reduction in staff has 

been . . .” Ms. Pennington’s long, slim nostrils flare slightly as she 

breaks down the word into each clear syllable. “. . . chall- en- ging. 

Each one of us has been required to take on additional tasks.”

Her pitch heightens as she lifts a finger in the air. “But that 

is precisely why we will rise again beneath Mr. Pennington’s 

expertise.”

Wait.

Mr. Pennington? As in . . . 

“A man whose experience of ten years in one of the most 

successful publishing houses in the world,” she continues, “will 

provide fresh insight and new angles.” Her eyes grow steely. 
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“Helping us to prune when and where necessary in order to 

blossom for years to come. Mr. Pennington, we are thrilled to 

have you join us as VP and publisher of our most revered line, 

Pennington Pen.”

For a second, there is nothing but stunned silence as those 

seated in the front turn their heads and those sardined in the back 

crane their necks to see the man, melted into the audience just a 

moment prior, stand. My pen, forgotten in my hand, slides across 

the page, leaving a long streak of black.

“Ssssssuper.”

Lyla, sitting casually on the deep windowsill of the expansive 

window in front of me, rolls her eyes, revealing the glimmer of 

last night’s metallic eyeshadow.

Lyla is one of the many in Nashville whose long blond hair 

accounts for half of her body weight, whose circle of friends who 

know her real name grows smaller by the year, and who, like the 

Nutcracker, only really comes to life when the clock ticks some 

insanely late hour. Only instead of waking up to battle rats and 

tour children around some bizarre dreamland, she can typically 

be found down at the strip, perched on a beer- stained barstool, 

singing her heart out. Lyla is to Nashville what skinny waitresses 

in their twenties are to New York City. A dime a dozen, starry 

eyed to the bitter end, and positively certain their current day job 

to fund things like food and clothing is only a momentary pit stop 

on the road to freedom. And while you can see Ms. Pennington’s 

eyes twitching with desire to chuck Lyla and her laptop on the 

street just about every meeting, her cover designs and digital 

marketing are second to none. And I mean that. Second to none. 

She has literally rolled two full- time jobs into one.

“Well, at least someone can go tell Harry it wasn’t about 
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his little run- in with Ms. Pennington over those galleys,” Lyla 

mutters— loud enough that several in the row beside her turn 

their heads. “Just some good old- fashioned nepotism.”

“Shh,” Jeanna Banks (Pennington Trophy division, six years) 

hisses before turning back around.

Harry— dear old Harry, who brought the same egg- salad 

sandwich to work every day for the past twenty- two years— 

got The Email four weeks prior. Nobody wants to get The Email. 

The last thing any employee of Pennington Publishing wants 

to receive is the email addressed to them with the subject line: 

MEETING REQUESTED.

I turn from the wall and pace back, and Lyla, with her apa-

thetic, I- hate- these- meetings gaze, sweeps her eyes over my 

manuscript. As she does so, her face clears. She raises one per-

fectly arched brow. “Is that . . . ?”

“I promised I’d turn it in today,” I reply.

“Yeah, but . . . here?”

So this is what it feels like, being the one on the receiving 

end of a raised eyebrow.

All our lives it has been the other way around. Me, the rule 

keeper, the one staying tightly within the lines. Lyla, the free 

spirit. Smuggling in her diary— vibrantly pink and covered in 

hearts on the outside, secrets within— into middle school in sev-

enth grade and holding it brazenly open during lunch period 

while I silently have a panic attack on her behalf. Lyla, gaily 

pitching in with the other seniors to fill up Principal Peterson’s 

office with orange cones during spirit week, all while I stand 

guard, listening to my knees quake.

“I have to send it in today,” I repeat swiftly. “I just need a few 

minutes to squeeze a last edit in.”
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Out of the corner of my eye, a man steps up to the podium 

beside Ms. Pennington, and she shakes his hand.

Like they’ve never met before.

Like this isn’t the only human being standing before her with 

half her chromosomes.

I stifle a grin and keep on.

The thing is, everyone knows Ms.  Pennington’s son got 

sacked from Sterling House three months ago. Everyone was on 

high alert the day we got the mass Pub News email. It informed 

not only the employees at Pennington but every reputable 

publisher, literary agent, film agent, and everyone else related to 

the industry down to the aspiring author tapping away in some 

basement that Sterling House’s newest editorial director was Jim 

Arrowood. Ms. Pennington’s beloved son had not simply been 

on furlough during the pandemic of 2020. He had been replaced.

The son of the Queen of Hearts had been tossed out of New 

York City and landed here, back in Nashville.

And now Ms. Pennington is patching up her son’s situation.

“Thank you for the introduction.” William Pennington clasps 

both sides of the podium, just as his mother did. His posture is as 

perfect as his mother’s, as though they both have rods attached 

to their spine. They look like a couple of penguins standing side 

by side in impeccable gray suits— the kind that are sleek and 

mind- numbingly dull and that few in this room could afford. His 

striking icicle- blue eyes— also the same as his mother’s— pierce 

the room. And like her, he frowns.

Gazes at us as if we’re juvenile delinquents trying to break 

out of the bus.

“I’m William Pennington. Some of you may remember me 

as a child.”
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“Little Willy!” In the front, old Bernie Peterson (Pennington 

Trophy, thirty- four years) waves, and William, without smil-

ing, nods curtly.

“I won’t keep you unnecessarily. Authors are now making 

their way to us for the conference, and we all know how impera-

tive it is to prepare as much as possible. From what I’ve gathered, 

nobody wants a repeat of two years ago.”

I halt.

Great. Just grrrreeeat.

My stomach lurches, just as it always does at the mention of 

my first Librarians of America Conference and Exhibition— or, 

for short, LOA. I raise my manuscript higher to avoid any-

one’s eyes.

So, I had done this tiny, innocuous thing of losing four hun-

dred books and the entire set of promotional materials for my 

author, who had flown across the country for his signing. He’d 

ended up signing bits of scrap paper and bookmarks that were 

actually promotions for other authors and— in one incredibly 

uncomfortable moment— one man’s bulging bicep.

There’s a lot to remember for these big events. Not easy when 

you’ve only worked for the company a total of two weeks, okay?

4200 steps.

Maybe Ms. Pennington hadn’t specifically said who’d done 

it, I tell myself, moving my eyes from my watch and flipping 

a page. Maybe William had just been told the story in an off- 

handed way, like, “Yes, one of our employees— who turned out 

be quite bright, really, an invaluable employee during these harsh 

and trying times— had the unfortunate experience of being 

undertrained as a new hire, and, poor thing, she ended up hav-

ing to . . .”
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I half listen as I march on, my eyes scanning for any mis-

spellings or glaring errors. There aren’t many, only one or two 

notes every dozen pages, which only fuels the inner fire hungry 

to run up to my office and email the manuscript right now.

Ms. Pennington wouldn’t fire me for a bathroom break, 

would she? I mean, yes, technically Donna got The Email two 

days after dashing to the bathroom with the stomach bug. But 

that was coincidental. Right? That had to have been coincidental.

And how many times have I edited this manuscript at this 

point? Two dozen times? Fifty times? A hundred? Whatever it 

is, it certainly feels like a thousand.

And that feeling, as I’ve told my own authors so many times, 

means it’s done. It’s finally ready. That’s the telling moment.

Or when the deadline hits. Whichever comes first.

“So let’s stay sharp, people,” William Pennington says as I 

pivot on my heel. Less than twenty minutes on the job and he’s 

already the perfect replica of his mother, droning on about razor- 

thin budgets and how he won’t hesitate to “prune us back” at the 

slightest error.

I lick the tip of my index finger and flick the current page 

over my paper clip. It’s not just any paper clip, mind you. Fourteen 

karats of antique rose gold intricately twisted into the shape of a 

sparrow, this oversize clip is the one Mom gave me on my first 

day in a “real job.” It’s the clip she herself used for over twenty 

years on her most promising papers and projects as chair of her 

department at Belmont University. One passed down from her 

own mother, who used it to keep her papers in place while fight-

ing against health inequities among the poverty stricken as the 

first female surgeon in her state. And her mother who— I’m still 

a bit hazy on the details— apparently more or less ended the war.

Meet Me in the Margins_content.indd   13Meet Me in the Margins_content.indd   13 11/4/21   2:25 PM11/4/21   2:25 PM



MEL I SSA  FERGUSON

14

You know, typical Cade- level stuff.

While I may not be shattering glass ceilings left and right 

like my ancestors, I have reserved the paper clip for only the most 

promising of stories out of respect for its heritage.

And now, with its golden wings clinging tightly to the 

papers, it is reserved for the story that is my own.

“Tonight is a big night,” Pennington continues.

I flip another page. I’m so close to the end my heart starts 

racing in step with my pace.

“The eight authors attending this weekend’s conference rep-

resent 46 percent of our sales. To lose their trust in us through 

our own performance is to potentially cost us one of our four 

imprints. We need them. But right now, Pennington authors are 

afraid. Most authors across the board, for that matter, are afraid. 

Tensions are high. The publishing world is more competitive 

than ever. People everywhere are wondering about the stability 

of their own jobs.”

“That’s hitting a bit too close to home for him, isn’t it?” mur-

murs Lyla.

“People want to know they are standing on solid ground. 

So when they get here, they’re going to be looking around for 

clues about the status of Pennington Publishing. And it’s abso-

lutely imperative we give them nothing to worry about.” William 

Pennington levels his gaze. “Imperative. So, Marketing, get those 

displays looking perfect. Assistants, make sure they want for 

nothing. And editors, do whatever it takes this weekend to keep 

your authors happy. Whatever. It. Takes. If these authors want to 

spend two hundred dollars on dinner at Fleming’s Steakhouse, 

whip out the company card like we’re made of money. If they want 

to meet you at five in the morning this Saturday to spend the 
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next twelve hours dissecting their next work- in- progress, you’d 

better be sitting in their hotel lobby at four thirty, perky and with 

a second cup of coffee in hand. I don’t care what you do so long as 

at the end of the weekend they get on their planes remembering 

Pennington Publishing as the most dedicated, engaging, stable 

publishing company giving 110 percent to ensure their books 

outsell any others in the market. I want them to come away from 

this visit incapable of thinking anything other than one word: 

perfectio— ”

I reach the wall and pivot but then, in a blink, hear a rather 

peculiar sound from below.

It sounds like cellophane paper crinkling.

But that can’t be right, I find myself thinking as I turn my eyes 

toward the floor. After all, where would the cellophane paper be 

coming from? Who would bring cellophane paper into a meeting 

room? And why on earth would it be directly under my feet?

And then, in that nanosecond in which everything makes 

terrible sense, I feel it.

The lightning strike upon my ankle. My bones crackling 

as they grind against each other in ways the bones of no ankle 

anatomically should.

I look down and see my foot overturning, as if in slow 

motion, as the dagger of my thin black heel flips sideways on the 

plush red carpet. I throw my left foot forward, trying to stabilize 

myself, but in lunging only manage to land on Yossi’s heel in 

front of me before that ankle gives as well.

With both ankles collapsed I fall forward, heads and suits 

rising on either side of my periphery, the carpet rushing toward 

me— one gigantic pool of red. I throw my hands out just before 

my body hits the floor in a tangled mess.
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The carpet burns against the side of my face, my arms, my 

shins. Dimly, I hear the sound of my pen landing and clicking 

off on the carpet a couple of inches from my face. Feel, to my 

fresh horror, the breeze on my backside where my skirt has 

f lipped up and is now revealing the poorly chosen underwear 

I put on this morning. Of course this moment couldn’t have 

come during my cheeky bikini streak of 2019. Of course this 

had to happen when I’d pretty much given up the paranoia that 

this exact situation could one day possibly come to fruition. 

When I’d decided that nobody would ever need to cut through 

my clothes in a car crash. That there was never really going to 

be a moment in the dead of night when the fire alarm went 

off through the entire building and I was left stranded in the 

middle of the street in my granny panties making small talk 

with the neighbors.

And there was certainly no reason to fear I would trip on my 

own feet during an all- employee staff meeting and faceplant on 

the ground with my skirt flipped up.

Anyway, here I am.

Maybe the best thing to do now would be to play dead.

Yes, that seems like a good idea. After all, possums do it, 

and it seems to work for them. It’s even a biological method of 

survival. It’s innate. That really should count for something. 

Besides, nobody makes fun of people who pass out. It’s like a “Get 

out of jail free” card. You can tease behind closed doors all you 

want when somebody falls flat on their faces, but try that when 

the situation seems remotely serious, and you are a horrible, in -

sensitive person.

That’s it, then. I’m going to have to play possum.

I’m just resolving to get comfortable on the carpet when a 
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different sound filters through my brain. A much, much more 

devastating sound. The sound of flapping, like a hundred doves 

overhead.

Oh no.

No, no, no, no, no.

My eyes flit open, and there they are. Each leaf of my 234-

page manuscript soaring through the air, freed from the golden 

paperclip that had hitherto clipped their wings.

Any thought of previous embarrassment dissolves, and 

springing to my knees, I snatch at the sheets of paper wafting 

down around me. Vaguely, I hear William Pennington in the 

distance continuing his speech as I reach between one man’s 

shoes for a few pages and clutch them tightly. Out of the corner 

of my eye I see Lyla making a grab for the ones scattered at her 

own feet.

Of all the moments . . . 

My forehead starts to burn as I see staff around me leaning 

down, picking up sheets of paper at their feet.

“Thank you,” I say, rising and seizing pages from each of their 

hands. “Perfect. Thanks. So sorry. Bless you, Marta. Thanks.”

I’m a hoarding dragon, smuggling paper as fast as I can, 

grabbing pages in all directions and, whenever someone bends 

to pick one up, breaking stride to grab it from their hands.

I scan the perimeter.

Half the pages secure and protected.

Thirty seconds go by.

More than half.

Another twenty seconds.

Eighty percent.

At this point I volley every new sheet to Lyla, who crams 
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them into her giant leather tote. It kills me to see the pages 

wedged inside her bag, but I don’t have time. It’ll be a bear sort-

ing them later, but I have to keep my priorities in line.

I spot five pages out in the wild and lunge for them.

The light at the end of the tunnel is starting to shine through. 

My rib cage is starting to loosen.

Three pages.

Two.

One.

I throw the last sheet at Lyla.

None. All of the manuscript safely crammed into Lyla’s bag. 

Done.

I sit back on my heels at last, kneeling on the carpet, exhal-

ing for the first time in what feels like years.

I did it. I came close— too close— to the biggest mistake of 

my professional career, but I escaped. There’s a temptation to let 

out a hysterical giggle of relief.

Only . . . 

Vaguely I note the silence around the room, like a little tap 

on the shoulder saying, “Hey, now that you’ve gotten that fixed 

up, you may want to have a look around.”

So I do. I look up. And catch everyone’s stares. Recall the 

little mishap over my skirt. Feel the general need to pretend the 

last sixty seconds didn’t just happen.

“Thanks, everyone.” I press both palms on the carpet, my 

fingers going deep into the plush, and start to push myself up.

Creepy Rem’s (Pennington Scribe, four years) eyes are glued 

to my skirt, and I frown and tug it down another inch.

“Sav!” Lyla hisses.

She points over my shoulder. Her eyes are wide, blue, and 
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unnervingly crystalized on a single point in the distance. I jerk 

my head around and follow the direction of her finger.

Ten feet over, a single sheet of paper lies in the center of the 

aisle— and a dozen eyes rest on it like vultures about to dive.

I scramble to my feet.

“Excuse me,” I say, touching shoulders as I rush past bodies. 

My legs feel like soft macaroni with each step. The row is packed. 

People are everywhere. People and laptop bags and purses and 

stray books and— 

Finally, I hop over the last travel mug, untangle myself from 

a final computer bag trying to latch onto my heels, and emerge 

into the aisle.

At last, I’m free.

I stop.

Freeze.

Because the William Pennington is standing squarely in 

front of me.

He’s even taller up close, his chin a solid foot, if not more, 

above me. I’d wager he has just a handful of years on me, given the 

single slight— though not, I have to admit, wholly unattractive— 

crease across his otherwise smooth forehead. A baby crease. The 

kind of crease that says, “I’ve reached a point in my life where I 

won’t try to take you to Sonic for a first date, but not the point 

where I go to bed before ten.” Mature in a way that, if he was 

placed side by side with some frat boy, he’d come out ahead, look-

ing wholly more dependable but not so much older he was less 

attractive.

His eyes are even bluer this close, as shocking and pristine 

as blue ice on the frozen lakes of Michigan. Even his irises seem 

to be covered in crystals, as when snow descends on a glacier 
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and air bubbles are squeezed out. (This, by the way, is what I 

get with my job: loads of random trivia stuck in my head to use 

on a whim.)

But at this precise moment, I have a hard time thinking about 

icebergs or the Jökulsárlón glacial lagoon in Iceland. Because 

right now, William Pennington is staring at the sheet in his 

hands. And right now, I have only the ability to focus on the 

overwhelming feeling reverberating up my spine: terror.

Hair- raising, mind- numbing terror.

I’m paralyzed.

I am going to get fired. This is it. I, Savannah Cade, am 

going to lose my job over a stupid, stupid piece of paper.

Why did I doubt myself at the last minute and smuggle my 

manuscript into work?

Why didn’t I just press Send on that email this morning 

and let things lie?

But while I wait in agony, his arctic- blue eyes scan the page 

as though he has taken no notice of me or the fact that the whole 

room is silently watching. No emotion plays on his face. Noth -

ing, except for the small frown nestled between his brows. His 

eyes dance from line to line, word to word.

With every muscle in me, I manage to put my hand out, my 

fingertips silently begging for its return.

He ignores me. Reads on.

The room is deathly quiet.

Everyone is looking at us— him and me.

Although, where else would they be? This is the moment of 

the beheading.

I’m going to be the next one axed.

Out of the corner of my eye I see Maggie (Pennington Arch, 
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eight years) looking at me with huge, doleful eyes that say, “I’ll 

always remember you and that time we shared that yogurt in 

the kitchen.”

It’s too much to bear.

“What’s going on?” Ms. Pennington’s voice crackles from 

the front of the room.

Her voice seems to break the spell, and William Pennington 

blinks.

He looks up and for the first time takes me in properly. My 

face, like all good- southern- girl faces, doesn’t seem to know how 

to respond to direct eye contact with anything besides a smile, 

and to my horror, I feel my lips begin to creep up on the sides.

Stop it, I tell my lips sternly, to which they sort of halt half-

way and slowly, with incredible effort, tug back down.

Perfect. Throw insane into his growing impression.

He blinks again, his expression unchanged.

It’s the pinnacle moment. The moment that, with no ex -

aggeration, will decide my future at the company. Because 

Ms. Pennington doesn’t just not like commercial fiction. She 

loathes it. And romance, according to her, is the lowest form. It 

is, according to Ms. Pennington herself, the stuff read aloud in 

Dante’s lowest level of hell. On par with pink Moscato, girls in 

wraparound scarves holding pumpkin- spice lattes, and country 

music.

And yet here I stand, in possession of “literature’s kudzu.”

Standing before her own totalitarian son, a complete stranger 

brought in from the big city to swing the ax, and I’m wearing a 

weak, semi- unstable smile.

I may as well start thinking about how to pack up my office.

He holds out the sheet, still expressionless.
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Dumbly, I take it. “Oh. Thank you.”

For a moment there is silence.

“Nothing,” he calls over his shoulder at last and turns on 

his heel. “Just some paper on the f loor. Now,” he says, raising 

his voice once again to executive status as he paces up the aisle,  

“as I was saying . . .”

I watch William Pennington stride back to the front of the 

room, his voice distant and commanding as he continues to fore-

cast dire numbers and the tragedies that will ensue if we don’t 

up our game. I creep back to my position beside Lyla and, after 

several seconds, glance down to the sheet he has read.

The second I see it, any lingering hope that he didn’t recog-

nize it for what it was bursts into flames.

My eyes graze along the header splashed across the top 

center of the page in neat Times Roman type: WORKING 

TITLE: PINING FOR YOU. The name in italics along the top 

right corner: Holly Ray.

My jaw tightens intuitively as I read the paragraph beneath 

it: “Time slowed as he slipped one hand to her shoulder, then 

cradled her neck as they stood there beneath the maple tree, the 

whisper of passing cars all around . . .”

There is no doubt about it.

William Pennington knows.
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Chapter 2

T here’s no way he knows.”

For the first time in our lives I am outstriding Lyla as 

my heels make their wobbly way down the hall. Up another layer 

of stairs, and we enter the second floor with its own set of plush 

carpeting— royal blue this time— and wallpaper alternating 

between men in caps pushing ladies on swings and maid-

ens dancing round and round to what must’ve been quite the 

lively jig.

I round the corner.

“It was just one page— ”

“One page is enough,” I interject.

“He barely looked at it. Not to mention we work in a publishing 

house, and every other sheet of paper in this building is a manu-

script.” Lyla levels her gaze. “C’mon, Sav. You don’t even use 

your real name. You’ve just exercised the whole point of a pen 

name— ”

“That’s not the issue,” I say without slowing. “The issue is he 

read enough to know it wasn’t Pennington Publishing material. 
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He knows it’s romance.” I lower my voice to a meaningful hiss. 

“Romance.”

This must be what it feels like to be a criminal. I’m about 

as straitlaced as the Keds tucked inside my lower desk drawer 

waiting for the second the clock ticks to 5:00 p.m. Never skipped 

a class. Never cheated on a test. But now, harboring . . . fiction? 

And not just fiction, but romance? And not just romance, but 

my romance— my romance that I was not only reading, not only 

writing, but working on during work hours?

If Ms. Pennington had picked up that sheet, that would’ve 

been it.

I’d have been chased out the door, dodging copies of Medieval 

Limericks for Lovers and The Practical Houseplant chucked at 

my head.

I need to get this somewhere safe— now.

We pass doorframe after doorframe of entrances to vari-

ous offices. There’s a hum in the distance of people downstairs, 

the shuffling of bodies slowly moving outside, everyone with a 

job— picking authors up from airports and hotels, heading to the 

conference center to set up.

The hallway up here is unusually quiet.

I’m going about fifteen miles an hour, easily toe- to- toe with 

any Olympic walker, when Lyla grabs the tote strap across my 

shoulder and yanks. My heels tangle in the carpet.

I stop. Turn around, careful to keep a protective hand over 

the bag.

“Ooooookay, dearie,” Lyla says. “I hear you. You don’t want 

to lose your job to domineering overlords. I get it. But if you 

want to keep it, that means you actually need to follow directions. 

Which, at this moment, is going outside.”

Meet Me in the Margins_content.indd   24Meet Me in the Margins_content.indd   24 11/4/21   2:25 PM11/4/21   2:25 PM



Meet Me in the Margins

25

“I have to find a place to dump this,” I say, hearing a creak 

and darting my eyes over her shoulder, then behind. “If I get rid 

of all the evidence and act nonchalant, maybe he’ll forget what 

he saw. Or I can insist he didn’t see what he saw.”

Lyla raises a brow. “So . . . you want to . . . gaslight . . . your 

new boss. You do hear yourself?”

I can tell by her eyes. I know it. I know I look like I’ve lost 

it. But anyone would if they’d spent every spare minute of the 

past three years talking to imaginary characters in their heads, 

dreaming about the story they’d created, staying up late on more 

nights than they could count putting that story onto paper.

Being an editor at Pennington Pub is my job. And being a 

writer is my dream— my very personal dream.

And I can’t risk both by letting my manuscript fall back into 

his hands.

Lyla blinks, charcoal- black eyelashes drifting down and then 

back up to meet her eyebrows. It looks like it’s taking absolutely 

everything in her to avoid rolling her eyes. “Fine. Just stash the 

goods in your desk and let’s go. Okay?”

She waves an arm down the hallway like Vanna White show-

ing off a yacht behind a shimmering curtain. “Before we really do 

get fired. You heard the new boss. Head to the lobby so we can 

stand around like sorority girls welcoming the newest pledges 

on the lawn.”

“Right. But  .  .  .” I pull away from her arm, backtracking 

out of her reach. “I . . . I forgot a book Oswald has been asking 

about. He wanted to see if he could get an advance copy of 

Jenny’s February release— ”

“Thriving in Premenopause?” Lyla asks. “Why would old 

Ossie want a copy of Thriving in Premenopause?”
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But before she can say anything more, I turn and book it 

down the rest of the hall.

“Are you at least going to bring back my bag?” she calls out.

“Three minutes!” I repeat over my shoulder and turn the 

corner.

As my footsteps widen the space between Lyla and me, 

I feel as if I’ve entered the last moments of the Titanic before 

it completely submerged. In a world typically humming with 

conversations and people passing to and fro, all the hallways 

are dead. The wallpaper— probably dating back to Titanic days 

itself— doesn’t help the mood. Everything around me screams the 

same vibe I would’ve felt had I been a passenger back then, reck-

lessly running back, deep into the lower levels of the ship, to grab 

one last priceless thing.

I wind around the corner and take my first step onto the 

small spiral staircase in front of me. The tiny, ornate steps barely 

contain the balls of my feet. Halfway up and my breath comes in 

short spurts as I grip and regrip the curving railing. Had this 

not been my home, my refuge, had I not ventured up this very 

staircase so many of the last 687 days, I would’ve without ques-

tion lost my footing.

A stretch of faded yellow wallpaper greets me at the top of 

the stairs. There is no carpeting on this floor, only creaky hard-

wood screeching like an off- key violin with every step. I can only 

assume the unusual lack of maintenance on this floor is because 

nobody ventures up to the attic level. Who cares about improv-

ing a floor nobody except the rare visiting author treads on?

I move to the door at the end of the hall and check my watch.

Two minutes and twenty seconds. Perfect. If anyone asks, I 

just had to step away for a twenty- second bathroom break.
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The door is closed. There is a simple black plaque beside it, just 

as all the rooms at Pennington Publishing are marked. In small 

gold script it reads Storage. It’s not what we actually call it— we 

all call it the ARC room— but at any rate, that’s its given name.

Nothing wild. Nothing out of the ordinary from any pub-

lishing house. Just . . . an ARC room.

But even as I grab hold of the old glass knob, I feel a tingle.

Magic.

The door creaks in a kind of screeching harmony with the 

floorboards as I push it open. Inside, the ceiling slants precar-

iously low this way and that, matching the exterior of the old 

Victorian house and its multigabled roof. The room is dark in 

the windowless space, but without hesitating I take three steps 

forward, two right, sidestep a cardboard box, and reach blindly 

up for the chain. The lightbulb flares to life, illuminating every-

thing in a vintage yellow hue.

Books.

Rows and rows of books.

Aisles of books. Shelf after shelf, crate after crate of books as 

far as the eye can see.

I inhale the smell of old pine, baked insulation, and freshly 

printed paper and move to the next aisle, where I pull on another 

string. The light roars to life, then another. Floorboards creak 

as I pass aisle after aisle, trying my best to ignore the glinting 

hardcovers and sheening paperbacks of new releases.

I can’t help it. There’s something about being in a room 

filled with free books that always makes me feel like a kid in a 

candy shop.

Every publishing house has an ARC room— a place dedi-

cated for advance review copies of books about to be released. 
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Influencers and bookstagrammers need to see advance copies 

so they can polish and post their reviews on time. Authors need 

ARCs for endorsement blurbs. Magazines and publications need 

a lengthy lead time in order to get their articles lined up for 

release. And yes, on the rare occasions Pennington authors visit 

the office, their book- loving souls always spring to life at the 

mention of a trip to the ARC room. In fact, on more than one 

occasion I’ve had to drag an author out of the room when he or 

she took my words “Take whatever you want” to heart.

(And no, as I’ve had to explain multiple times, taking six 

copies of the same book for “Christmas presents” isn’t what we 

have in mind when we offer.)

But I can never be too hard on them. I understand them.

Free books.

Free prerelease books.

Only a true reader would understand. Saying the music- to- 

ears words, “Browse around. Anything in this room is yours”? 

Well, the cobwebs bordering the bookshelves and hovering 

around corner crevices always start to glint like gold. The room 

suddenly smells like a field of tulips. Every creak in the floor-

board is a choir singing, “Hallelujah.”

Even if books were all the room contained, it’d be magical 

enough.

But . . . it’s not just books.

It’s more.

I stop before three identical filing cabinets against the 

slanting wall of the farthest corner. The cabinets themselves 

look as old as the house. The metal is cracked and rusted on 

every corner. Cobwebs cling to each handle. The whole thing 

looks like nobody has touched it in a hundred years. Just how 
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I like it. Just how, I know instinctively, the one before me liked 

it as well.

With one swift glance behind me and the same growing 

anticipation I always have, I grab the center handle and give it a 

tug. Feel the drawer give.

I still remember the shock the first time I opened this 

drawer. I was just a little fledgling at Pennington at the time, 

and it had been a particularly hard day. Ms. Pennington had just 

given me a public tongue- lashing over my “overuse of useless 

and distracting flower pictures” on a PowerPoint during an edi-

torial meeting. This had come right after my supervisor, Giselle, 

had thrown out some not- so- subtle clues that I’d taken a major 

misstep in going on a date with her ex- boyfriend the week prior. 

When someone asked if we could get rid of a leftover box of 

books from the previous meeting, I jumped at the opportunity 

to be alone.

I remember how I crept into the room, barely making a 

sound, feeling that with one small creak something sinister 

would surely jump out from behind the shadowy bookcases. I 

remember seeing the metal cabinets in the corner and how I 

thought it looked like a good spot for storage. How I tentatively 

gave that little handle a tug. And how, instead of what I’d pre-

pared for— the single drawer scratchily sliding out, revealing a 

bunch of forgotten files— the entire face of the file cabinet swung 

open. It took everything within me not to cry out as I stumbled 

back, tripping on a box of old books in the opposite corner along 

the way. My head had grazed a massive cobweb on the wall, and 

I’d spent the rest of the day breaking out into fits imagining 

spiders crawling through my hair.

But the discovery I made in that moment was well worth it.
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Pulling Lyla’s tote close, I hunch to half my height and care-

fully step through the open door.

One push against the back of the metal cabinet, and it swings 

open as well.

My personal wardrobe to another world.

And suddenly I’m here.

The room is dark, illuminated only by the window and its 

streaming light just below the cone- top roof. I glance at the 

stained- glass sparrow, the purple of its wings shading the bean-

bag in the center of the small turret in violet hues, as my fingers 

find the chain and tug. The lightbulb swings as it comes on, 

revealing the beaten, wine- red Persian rug in the center of the 

floor and the curved bookcases rimming the shoebox- size room.

Books. Dozens of them, brought here— like the rug, like the 

beanbag— not by me but by someone before.

Covers of books framed in cheap wood hanging along the 

wall, all signed by their authors. Stacks of books forming a sort 

of side table on either side of the beanbag. One half- read over-

turned book with cracking spine waiting impatiently on top of a 

book stack for me to return and finish.

Slowly, over the past two years, I’ve been adding to the 

books, inserting my own favorites into the treasures harbored 

here. Ones I love. Ones that mean something to me as well.

I’ve always felt it was our little secret— mine and the myste-

rious person who made this their secret refuge before me.

Our little sparrow room.

Our little hideaway.

I check my watch. Three minutes and twenty seconds. (And 

4678 steps! I may just hit 5K by lunch!) Not even time to organize 

the mess. Only time to drop and go.
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I feel exposed flipping the tote over and spilling the crumpled, 

beaten sheets all over the rug. I’ve never left my manuscript here 

before. For that matter, I’ve never brought it to work at all, until 

today.

And yet, where better to hide your secrets than in your 

secret hideaway?

With one more long look at the papers at my feet and with 

the silent promise of return as soon as possible in my heart, I 

pull on the string to turn off the light and leave it all behind.
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Chapter 3

I t’s the Griswold Family Christmas reunion.

Boisterous greetings echo around the vast foyer of the 

old mansion, bouncing from the polished marble floors to the 

frames of bestselling Pennington releases lining the walls. Sev-

eral silhouettes are in view through the windows, framing a 

crowd chatting on the creaking planks of the wide, wraparound 

porch outside. Old brass sconces, faithfully keeping their posts, 

glimmer softly. The chandelier, with its 352 crystals, high above 

quivers with a booming laugh.

Arms are thrust out and hugs in dripping overcoats passed 

around as Pennington’s authors escape the freezing rain and step 

inside. Conversations like “How was your trip?” and “I saw your 

post about your missed flight, poor thing” and even “I’m sorry, 

Tabby, but I really don’t think trying to conceive is a permissible 

excuse for missing your deadline” float all around me. Cheeks are 

flushed, partly from the excitement, partly because the foyer is 

so hot and crowded.

And me?
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I’m just about quivering with excitement. Or at least my 

stomach is.

Because today is a free day. And not just any old free day, but 

a free day with a company card. A free day where I literally get 

paid to take authors out under the illusion of company grandeur 

to eat at that new restaurant I’ve been eyeing for months and 

can’t afford. A free day to prance around the city with whichever 

author I’m hosting— making sure they have a good time, sure, 

chatting over their newest ideas, yes, but also eating. And sight-

seeing, sure. But then eating some more.

I can almost feel the silver company card in the large pocket 

of my pea coat throbbing like a heartbeat. Ready for action. 

Chanting, Free. Free. Free.

I haven’t eaten all day in anticipation.

I feel like a kid at Christmas.

“Delilah! Over here!” One shrill voice overshadows the 

others, and I feel an elbow jutting into my side. I stumble forward 

as Giselle, completely ignoring me, wiggles her outstretched fin-

gers toward Delilah Ray until she’s hugging her like a beloved 

sailor returned after a decade.

It’s been two days.

Delilah Ray, posh Instagram influencer with about a million 

followers watching her every move (and, in turn, buying her book 

describing her every move), lives in Nashville.

Giselle is my boss. Actually, one of my many, many bosses, 

but specifically the one directly above me. She is five ten. Her 

hair is a sheet of platinum blond. And after one semester abroad 

a decade ago, she still likes to tell everyone to be quiet when she’s 

on her “mobile” and how “knackered” she is after a night on the 

town. Oh. And she loathes me.
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But honestly, how was I supposed to know, my first week in, 

that Sam in Contracts was in an on- again, off- again relationship 

with Giselle when he asked me— also reeling from my own on- 

again, off- again relationship— out? To borrow Giselle’s words, 

it bloody well wasn’t a picnic for me either. Nobody likes to be 

used as bait to lure in a jealous ex- girlfriend who just so happens 

to be your new and extraordinarily spiteful boss. Anyway, two 

years later, despite the fact that we are all adults, she still hasn’t 

forgiven me.

Giselle and Delilah Ray are locked in one of those exhausting, 

ignore- everyone- else- in- the- place- while- talking- at- top- volume 

sort of greetings, taking up so much space that it’s hard to see 

the new figure who has just stepped inside behind them. I perk 

up, however, at the hint of a red knitted sweater in the distance 

and step on tiptoe for visual confirmation.

Sure enough, Oswald pops out from behind them, looking 

around in bewilderment. In fact . . . he looks a bit like a flight 

risk. Oh dear.

At once, I hurry over to greet him.

“Oswald, so glad you could come,” I say, closing the gap 

between us. I grab his hand and give it a hearty shake, partly in 

greeting, partly to keep him from retreat. “And look at you.” I 

take in the thick red turtleneck curling around his neck. “Is that 

a new sweater from the missus?”

His huge eyes blink behind his round glasses as he struggles 

to focus on me. Poor Oswald. Brilliant with words. Incredibly 

knowledgeable of his craft. Terrific in sales. Terrible with people.

“My turtleneck?” he says at last, looking dubiously down at 

his sweater. “Well . . . yes.”

I smile patiently. “And did you get all settled in at the hotel?”
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Another lengthy pause. At last, a nod.

“Wonderful.” I smile wider. “Wonderful.” The next twenty- 

four hours are going to be a breeze, clearly. I strike for another 

topic. “I’m sorry your wife wasn’t able to make the trip. What’s 

she going to be up to this weekend? Something fun, I hope?”

The pause is excruciating, nearly as long as his page- long 

descriptions of deciduous trees. “Reading.”

“And?” I nod encouragingly, waiting for more.

Oswald blinks, and I realize that’s the end of his story.

Well, enough chitchat. It’s time to get down to the fun part 

anyway.

And besides, there’s a real plus here, I remind myself. The 

bright side of having an Oswald— and not, say, a Delilah Ray— is 

that Oswald is, above all things, compliant. Passive to the point 

of me begging for his opinions on marketing strategy and cover 

designs. I’ve always had to be careful when editing his latest 

books (covering topics like “Is the variegated liriope really the 

best way to color the border of your woodland garden?”) because 

he, master of horticulture, with a surprisingly large social media 

following that tracks his every garden- loving move, would take 

even the slightest question in my edit to heart and completely 

flip his world upside down to agree with me (who, for the record, 

can’t keep a succulent alive).

Being an editor is a dangerous position of power, really. One 

snap of my fingers and he’d be making “Concrete gardens: the 

way of the future” the subject of his next release.

But today?

Today I’m going to use my power to its full advantage.

“Now, for our afternoon,” I say, scrabbling in my bag for my 

keys, “I found this lovely little bistro downtown and took the 
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liberty of snagging us some reservations. I thought we could 

start things off with a nice cup of coffee and brunch and go from 

there. Are you a fan of fish? I hear the flounder with shrimp 

stuffing is something else— ”

“I’m allergic,” puts in Oswald, and he looks so startled at his 

own interruption that his mouth claps shut.

“Allergic,” I say, fumbling momentarily, then see he’s start-

ing to turn red. Not to worry. I pivot with ease. “That’s fine. 

Completely fine. There are plenty of other specialties there as well. 

I’m sure— ”

“I can’t eat there,” interrupts Oswald again, and just as be  fore 

he pops his mouth shut.

“Oh.” Given the man is so passive he once tried to tell me 

“not to worry about that next book advance” (to which his agent 

swiftly stepped in, negating everything Oswald said on his 

behalf), I have to admit his response is a bit surprising. I once 

saw Oswald interviewed on a morning coffee show where the 

host mistakenly picked up the script meant for the following 

week and, for thirty minutes straight, asked him about some 

book called The Murderer’s Dilemma. Did Oswald correct him? 

No. He just sat there, ears flaming red, answering to the name 

Skippy G and giving mumbled responses about what he was 

going to do now that he was released from prison after thirty 

years behind bars.

Oh, for goodness’ sake. Sweat’s starting to bead up on Oswald’s 

receding hairline.

“This is not a problem, Oswald,” I say as soothingly as I 

can manage while putting a hand on his shoulder. “We can go 

absolutely anywhere you like. Anywhere at all. The day is yours.”

My stomach rumbles.
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Anyplace, Ossie. Before my stomach growls so loud it makes a 

scene.

But amazingly enough, he shakes his head.

“C’mon, now.” I nod encouragingly. “You just name the place. 

We’ll go anywhere.”

At last, he speaks. Granted, it’s so quiet that I have to lean in, 

but he speaks. I frown as I hear a few unclear words.

“What was that?”

With my ear practically pressed to his mouth, and his hot 

breath tickling my ear, he whispers, “I’m fasting.”

I step back and look him in the eye. “You’re on a  .  .  .  fast. 

Well . . .” My thoughts begin to churn madly. “That’s okay. In 

fact, that’s great, Oswald. Really great. Good for you.” And I’m 

about to say something like, “We can just pop in and you can talk 

about your new release over a glass of water (while I try out the 

champagne, chicken gumbo, mahi, and tiramisu),” when I feel a 

presence over my shoulder.

I turn my head.

William Pennington is standing behind me, his hands stiffly 

at his sides, clearly waiting to step into the conversation. I don’t 

know how long he’s been standing there, but in the moment’s 

pause, he steps forward and stretches out his hand.

“Mr. Makers. Such a pleasure to meet you. I’m William 

Pennington, the new VP and publisher of our Pennington Pen 

division.”

Oswald blinks up at the tall man and hesitatingly reaches 

out his hand. “What . . . what happened to Harry?” he asks.

“Are you getting your plans all sorted out for the day?” 

William says, pressing on as though he hadn’t heard him at all.

Oswald blinks. Looks at me.
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“We are,” I jump in enthusiastically. “We’re just planning 

to . . . to . . .” But all that’s coming to mind is biscotti. And man-

icotti. And lattes with swirly foam art in the shape of a leaf. In 

restaurants where the tab is a week’s worth of pay. All free.

I can see William looking at me expectantly. C’mon, Sav. You 

did plan this out. You had a whole list of things to do outside of food. 

Think. What was on your list? Brunch at Butcher & Bee. Drop in 

to scout around Parnassus and the Bookshop (because . . . books). 

Lunch at Margot. A quick drink at Attaboy before returning to 

hear Trace Green for LOA commencement.

Now that is one thing I am particularly excited about. I mean, 

Trace Green. I’ve loved him since college. He was actually what 

started me on writing in the first place.

I was in the middle of yet another breakup with Ferris when 

I read one of his books. And became hooked. Hooked. Flew 

through all twenty- four of his novels in the span of two months 

and spent the next three wandering around morosely, craving 

more. Everybody thought my slump was because I missed Ferris. 

But no, it wasn’t. Not that time. I mean, of course, the breakup 

was hard, but it wasn’t nearly as heart- wrenching as the fact that 

there were no more Green books to read. The reality that I was 

going to have to wait a whole nine months before another of his 

releases was almost too much to bear.

I mean, what, after all, happened to Clara in The Woman on 

the Train?

Would she ever get out of that manhole?

The whole experience of stumbling into his books made 

such an impression on my life that I went down to the regis-

trar’s office, set one of his books on the counter between me 

and the registrar’s assistant, and declared I wanted to change 
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majors. No more nursing for me. My life was going to revolve 

around words.

A total stranger had given me solace through the power 

of words, helped me escape the troubles of my world if just for 

enough time to get a much- needed breath, and even— through 

several quietly uplifting messages threaded throughout his fast- 

paced novels— showed me what it was like to pursue my dreams. 

Try new adventures. Dare.

The written word became my passion. And from that 

moment on all I knew was what an incredible honor it would be 

to bring that adventure, that life, that joy, that hope, that world 

to somebody else.

To pen novels— to play any role in bringing fiction to life, 

for that matter— is to wield a superpower.

“Le Écureuil Volant!” squeals Giselle from across the room, 

her bony fingers jubilantly clasping Delilah’s. I haven’t seen her 

this happy since Trina from Accounts got fired and freed up that 

parking spot. “And after we go there, Parnassus wants to talk 

about your Sunday signing. Then, if you’re game, I booked a 

fantastic package at the Paintbox for a mani- pedi.”

“Mr.  Makers.” My attention is drawn back to William, 

and although he’s smiling at Oswald, I can see a steely flash in 

his eyes as they dart momentarily my way. “You flew in from 

Nevada, is that right?”

Oswald gazes up at him like this is a trick question. “Yes,” 

he says uncertainly.

“And you plan to leave tomorrow?”

Oswald’s slight double chin wobbles while his eyes dart from 

William to me, hesitating as though trying to make out where 

the trap lies.
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At last he gives the slightest of nods.

“Well, we at Pennington would love to make the most of 

your efforts in traveling here,” William continues. “So please tell 

us, what is it that you would like to do before tonight’s welcoming 

banquet?”

The previous long pause seems like a snap in comparison to 

the one that follows, and for what feels like an eternity we stand 

there, watching the man think. As his teary blue eyes swivel 

round the room as if this is the deepest question he’s been asked 

all day, I feel an odd sense of trepidation rising. What will he say? 

With anyone else, I could predict an answer. But with Oswald? 

The man’s a shot in the dark. You never know where he’s going 

to land.

But . . . this is okay. There is still a win here. The point is I 

have the company card. I have the day off from my desk to tour 

Oswald around. And I do look pretty sharp in my outfit, if I say 

so myself: a deep maroon cardigan, white blouse, black tights, 

and trendy gray skirt with just enough twirl to show I can be 

fun while professional. My celebratory outfit for the eventual 

victory in sending in my manuscript tonight and, on top of that, 

snagging the free day. It took quite a while to squeeze myself 

into this thing, but even Olivia had to compliment me on it this 

morning— and that’s really saying something.

“I  .  .  .  I believe you have one of those swimming tanks 

around here.”

My thoughts halt. I see out of the corner of my eye one of 

the dark locks I painstakingly curled this morning start to fall. 

What did he say?

William’s brows are pinched. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure I know 

what you mean. You’ll have to clarify. You want to go swimming?”
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“The Float Spot?” Oswald says at last. He blinks at me.

I stare for a moment, letting the words sink in. The Float 

Spot. Of all the thousands of wonderful things to do today, he 

wants to go to the. Float. Spot.

The newest sensory- deprivation saltwater tank in town, 

where you strip down to nothing, squeeze yourself into a tiny 

capsule, and, worst of all, shut the door. To nothing. Lyla intro-

duced this bizarre hobby to me a few months ago on a holiday. 

She asked me if I wanted to go with her, and I went along, 

thinking the whole time we were going to a spa full of ordinary 

things like, oh, I don’t know, relaxing music and pink nail polish 

and foot massages. Instead, where did I find myself? Sitting in 

an itchy robe in a cold room, waiting for my turn in the alien 

birthing pod. I distinctly remember this terrifying sign on the 

opposite wall in bold red letters: 

EXTENDED SENSORY DEPRIVATION CAN RESULT 
IN EXTREME ANXIETY, HALLUCINATIONS, 

BIZARRE THOUGHTS, TEMPORARY 
SENSELESSNESS, AND DEPRESSION.

For the record, they forgot to add NAUSEA to the list.

I cannot possibly think of a worse idea.

“What a terrific idea.” I snap my head to see William 

Pennington smiling brightly. “I can imagine few things more 

relaxing after a long flight. I’m sure Ms. Cade would love to join 

you. Wouldn’t you, Savannah?”

He’s looking at me expectantly. He’s waiting for me to reply. 

He’s waiting for me to say, “Oh, what a dream!” while Giselle 

is off in the corner with Delilah Ray somehow justifying the 
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need to purchase matching Tory Burch bags to hold all their 

bookmarks.

Well, I’m just not going to. That’s all there is to it. I’ll drive 

Oswald to the crazy station if he wants, and then I’ll sit in the 

lobby with a gas- station hot dog for three hours while he enjoys 

his silence. Oh! I could possibly even sneak back into the office, 

grab the manuscript, and work on it while I’m waiting. With any 

luck I could have it sent off to Claire Donovan even before the 

welcoming banquet tonight.

But as William’s cold blue eyes peer into mine, I hear my 

plans sputter until they die out. I feel exposed, as though every 

thought is streaming across my eyes for him to read. Somehow, 

he knows what I’m thinking. From the frown tilted ever so 

slightly upon his lips to the crease between his brow, he knows, 

and he, the boss, cares. I can hear the words replaying in my own 

head: “And editors, do whatever it takes this weekend to keep your 

authors happy. Whatever. It. Takes.”

A cold feeling comes over me, the air dropping fifteen de-

grees within a dark, ominous shadow.

I’m not going to get food.

I’m not going to get biscotti at 8th & Roast.

I’m not even going to get to listen to Trace Green.

No, what I’m going to do is get in that stupid tank.

My voice strangles as I turn to Oswald. “That’s a brilliant 

idea, Oswald. I can’t wait.”

“Trace Green?” I hear Giselle’s voice ring out, her Botoxed 

forehead struggling in vain to crease. “Yes, we can hear him, I 

suppose. But it might cut into our pedi time . . . Is he the one 

who wrote Amber Waters?”

“Tides,” I mumble bitterly. “Amber Tides.”
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Well. It’s settled, then. While my supervisor is off getting 

her perfectly manicured nails repolished and half listening to one 

of my favorite authors share powerful, never- heard- before tales 

while she is also scrolling through the J.Crew website, I’ll be 

starving. In a lukewarm tank. In the dark. Hallucinating.

I look up and realize William Pennington is gazing at me. 

This time, however, it’s in a way that isn’t altogether .  .  . well, 

terrifying. “So. You are a fan of Green?” he says.

I stiffen. Green isn’t exactly . . . literary. More like read- him- if- 

you- want- to- go- on- a- stay- up- till- dawn- ignore- all- family- and- 

friends- call- in- sick- for- two- days- fictional- adventure- of- your- life. 

That type of fiction.

“Oh,” I say, shrugging. “I may have read him at some point 

years ago. I’m more of a . . . a Chaucer fan myself nowadays.”

There’s a long pause.

“Chaucer,” he repeats.

His lips twitch. Is he trying not to smile?

“Yes,” I say, lifting my chin a millimeter. “I adore Chaucer. 

Chaucer’s  .  .  .” I scour the crevices of my brain for that new 

Word of the Day I learned recently for just such an occasion. 

“.  .  .  phantasmagorical.” I wave my hand around. “I can read 

Chaucer’s tales for hours.”

And believe it or not, there it is again. The lip twitch.

“Really. And which tale is your favorite?”

Shoot, Savannah, now you’ve done it. But I know this. I read 

Chaucer in English Lit my freshman year. Or part of it. Or at 

least what I could understand through all the “ful ofte tyme 

he hadde” and “gentil knights.” Now, which tales  .  .  . which 

tales  . . . 

At last, like a blessed dove from above, a tale comes to mind, 
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and I snatch for it. “Well, if pressed, I’d have to say ‘The Miller’s 

Tale.’ Excellent message.”

His work frown has apparently lost the battle against amuse-

ment entirely now, because the twitch gives up and finally concedes 

to a grin. “The drunken miller’s fabliau about a carpenter and 

the two men who want to sleep with the wife. That message?”

For a moment, our eyes are locked. He’s daring me to answer.

“Yes,” I say, trying hard not to grind my teeth. “Yes, that’s 

the one. Positively riveting stuff. And, of course, there are my 

other passions as well, like those books on”— my eyes dart to 

Oswald— “landscaping.”

“Well, of course.” William’s eyes turn to Oswald as he puts 

out a hand. “Landscaping. So. Chaucer and . . . landscaping. You 

must have a sizable yard, then. For all that gardening.”

“Not at the moment,” I hedge. “But I do have a window box 

that’s very inviting.”

For the birds, who have built a nest on last year’s dead pansies.

“Oh, right. Yes. I have seen some rather elaborate ones. 

There’s really an art there.” But for all his polite words, William’s 

temples are crinkling, his eyes looking dangerously close to being 

outright mirthful. “I commend you for your efforts to educate 

yourself. Pity, though. I’m a bit of a Green fan myself. Would’ve 

been nice to meet another.”

I can see the challenge in his gaze. He’s waiting for me. 

Waiting for me to crack.

Now it’s my turn to pull an Oswald and be wary of the con-

versational traps.

“What’s the name of the one he put out last year?” He frowns 

as though talking to himself, trying to remember. “Treacherous 

Games?”

Meet Me in the Margins_content.indd   44Meet Me in the Margins_content.indd   44 11/4/21   2:25 PM11/4/21   2:25 PM



Meet Me in the Margins

45

Lies. The book is Treacherous Lies, and he knows it.

I narrow my eyes.

For all I know, this is a test, and William Pennington is 

even more insane about the evils of commercial fiction than his 

mother is. After all, he was brought in to be the hangman. He is 

here to save Pennington and make the hard choices. I’m one of 

the newest employees to the company after all the others have 

been cut. First he sees me smuggling in romance on the job. Now, 

perhaps, he’s gathering final evidence before the kill. Playing a 

little good cop before slamming the cell door.

“Anyway,” I say loudly, “we’ve got a big day ahead of us, 

Oswald. We’d better be off.”

For a moment William surveys me, looking as though he’s 

working out whether he wants to pursue the conversation some 

more or let it go. But then he blinks, and with it, his expression 

vanishes. He turns his attention to Oswald.

“I look forward to hearing about it tonight,” William says 

and gives Mr. Makers one final shake of the hand.

Oswald and I have just taken our first steps toward the door 

when William adds, “And Savannah?”

I pause and turn my head.

“I am particularly intrigued to hear how your experience 

goes in the pod today. Please be sure to update me. Perhaps it’ll 

be something for the company to consider adding as a benefit in 

our health plan.”

And there it is again. The merest twinkle in his corporate 

eyes. If I didn’t know better, I’d even call it a dare.

I plaster my smile firmly in place, partly because I refuse to 

admit a dare from my boss and the CEO’s son could even exist, 

partly because the mere thought of adding float tanks to the 
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corporate health plan is so revolting it threatens to make me 

nauseous. “Of course. I’ll be looking forward to it.”

H
Eight long hours later, my hair still clings wet and tangled in 

a tight bun on the top of my head. Not the cute kind of bun. 

Not the oh- look- at- me- in- my- slouchy- sweater- and- ballet- flats- 

 while- carrying- a- coffee kind of bun. The other kind. The I-  

was- locked- into- a- small- wet- hole- and- stared- into- the- abyss- 

for- an- eternity kind. And for the record, the answer is no. No, I 

never actually relaxed. Not for one millisecond.

I spent the bulk of the time thinking about my manuscript. 

And the more I thought about the manuscript, the more I itched 

to retrieve it. And the more I itched to retrieve it, the more anx-

ious I felt about turning it in.

What if the banquet this evening takes so long it goes past 

midnight? What if everyone gets really excitable and talks on for 

ages, and I’m expected to just sit there, playing the good host? 

What if after the banquet Oswald says he wants to go over some 

concerns about his newest work- in- progress, and I come to find 

out I’m trapped with a regular Vladimir Nabokov insomniac, 

brainstorming with him in his hotel room while he taps fever-

ishly on his computer keys until dawn? And most important of 

all, What if I never get out of this tank?!

I did get out of the tank.

I did make it back to the banquet with Oswald (where a meal 

has never tasted so good in my life).

I did drop him off at his hotel and manage some parting 
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encouragement about tomorrow’s signing to a man who looked 

like he needed another hit in the sensory- deprivation tank just 

thinking about the chaos of the day to come.

And I have managed to sneak back in before the doors are 

locked up at Pennington for the night.

China clatters downstairs as I wind around the last of the 

staircase and stride down the hall. There’s no need for pretense 

this time. The only people in the building are the caterers pack-

ing up what’s left of the welcome banquet hours prior and Robby, 

Pennington’s long- serving janitor, vacuuming somewhere on 

the second floor. I take solace in the humming below and push 

open the door to the ARC room, my steps determined. It’s darker 

than usual as I pull on each lightbulb chain, blazing the path with 

light until I reach the metal filing cabinet on the other side. Once 

I’ve ducked inside, I push the door open.

A crescent moon shines through the stained- glass window, 

the sparrow looking as though it’s balancing the moon on its 

pointed yellow beak. I smile to myself and feel myself exhale, as 

if for the first time that day. My stomach is pleasantly stuffed. 

Oswald is safely tucked into his hotel room. And here, at 

10:30 p.m., I still have a full hour and a half to turn my manu-

script in. I’m exhausted but finally ready to release it.

My fingers tighten around the string connecting to the 

lightbulb as I droopily look down at the floor.

I pause.

Squint.

And just as my heart starts to punch at my rib cage, I pull 

the cord.

Light floods the small room, and with it confirmation.
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Because there, in the middle of the old Persian rug, is my 

manuscript, the papers no longer scattered and disarrayed, the 

corners of each page no longer folded in wonky discordancy.

No.

My manuscript. Sitting in a crisp, neat pile. A rubber band 

snapped around the middle. And worst of all— in bold black 

ink— are words. Dozens of fresh handwritten words, scribbled 

down the margins.

Words that are not mine.
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