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About the Book

Jessica Harmon has spent her life in an emotional tug-of-war-yearning for her
mother's attention while bracing for the rejection that always followed.

At thirty, Jessica's love life is a wreck, her confidence is shot, and she's adrift in New
York City, stuck editing other people's novels at a vanity press while too paralyzed to
write her own. She blames her failure to launch on the woman who raised her:
Cynthia Harmon, a legendary poet and scholar, who dazzles her students and
readers alike...but leaves her only child cold.

When Cynthia wins yet another major literary award and asks her daughter to assist
her on the book tour, Jessica decides to give their relationship one last chance.
When a crisis upends Cynthia's triumphant moment, the power dynamic begins to
shift between the two women, and cracks start to show in the story Jessica has
always been told-about her mother, her family, and herself.

JESSICA HARMON HAS STEPPED AWAY is a sharp, emotionally layered novel about
mothers and daughters, long-held secrets, and understanding where we come from
so we can choose who we become.



SELECTED PRAISE

“The only thing better than a road trip novel is a literary, mother-daughter road trip with a
side of romance. | loved this story of an aspiring writer and her larger-than-life poet
mother, their toxic relationship and the unexpected journey that changes everything for
both of them.”

ANNABEL MONAGHAN, bestselling author of /It’s A Love Story

“..explores the complicated intersection of family secrets across the past and present,
and the ways in which mothers and daughters might deceive one another--and
themselves. Told with heart, wit, nuance and humor, this one will have you rooting for
Jessica as she steps away, seeking bravely to find the truth, and the strength she’ll need in
order to face it”

ALLISON PATAKI, New York Times bestselling author of Finding Margaret Fuller

“..Spanning elite literary circles, long-held secrets, and eventual tragedy, Gentin brilliantly
captures the pain and longing of familial abandonment, the path to acceptance, and the
people we should know best, but never fully do. Poignant and unputdownable.”
ROCHELLE B. WEINSTEIN, bestselling author of This Is Not How It Ends

“..asmart, compelling, genre-blend — a mother-daughter road trip, a coming-of-age story,
and a literary satire. Kudos to Reyna Marder Gentin!”
KAREN DUKESS, author of The Last Book Party and Welcome to Murder Week

"A stunning story brimming with emotional insight and razor-sharp prose. Jessica Harmon
Has Stepped Away is an unforgettable exploration of the complicated love between
mothers and daughters, the stories we inherit, and the ones we must rewrite to save
ourselves. With pitch-perfect wit and aching vulnerability, this novel delivers a poignant,
empowering portrait of a woman finally stepping out of the shadows and into her own
voice.”

JACQUELINE FRIEDLAND, USA Today bestselling author of Counting Backwards



About the Author

REYNA MARDER GENTIN grew up in Great Neck, New York. She attended college and law
school at Yale. For many years, she practiced as an appellate attorney with a public
defender's office before turning to writing full time. Reyna has studied at the Writing
Institute at Sarah Lawrence College, and her work has been published widely online and in
print. Her debut novel, UNREASONABLE DOUBTS, was named a finalist for the Women's
Fiction Writers Association Star Award in 2019. Her first middle grade novel, MY NAME IS
LAYLA, came out in January, 2021, and School Library Journal noted that "Layla's struggles
at school and home are authentically depicted, and readers who face their own challenges
will relate." The novel won the 2021 gold medal in the Moonbeam Children's Awards in pre-
teen fiction. Reyna's novel, BOTH ARE TRUE, was published in October, 2021. Nicola Krauss,
co-author of THE NANNY DIARIES, called BOTH ARE TRUE a "moving novel that examines
what it means to start over--with surprising consequences." Reyna’s latest novel, JESSICA
HARMON HAS STEPPED AWAY, will be published by Ten 16 in November 2025. She is
currently working on a collection of linked short stories entitled OPEN TWENTY-FOUR
HOURS. Reyna lives with her family in Scarsdale, New York.



Excerpt

The sound of applause pulled me back to the chapel as Professor so-and-so,
distinguished lecturer in Contemporary American Poetry, introduced my mother and
called her to the podium.

Cynthia rose from her chair and took her time walking to the center of the dais. When
she reached the lectern, she pressed the length of her body against it, placing her
elbows on either side of the microphone. Then she leaned in, took three deep breaths,
chest rising and falling, and closed her eyes. It was a routine I'd seen before, her method
of creating a palpable intimacy with her audience. It worked every time. The student
next to me was squirming in her seat.

When the applause died down, Cynthia proceeded to thank the Bollingen Committee,
Yale, various people involved in organizing the tour, her publisher, her publicist, etc. For
a second, | thought she might thank me, but she didn’t, and | was glad she hadn’t blown
my cover.

When she finished her preliminaries, the room thrummed in anticipation of the reading.
Even | held my breath, waiting for Cynthia’s first words.

Those first words were all | heard. | was swept up in the poet’s performance rather than
her poems, which were some of her most well-known crowd-pleasers I’'d heard and read
countless times before. It wasn’t the written language that captivated me, although her
words were raw and compelling. No, it was Cynthia’s body language that mesmerized.

There was no denying my mother was magnetic. Her appeal wasn’t solely sexual, but it
was irrefutably sexual. She exuded a sensuality that, even as she got older, made both
men and women catch their breath and press a little closer. A buzzing at the base of the
neck that signaled someone electrifying was in their midst. She achieved this reaction
not with revealing clothing or salacious language, but with a penetrating glance, a slight
tilt of her hips, or the momentary brush of her fingertip on her breast—so fleeting you
thought you’d imagined it, except your mouth is dry and you can barely swallow.

I’d watched this same performance on a smaller scale growing up, as Cynthia
hypnotized the hangers-on who showed up at our apartment on Central Park West at all
hours. Grad students and professors and writers invited or merely not excluded, but all
under her spell. Cynthia made a person want more—more beauty, more poetry, more
life. More Cynthia.



Ask Reyna

1.What led you from law to writing?

2.Why do you write in different genres?

3.How do you decide which genre fits each story?

4.Where do you find your inspiration?

5.Part of this novel is about publishing. What advice do you have for writers
entering this business for the first time?

6.You have worked with several small presses. How do you find your publishers?

7.What keeps you motivated as a writer? Do you have a writing practice, such as
writing every day, or aiming for a certain word count each day?

8.Do you still practice law?

9.Did you do any research for this novel? Are you a poet? Do you read poetry?

10.What’s next?
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