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            To all my friends: I wrote this for you.

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         It was not impossible for a thirty-seven-year-old woman to starve to death in Manhattan, less than a mile from the nearest Whole Foods, though it was unusual.

         When the NYPD opened the locked workroom at the offices of RAGE Fashion Book, where Hillary Whitney’s body lay dead on the floor, most of the officers placed their bets on a cocaine overdose. The still-perfect hair and makeup, the bleach-white Dior pumps, the long, manicured red nails; it could all have been part of one of the magazine’s photo shoots, if not for the way her limbs sprang—unnatural, akimbo—from her mint-colored dress. It was the officers’ collective experience that women who died at work in clothing this expensive were partying themselves into eternity.

         Yes, cocaine was a solid bet, but still: one optimist had chosen aneurysm. “She looked like a nice girl,” he’d said, “and her skin was in great shape.” Another risk-taker bet meningitis, “because you never know.”

         Yet, in the end, Carol, Midtown South’s senior secretary and most enthusiastic bookmaker, was the sole profiteer: the coroner’s autopsy reported that Hillary Edith Whitney had experienced a fatal coronary as the end-stage event of starvation, which no one had thought to bet on. In a zip code where the average net worth topped a million dollars, starvation hadn’t been recorded as a cause of death for an able-bodied woman under sixty since the previous century.

         The unmistakable signs of a lifetime of disordered eating, chronic malnutrition, and various muscle tears and strains from an intense daily exercise regimen—along with a clean standard toxicity screen—buttressed the coroner’s conclusion, and so the precinct’s detectives saw no reason to dispute his theory that with the right combination of stress and a diet of alkaline-only green juices, a fatal heart attack could’ve happened anytime.

         Clues, too, were in short supply. The only things discovered in the workroom with her were one half-empty juice bottle, an oversized and overturned box filled with thirteen yards of “luxury” ribbon, a pile of blank index cards, and a pen. It appeared she’d suffered the heart attack before she had the opportunity to write anything down. An attorney for Cooper House, RAGE Fashion Book’s publisher, confirmed that Hillary Whitney was working on a shoot involving ribbon. He helpfully offered that she was probably taking notes on the texture and provenance, which he insisted was a “low-stress” activity—though Cooper’s reputation as a high-stakes workplace preceded his remarks, but that in and of itself wasn’t technically a crime—and so, the case was closed in eleven days.

         Eventually, like all things do, the death of Hillary Edith Whitney faded out of public consciousness.

         Two months later the odors of new paint and new carpet were almost gone from the workroom where she’d died. The funeral was long over, her ashes scattered in Old House Pond on Martha’s Vineyard, when her boyfriend went back to his wife and her parents stopped crying first thing in the morning. Her estate was processed, her apartment was put on the market, and an interim fashion director was hired to replace her. It seemed to everyone that the ripple of her death had run its course.

         Naturally, they were wrong.
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            Chapter One

         

         Every weekday morning, as the sun rose above Sixth Avenue, a peerless crop of women—frames poised, behavior polished, networks connected, and bodies generally buffed to a high sheen—were herded by the cattle prod of their own ambition to one particular building. They streamed as if by magic from all over Manhattan and Brooklyn, through streets and subways teeming with sweaty crowds and heavy traffic, to work at Cooper House, the only remaining major magazine publisher in New York.

         Some, like Bess Bonner, a twenty-eight-year-old associate editor at RAGE Fashion Book, arrived earlier than others. Though her colleagues frequently staggered in around noon after long nights spent drinking fistfuls of sponsored celebrity vodka in yet another chartered barge or pop-up school bus, never Bess, who took pride in being punctual. Monday through Friday she stuck to the same routine: First, she walked her bike, a large Dutch commuter, through the West Village streets to pick up her coffee at Joe. Second, she stood on the sidewalk and drank half the cup, no matter the weather; finally, she took diligent mental notes on the outfits of pedestrians who were, like her, freshly pressed to meet the promise of the day.

         One Monday in July, in attire that was stylish but functional (trousers clipped back with midnight-blue leather bands, her buttery navy kid-leather backpack stuffed in an orange milk crate affixed firmly to the back with neon cable ties, and a waterproof oilcloth bag that held an emergency poncho tucked beneath her seat), Bess drank her coffee, took her notes, and hopped on her bike, pedaling toward Cooper. After a few minutes of glorious, uninterrupted speed through Chelsea, a rush of adrenaline kicked in, and she smiled; that final mile of her morning commute both boosted her mood and set the tone for the long day ahead, working at the magazine she’d worshipped her entire life.

         Today, that work meant sorting bracelets into velvet trays.

         She hung a left on Thirty-Ninth Street, crossed Broadway, and pulled smoothly into the Cooper garage. Gina, the usual attendant, took her bicycle and wheeled it into the rectangle of her personal parking spot, a privilege for full-time employees, as Bess took off her helmet and shook out her tangled mess of dark blonde curls.

         Shouldering her backpack, she walked up to the aluminum post outside the service elevator and waved her phone in front of it. A large blinking F appeared briefly on a previously invisible screen. Ten seconds later, the F disappeared and the post became a mere metal column once more.

         Bess walked into the elevator and examined herself in its mirrored walls. Not too bad, she thought, looking down at her electric-blue Pappagallo flats for rips, tears, or smudges, smoothing her ankle-length silk tuxedo trousers, and tucking her deliberately threadbare men’s white V-neck into the side of the waistband. Her jewelry today was simple and bright: a stack of rose-gold pyramid-stud bracelets from Hermès covered one wrist, and a pair of dangling yellow-gold earrings—from the Egyptian section of the gift shop at the Met, purchased long ago with her fifth-grade allowance—hung casually from her ears.

         When the elevator stopped on the forty-sixth floor, Bess walked into the main entrance of RAGE’s offices. The reception area still gave her a thrill every time she entered: RAGE’s front lobby walls were made of a creamy-white marble, shot through with jagged bolts of mint and lavender, seamlessly paneled between a polished black concrete ceiling and floor. RAGE Fashion Book was etched in three-foot platinum-leafed letters across the wall opposite the elevator bank.

         The front “desk” was a sculpture by the architect Maya Lin, made of stacked gradient disks of a now-extinct ash tree suspended on four thin wires. There was a silver rotary telephone in place of a receptionist, as Margot Villiers, RAGE’s editor in chief, had decided long ago that the first face of RAGE should never, ever, be a person—just this empty, Lynchian room with a single telephone, through which you could dial a two-digit extension for any of the seventy-five women in the office.

         There were no obvious doors save for the elevators. Bess crossed the floor and waved her phone again, this time in front of a brass plate set into the far-left corner of the back wall. The north and south walls of the lobby were made of marble so thin that the light shone through them, and when prompted by an authorized phone like Bess’s they split down the middle, slid back on tracks, and functioned as automatic doors. Margot called them the Beinecke doors, after the rare books library at Yale, walled in the same tissue-thin rock.

         The walls slid away, revealing the magazine’s offices—open plan, like a newsroom. Bess made a beeline through the custom black Lucite cubicles for the southwest corner. Her own cube was stacked high with boxes, jewelry, invitations, gift bags, flowers, and a precariously perched laptop, on which she recorded who sent what object where and whether or not it was featured in a shoot. She tossed her backpack behind her chair and set her phone on top of the contact charging dock wedged into the corner of her desk.

         Today, a Monday, was an accessories day for Bess. A total of 342 bracelets had been sent in the weeks before—solicited and unsolicited—and she had to account for each one in a spreadsheet, giving it a genre, a color-coded price point, a possible assignment for any of the upcoming shoots scheduled in the next five months, and then, finally, handwrite a thank-you note to the jeweler on RAGE stationery before putting the bracelet in one of the velvet trays that would eventually wind up in the office of Catherine Ono, her boss, close friend, and senior editor at RAGE. She sighed, thinking, I need more coffee for this. Bess walked over to a vintage Coca-Cola dispenser, popped in a quarter, and pulled out a squat, sweating black bottle of cold-pressed coffee. After diluting one-third of the bottle in a glass of ice water, she walked back to her desk and set her phone to silent. It was time to get to work.

         Bracelet, rose gold, hinged band, with raised white enamel dots.

         
            Very Julianne Moore in A Single Man.

            Price point: Green ($5,000+).

            Possible shoots: Day Drinking, January issue; Astronauts’ Wives, December issue; or Dotty for It, the Sylvia-Plath-in-a-mental-hospital-themed feature for the October issue, shooting in three weeks.

         

         Bangle, lavender Lucite and bronze, laser-cut etchings à la  Stargate.

         
            Pat Cleveland goes to a garden party in 2035.

            Price point: Mint ($10,000+).

            Possible shoots: FUTURAFRIQUE, November issue; Gone Yachting (A Gowanus Story), October issue.

         

         Bracelet, chartreuse ½-inch-diam. rope and platinum Monopoly playing pieces.

         
            Rich children.

            Price point: Yellow ($15,000+).

            Possible shoots: Tea Party All Night: A Celebration of Suri Cruise, October issue; 1% (and Rising!), December issue.

         

         Bess was so focused that she hardly noticed the office filling up around her when the clock struck eleven o’clock. The Beinecke doors parted over and over as RAGE staffers spilled onto 46, their near-uniform of summer silks in post-neon colors filling the office with little glowing blocks of color and activity as they poured into their Lucite cubes. That summer, the women of RAGE favored filmy sundresses with modish hems and lurid accessories; the shorter girls stomped around in oversized sandals, soles heavy and dense, while the taller ones, like Bess, leaned toward slipper-style flats. Makeup was out this year, so no one wore any. Skin care was in. The only embellishment Bess had on her face was a thick set of individually applied mink lashes that cost $900 per application, giving her the look of a soft-focus Twiggy.

         Intern Molly eventually whirled in on a pair of six-inch leopard-print calf-hair pumps, their two-inch baby-blue platforms trimmed in red and gold. Her royal blue minidress had an extended trompe l’oeil collar in black, and her pile of hair was tinted in shades of the same baby blue as the platforms on her pumps.

         “HiBessI’mSoSorryI’mLateIMissedTheTrainAndThereWereNoCabs,” blurted Molly as she hung her Céline handbag—this season’s, Bess noticed—from a hook on the side of Bess’s cube.

         “That’s fine, Molly,” Bess replied kindly. “You can stay a bit later. Cat and I have to leave early. We’ll get a to-do list to you this afternoon. For now, please finish addressing those envelopes from last week.”

         Molly visibly relaxed. Her hairstyle—an intricate series of plaits that ended in an extension-boosted fishtail—must have taken at least two hours at Barrett’s Braid Bar, and she was grateful that Bess didn’t comment on it. Bess knows that it’s more important to look right and be a little late, Molly thought, than to be ugly and be on time. This was a certainty that Molly would carry with her throughout her entire life.

         Bess, indeed, had no intention of embarrassing Molly or anyone else, under any circumstance. The middle child of four, Bess adjusted cheerfully to the people around her, and going out of her way to make others more comfortable made Bess more comfortable in turn; she was the rare Manhattan native who grew sweeter with each passing year instead of more calcified. Still, it was true that some part of her natural ease came from her family’s astonishing resources, a fact she rarely, if ever, admitted. Bess instead devoted a significant amount of time each day to calculating the exact ratio of basic to bitch—placing the threadbare cotton T-shirt, for example, next to the Hermès bangles—in a misguided attempt to tone down the gleam of her family’s wealth.

         After studying peace and world security at Hampshire College, she’d once intended to join the State Department, but her first job out of school—a paid internship at the teen magazine Filly, another Cooper title—set her on a different path. Bess had worked her way up to senior editor at Filly before taking a title cut two years earlier to work at the far more prestigious RAGE Fashion Book, where, like everyone else, she was more than overqualified for the general responsibilities of her position.

         But Bess didn’t mind, for RAGE was so much more than just a magazine: it was the most successful women’s title in the history of print publishing. Distributed in thirty-four countries worldwide through seventeen international editions, with four million domestic subscribers, it was the gold standard for women’s lifestyle publications, print or digital, and held a moral high ground that few others could claim: all the apparel featured in RAGE was manufactured by living-wage workers. Yet it was as high-fashion as any quixotic editorial in W or Harper’s Bazaar had ever been—before their parent companies had gone bankrupt, anyway.

         Bess came to the office every day with a serious commitment to the work they did there, no matter how trivial, but she didn’t expect everyone else to have the same energy; certainly not an unpaid intern like Molly, so she let the girl’s lateness slide, just as she would the next day, and the day after that.

         Besides, after what happened with Hillary, everyone in this office could use a little slack.

         [image: ]

         Catherine Ono opened her eyes. Fuck, she thought. Fuck you, morning. She fumbled around in her sheets until she found her phone and held down a button.

         “SIRI, WHAT TIME IS IT?” Cat asked, unable to read the clock until she had her contacts in.

         “It’s 10:25 a.m.,” Siri replied.

         Cat bolted out of bed. She looked around her apartment—an unrenovated loft off the Morgan Avenue stop in Bushwick—and scanned the room for a pack of cigarettes. A yellow box came into focus nearby. She grabbed the pack off the nightstand, popped one in her mouth, and pulled her hair back into a loose ponytail in a lame attempt to keep the smoke out of her hair. An old book of matches from the long-defunct Mars Bar was tangled in her sheets and she lit the cigarette, then strode quickly across the cold, dirty floor to the bathroom. She set the cigarette in an ashtray, spritzed her face and arms with a large spray bottle marked “CARIBBEAN SEA WATER DO NOT DRINK” in permanent marker, squirted more in her hair, grabbed the cigarette again, took a deep drag, then rooted around in a jar on the sink for a black liquid eyeliner to distract from the bags under her eyes. Two quick swipes later, she grabbed a pair of thin, gold-framed vintage Oliver Peoples eyeglasses from a selection of spectacles on a shelf she’d installed next to her bathroom vanity. She peed, brushed her teeth, and applied deodorant before springing out of the bathroom and diving into her closet.

         Cat’s closet was the only part of her apartment that was actually a built-out room with walls. She grabbed two black silk tank tops, a pair of perforated black lambskin pre-Galliano Margiela leggings, her black leather cowboy boots, and a set of large, ultra-oxidized heavy bronze bracelets from Nigeria that always left her with little bruises. She pulled a large leather tray off the closet’s top shelf and fished a white grosgrain ribbon out of it, which she wove into her hair in a plait. After snaking into her clothes, she stubbed out her cigarette and sprayed herself down with an industrial-strength bottle of Febreze stolen from the maid’s cart at The Standard Hotel. Cat had tried electronic cigarettes for a few years, just like everyone else, but after people everywhere had gone bald overnight in an epidemic of vape-related hair loss, she’d decided it was safer to stick with regular old carcinogens and gone right back to American Spirits. So had millions of other ex-smokers, and now, in a regulatory mea culpa, cigarette prices were almost reasonable again.

         Finally, she grabbed the paperback copy of Welcome to the Desert of the Real that she was halfway through and shoved it, along with her cigarettes, into a black leather Alexander Wang shopper with pointed rose-gold feet on each corner.

         “Cigarettes, phone, wallet, metro card, keys,” she said out loud as she reached the door, a recitation she made every time she left the house. Check check check check check: all still in her handbag from the night before. She shut the door, locked the heavy dead bolt, and booked it for the subway.

         [image: ]

         At 12:45, Cat finally stood on the four-story showboat main escalator. Huge, nearly prehistoric ferns salvaged from a Cooper scion’s overgrown Great Neck mansion surrounded her in a humid wall, and she tried not to sweat as she rode up to the elevator bank. Although the $112 million lobby was meant to inspire the legions of employees tasked with channeling the zeitgeist each month, it just reminded Cat of the infinite escalators in London tube stations, where the urge to slide down the center railing was almost overwhelming. Someday, she thought, letting her fingers drag off the edge of the rubber banister. When I quit this place in a blaze of glory.

         But today, the very thought of sliding made Cat dizzy. Late. Sweaty. Tired. Today is going to be r-u-f-f ruff, she thought. She looked down and took a long, thirsty gulp of her iced Trenta Red Eye from the Starbucks around the corner, then fished an Adderall out of her purse’s side pocket, broke off half into a sugary orange chunk, and crunched it between her teeth. Please kick in soon, she thought.

         “Kit-Oh!” yelled out a Sloaney voice behind her. Boots clomped up the escalator steps ten yards below, and a tousled head of expertly colored and blown-out caramel-blonde hair ascended in double time. Cat hoped it looked like she was coming back from coffee and not showing up two and a half hours late to work, for the immaculate hair and boots belonged to Whig Beaton Molton-Mauve Lucas, an oft-photographed socialite, clotheshorse, and twice-divorced mother of two, known simply as Lou, who was a temporary fill-in for Cat’s now-dead boss and close friend, Hillary. Among other affectations, like dropping most vowels and willfully mispronouncing even her own surname, Lou thought calling Catherine Ono “Kit-Oh” was hilarious. Cat disagreed.

         It was their second month working together, and while Cat was doing her best to be friendly, she was still trying to figure out what she and Lou had in common. So far, it was just tequila—but in some cultures that was plenty to forge a lasting work relationship. When Lou got within a foot, Cat smelled faint traces of jasmine and honeysuckle, a subtle smell that dozens of women in the RAGE office had adopted over the past few years. Lou is trying to fit in every way she can, Cat realized, and she suddenly felt appreciative of the gesture, however small.

         “Hi, Lou. Love your color,” Cat complimented her, pointing to Lou’s hair.

         “Oh thaaaaank you!” Lou smiled. “Jane has been in the sun all summer and she has such amazing color, we just chopped off a lock of it and brought it in to Tricomi.”

         “That’s brilliant, Lou. If she ever wants to look like Mia Farrow, you could sell the whole mop to Rusk and make a custom color blend…just think: Lucas Blond Balayage.”

         Cat wasn’t joking. She’d seen the Lucas daughters the week before when their nanny brought them to visit the offices, and their perfectly healthy little-girl hair—seasoned only by the sun from sailing in Cap d’Antibes, Montauk, and the Dutch Antilles with their father—was a tone that Cat was sure every old bag of bones in New York would pay through their hollowed-out noses for.

         Lou roared, a big, horsey Lou-laugh. Whenever she laughed, spoke, or really made any kind of noise with her mouth, it was as though her jaw nearly detached from her face and became a separate object. It was all Cat could do not to stare openly at Lou’s enormous, perfectly capped white teeth as her words boomed out through them.

         “We’ll just have to pray one of them goes through a Sinéad period before hitting puberty. God, Kit-Oh, you must be broiling in those leggings.”

         Cat looked down. Oh—right. In her hangover rush, her body confused by the industrial air conditioner in the loft, she’d worn leather leggings in July.

         “Oh, no, I’m fine, Lou—they’ve got tiny holes for air,” she said.

         “So is Margot in yet?” Lou asked nervously as they stepped into the elevator, referring to RAGE’s venerable editor in chief.

         Cat desperately tried to recall if Margot was even in town that day. “I feel like she’s in Milan for the rest of the week, but let’s check with Bess—she’s the only one who actually listens to Paula, anyway.”

         Paula Booth had worked for Margot Villiers for nearly thirty years. They ran RAGE together with a pair of iron fists. Though it was Paula’s title, “Assistant” was hardly her job description; in truth, she was somewhere between a deputy and a surrogate. She had two assistants of her own and a personal secretary but, for some reason unknown to Cat, never had an editorial title tacked before her name on the masthead. Yet Paula led each Tuesday’s big edit meeting where she often ran through Margot’s schedule toward the end, when Cat usually had stopped paying attention altogether. Bess tended to write down everything Paula said, because the sixty-year-old—known for always wearing black, never smiling, being semipermanently attached to the telephone, and having a short temper—didn’t like repeating herself ever.

         Lou, as a temp, a newcomer, and a genuine publishing outsider, was still terrified of both Margot and Paula. A socialite and friend of Hillary’s who had been on the pages of RAGE dozens of times, she’d been recruited—rather quickly—into Hillary’s job after the accident because of her experience as a subject in magazines, not as a writer or an editor.

         At Hillary’s funeral, a photographer for The New York Times had taken a photo of Lou as she gave her condolences to Margot and featured it on the cover of the Styles section’s tribute to Hillary. Two days later, Paula and Margot offered Lou the job. Cooper had needed to hire someone who understood, instinctively, what RAGE’s customers would covet, they’d explained, and Lou in turn thought it might be glamorous to work—especially at a job that so many people would have killed for. They’d settled on an interim contract position naming Lou as contributing fashion director for six months. Paula and Margot assured Cat behind closed doors that they’d wanted to promote her into Hillary’s job, but, being an EU citizen, she’d need a full green card—her current visa wouldn’t support the types of travel required for the job—and they needed more time to get Cooper’s approval. Lou’s interim role was just a part of the process.

         Cat hadn’t resented their decision. Hillary had been one of her closest friends, and she would have felt disloyal lobbying for the position. Lou’s stepping in allowed Cat some real time to grieve and search for balance in her life, and no one at RAGE expected that Lou—who’d never had a paying job before—would want to stay beyond her six-month contract, anyway.

         As she and Lou walked together to their offices, the new crop of interns stared, openmouthed, at the ghostly pale six-foot-one half-Japanese, half-Belgian senior editor dressed like an off-duty model at a dive bar and the five-foot-two alarmingly tan semifamous blonde Brit beside her who wore mud-encrusted riding boots, dark khaki microshorts, and a white linen trapeze top with ropes of turquoise and topaz around her neck.

         Constance Onderveet, the magazine’s managing editor, peered through the glass wall of Margot’s office, her eyes narrowed and critical, a look Cat tried to defuse by smiling and waving. Constance smiled uncertainly back, while Paula, on the phone in her own office next door, mercifully kept her back to Cat’s entrance. Constance is calculating exactly how late I am, Cat thought, realizing that she’d crossed some kind of invisible boundary. Thankfully, Bess looked up from her desk a moment later and smiled her sunny grin at both Cat and Lou.

         “Hi!” she said, pausing from her bracelet sorting. “I’m on bracelets all day, but let me know what you need. Margot is out in Paris, but she’s back tomorrow. Paula’s on a rampage. Constance is reworking Judy and the Technicolor Housecoat, so we will have to pull more brooches—it was Havisham, but now it’s more early Cindy Sherman throwing eggs on the floor. I put a tray in your office, Cat; and Lou, we need picks for the blue page for September’s NEEDS. Molly is feeling very blue today so she’ll help you.”

         As always, Cat was awed by Bess’s organizational skills. Lou looked over at Molly, the blue-haired intern.

         “Moll!” Lou called out with delight. “You ARE blue today. I love it. If Boots says so, then it must be done. Blue’s the thing for Book, then. I want a coffee and then let’s get started.”

         Lou chucked her striped linsey-woolsey tote—custom-made for her by female prisoners in Uzbekistan through a collaboration with Barneys, a project cut sadly short by the elaborate pleas for help sewn into many of the final product’s linings—at the doorway of her office and marched over to the Coca-Cola coffee dispenser. Molly stood there awkwardly, unsure of whether or not she should have gotten the coffee for Lou. Lou also seemed unsure whether or not she should have asked Molly for it, like she would a maid or a flight attendant. Lou was a bit lost in the working world, still, and in that sense, intern and boss were perfectly matched. Molly was glad that at least Lou was kind, even if it was in that ropy British backslapping kind of way. And had she really just called Bess “Boots” and RAGE Fashion Book just plain “Book”?

         Later that night, on the phone to her parents in Los Angeles, Molly would casually refer to the magazine as simply “Book,” thinking she sounded sophisticated. After she hung up, Molly’s father would say, “I think she gets dumber every year.”

         When Lou returned from the Coca-Cola machine with a cold press and a single glass filled with ice, Molly followed her into her nearly bare office, formerly occupied by Hillary. Molly sat down in the sky-blue Le Corbusier swivel chair in front of Lou’s desk, Moleskine and purple jelly pen in hand, ready to take notes, while Lou sat behind the desk on a shiny exercise ball she’d swapped in for the existing Aeron chair. She expertly popped the cap off the bottle of cold press using a monogrammed gold Dunhill lighter and poured the coffee into a glass and slid it across to the intern.

         “Mummy’s little helper,” she woofed at Molly, who smiled nervously.

         Molly didn’t think you were supposed to drink cold press straight, but she didn’t want to be rude, so she took a sip. Jesus, that’s bitter. She looked up to see Lou gaily swigging from the bottle as though it were water.

         Lou stared at the laptop left open on the desk in front of her, displaying a completely blank spreadsheet in CoopDoc, Cooper’s in-house, cloud-based version of Excel.

         “So,” said Lou.

         “Yes,” said Molly.

         “How many.”

         “How many…what?” asked Molly.

         “How many bloody blue bits do we need for NEEDS September?”

         “I think twelve. But it can be fewer than that if we shoot some really big.”

         “All right. Twelve. We can do that. Twelve blue things you just absolutely fucking need. Well. Okay. Yves Klein, let’s start there. Can you call Zoe at YSL? Let’s see what they’re doing with everything from the Marrakech house this year—I know they do a home line based off Majorelle for spring every year. Tell her I want six things in bleu. We can use two of those, probably. Then I want you to call this place I went to last year in Nah-miii-biii-ah. It’s this eco retreat and elephant sanctuary and this sort of wonderful yogic cleansing place that you heli into and they have these blue harnesses for their elephants, for their little baby elephants, and they make the dye out of some kind of Namibian flower, so let’s get a few of those. You could repurpose it for a large dog or child, or maybe you could wear it like a vest. And, hmm, more blue, maybe we should go to some showrooms. Oh—AND I’ve been thinking about tiling the upstairs bath blue so we’ll need some blue porcelain tiles anyway, maybe a blue toilet to match. Let’s find an Italian one. Is it too kitsch to have a cerulean potty? What do you think?”

         Molly was still scribbling furiously, trying to write down the correct keywords for further googling. What time is it in Namibia, anyway?

         [image: ]

         In her own office next door, Cat stared at the wall of windows behind her desk, which she’d painted over last year with an enormous white rectangle that blocked the view of New Jersey. The rectangle—known as Plus-Minus Sign, or PMS—was how Cat documented the Roman winds of her aesthetic favor upon the world’s objects. The left column had a large black plus sign painted at the top; the right column, a minus sign. Cat added or subtracted a new item from each column every week using a black erasable marker. Today the PMS read:

          

         
            
               	+
            
                        
                        	—
	sailing instead of driving
            
                        
                        	“luxury”
	human ivory
            
                        
                        	woodworking
	dread
            
                        
                        	the 1920s
	eating raw meat
            
                        
                        	self-help
	butt-tight overalls
            
                        
                        	new safari anything
	painted cinderblock walls
            
                        
                        	strappy shoes
	charm bracelets
            
                        
                        	shorts



         

          

         Although Lou’s outfit invoked at least two of Cat’s current minuses, she reconsidered Lou’s shorts. They were basically a large pair of underwear, which Cat approved of wholeheartedly. You had to be really courageous, really narcissistic, or the usual industry combination of both to wear underwear as pants to work. Perhaps, Cat considered, I can genuinely work with Lou after all.

         Cat didn’t like any outfit, accessory, aesthetic, or genre that reduced women to what she considered to be traditional female prisons: the happy homemaker, the sexy librarian, the bitch in a power suit, the carefree athlete, the sophisticated socialite, the bad girl, and so on. These tropes were not only done to death, but they weren’t, she felt, modern; they didn’t account for the global diaspora of cultures and pressures that affected how women chose to present themselves each day. All those old hats did was show a woman how to occupy a place she’d already been hundreds of times before.

         A woman draws attention everywhere she goes with everything she does—whether she wants to or not, Cat knew. The management of that attention was the full-time focus of the fashion industry, and she was heavily invested in the conversation. Every look she created and every reference she styled was seen, appreciated, and digested by millions of women around the world. Magazines were where women watched themselves being watched; where they learned how to be. Cat was passionate about delivering a complex version of female identity politics to everyone—or to anyone, she acknowledged, who had the fourteen bucks to buy a copy of RAGE.

         When Cat had dropped out of her doctoral program in art history at the University of Chicago, her parents had been deeply disappointed. Hell, I was disappointed, too, she remembered, but the best position she could have gotten as an academic was as a mere adjunct: the job market was simply too crowded. By the time she’d started writing the second chapter of her thesis, two whole cohorts ahead of her were still unemployed, milling around campus with tragic, unwanted-puppy looks on their faces. They would never get full-time jobs—not when they were already marked with the scent of failure. Cat was no better and deep down she knew it, so when she ran out of funding after five years, her thesis far from complete, she decided to throw in the towel. The stars hadn’t aligned, and she gave up, surrendered without protest, for the very first time in her life, feeling like a complete and total failure, an outlook that she didn’t reverse until years later. Academia was the first career she’d ever tried and the first thing she’d ever quit. Three months after her funding appeal had been rejected, with her credit card maxed out and her checking account in overdraft, she’d prayed for a miracle and texted Sigrid, a close friend from boarding school, to lament her condition.

         Suddenly Hillary Whitney—a graduate of the very same boarding school and one of Sigrid’s former roommates—was on the phone, asking Cat to be her assistant at RAGE and promising that Cooper could turn her student visa into a work visa. Cat had jumped at the opportunity to work for the magazine and for Margot Villiers, a woman she’d long admired. Margot was the only public feminist Cat could think of who wasn’t painted with the word bitch; instead, newspapers, journals, magazines, and history books described her using words and phrases otherwise reserved for men. Legendary, futurist, visionary, perfectionist, creative genius, hard-nosed leader; never difficult, high-strung, radical, or temperamental. No woman, including President Warren, had ever managed that.

         Cat found herself in New York four days later, suitcase in hand, knocking on Sigrid’s door.

         Right away her responsibilities at RAGE felt relevant to her academic work, although her parents—a practical-minded pair who lived happily on their hobby farm in rural Belgium—rolled their eyes at the connections she insisted were obvious. You’re too smart to work at a magazine, Katteke, her mother had chided at first, and you are too old to start anew. Choose something you can excel at or you will have a crisis at thirty, and then where will you go? Yet, six years later, now thirty-three, Cat truly felt she was still practicing, on an exceptionally macro level, the theories and arguments she had made all through her master’s and doctoral research on the feminist aesthetic practices of fine art. When asked to explain to others why she’d left academia for a women’s magazine, she often referred to poet and art critic John Berger’s observation on the historic depictions of women’s bodies in photography and painting from his book Ways of Seeing:

         
            To be born a woman has been to be born, within an allotted and confined space, into the keeping of men. The social presence of women has developed as a result of their ingenuity in living under such tutelage within such a limited space. But this has been at the cost of a woman’s self being split into two.

            A woman must continually watch herself. She is almost continually accompanied by her own image of herself. Whilst she is walking across a room or whilst she is weeping at the death of her father, she can scarcely avoid envisaging herself walking or weeping. From earliest childhood she has been taught and persuaded to survey herself continually…

            One might simplify this by saying: men act and women appear. Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at…Thus she turns herself into an object—and most particularly an object of vision: a sight.

         

         She’d had a short, slightly truncated quote from Ways of Seeing screenprinted over a photograph of one of Egyptian artist Ghada Amer’s embroideries of a woman pulling down her underpants. In rose-colored paint, it read: “A woman’s presence defines what can and cannot be done to her.”

         Cat had the screenprint framed in blue and hung it next to her desk, where visitors to her office could get a nice long stare at it without having to crane their necks. The opposite wall held an enormous metal bookcase filled with all of her books from graduate school lest her peers forget, even for a moment, where she’d come from.

         Still, every day at RAGE was a personal challenge for Cat to figure out how to apologize for the ads, the actual and unfortunate bulk of the magazine’s pages, the quantity of which grew every month. With a staff of seventy-five in New York, seventy in Los Angeles (though only a third were full-time with benefits), and the enormous cost of the lobbyists and attorneys they employed to ensure the accuracy of their claims that the featured apparel was, in fact, made by living-wage workers, RAGE Fashion Book was beyond expensive to publish.

         The previous decade’s watershed declines in print advertising rates meant that RAGE was profitable only when domestic newsstand sales matched domestic subscribers, a total monthly goal circulation of eight million. The international editions merely broke even, their continued existence a reflection of only Margot Villiers’s negotiating skills and the importance of the RAGE brand; it was the domestic subscriptions and sales that mattered to Cooper. But it was getting harder every day to be popular, and ethical, and profitable. Their numbers had fallen short every issue of the last twenty, and so they took on more ads for fewer dollars every single month.

         The editorials that Cat worked on for each issue served two purposes: to attract the advertisers on the opposing pages and, more to her point, to dispute them. Cat thought that fashion and beauty advertising preyed on the basest human insecurities, showing only legions of poreless, polished dolls serving as human shelves for handbags and perfume, their mouths set into dick-sucking Os and their legs splayed open, slack and lifeless. Buy this bag, the advertisements in RAGE screamed, and you’ll be someone’s princess, so wealthy you don’t need to eat, so successful you don’t need to work.

         Those advertisements paid her salary, but they haunted her dreams, too.

         She’d spent the last six years working harder than she ever had in school to ensure that the women of RAGE’s editorial pages were aspirational in their strangeness, in their danger, in outfits that very specifically said I am not a woman for sale. Cat was determined that the next generation of little girls would not want to grow up and look like a dictator’s mistress—fake tits pouring out of bandage dresses, feet shoved into bindings, literally immobilized by their roles as living, breathing decoration. She wanted them to grow up to want to look like Isabella Blow or Anna Piaggi: women who wore watermelons on their heads and carpets as skirts, women whose self-presentation was so complex that no stranger could ever presume to know what could or could not be done to them but only immediately consider what those women might be doing to the world.

         Today’s challenge: choosing the accessories for Dotty for It, the Sylvia-Plath-in-a-mental-hospital-themed spread for October shooting in three weeks. Bess had placed a tray of possibilities on her desk next to the tray for Judy and the Technicolor Housecoat, Margot’s inspired shoot for the November issue about a bored suburban housewife who decides to eat a fistful of magic mushrooms and Scarlett O’Hara some clothes out of every goddamn upholstered object in the house.

         Cat cracked open her laptop and started sorting through the Dotty for It tray, snapping pictures with her phone. Bess had chosen several large bangles covered in enamel polka dots; six pairs of clip-on earrings in solid gold, set with both paste and real gemstones; three silver collar necklaces that looked like chain-mail dickeys; a sterling rope with an enormous triangle that hung down to the belly button; and fifteen rings that sat above the knuckle in thin bands. Cat logged into the company’s private badge board, used to organize shoots across departments, and examined the clothes Margot and Paula had approved: simple shifts with barely there net-textured polka dots from Stella McCartney; tapered cigarette pants and doctor’s-coat-length felted-wool cardigans from Jil Sander; and overstarched French-striped tieback cotton dresses that looked like stiff hospital gowns from Marc Jacobs. The shoot would be on location at Scoria Vale, the venerable and picturesque rehab in Connecticut that had been treating the mental health and addictions of rich New Yorkers since the 1930s. The clothes suggested a quiet kind of mania, and Cat thought that Tilda Swinton would look amazing in all of them.

         As she was adding shots of the big silver triangle necklace to the board, her desk phone rang. The caller ID read lobby security.

         “Catherine Ono,” she said automatically; her friends often stopped by unannounced, eager to peruse the magazine’s free table, where unsolicited items lay out for the taking.

         “Good afternoon, Ms. Ono,” said the deep voice on the other end of the line. “There’s a detective here from the NYPD. He’d like to speak with you as soon as possible. May we send him up?”

         Cat was startled but didn’t protest. A sinking feeling lodged in her chest as she prayed she hadn’t somehow jeopardized her work visa. “Of course, absolutely,” she said quickly. “I’ll meet him in the lobby on 46.” She hung up the phone and felt her entire body break out in a nervous sweat.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         After being escorted through a vertical greenhouse to the Cooper House elevator bank by two teenage mutes in navy tuxedos, Detective Mark Hutton formed the professional opinion that he might be in an elaborate theatrical production of Gattaca. There was no one else in the mirrored elevator—it was lit only by some kind of handwritten neon sculpture that read “Cunt Love”—yet he was sure he was being watched closely. Seriously? Well, he thought, I’m watching you, too.

         Getting into the building had been easy, so far. Catherine Ono’s status in the Homeland Security Database had indicated that she was likely to comply with his requests unless the company explicitly asked him to leave, but he suspected she wouldn’t tell HR he was here; foreigners on work visas almost always cooperated without hesitation.

         Hillary Whitney’s death over two months prior, after suffering a heart attack on the forty-sixth floor of this building in a locked and windowless room, had been suspicious from the very beginning. Hutton had been at another crime scene when the body was found, but he’d been assigned to review and eventually close the case. He knew the 911 call was made at 11:30 p.m. on the fifteenth of May, a weeknight, by a hapless intern named Molly Beale. The girl reported that she’d tried to access the room much earlier in the day, found it locked, knew Hillary was inside and had been “for a while.” After waiting six hours for a reply to her knocks and emails, Molly had finally called 911 from the office’s landline.

         By the time the paramedics had been waved through security and the door was knocked down, Hillary had been dead for at least eight hours, and Cooper’s attorneys had swarmed the room where her body lay sprawled on the floor in an expensive-looking dress. A single bloodred fingernail was curled as if to beckon for help, and a very large box of ribbon was overturned behind her. She had no laptop or cellphone, only the stack of index cards and a felt-tip pen.

         She must have begun to smell toward the end of the day, Hutton was sure of it, yet RAGE employees had simply gone about their business on the other side of the door, later insisting they’d been none the wiser to the grotesque scene within. As the corpse lay still, Hillary’s blood had settled into the bottom half of her body, changing the left half of her ivory face into a bloated, rotten raspberry, though her green eyes remained open, looking toward the door.

         Molly told the officers who handled the initial investigation that Hillary Whitney’s behavior—locking herself in a windowless closet with her work and refusing to reply to any form of attempted contact—was “normal,” and that the only reason Molly became concerned was because the deceased hadn’t opened the door even once to go to the toilet, apparently surprising because she was on a “juice cleanse.”

         It had reminded Hutton of a start-up case he’d worked on a year earlier. A twenty-four-year-old man had died in a nap pod after a seventy-two-hour coding marathon for an app that was being pitched as GrubHub meets Tindog. No one had noticed the body was cold until the following day. What kinds of workplaces let employees lock themselves in closets for half-days and routinely kept interns until near midnight, so paralyzed by the fear of being fired that they wouldn’t disturb their coworkers for a perceived emergency?

         The only clue had been the overturned box of ribbon. Still, Hutton couldn’t buy the idea that a box of thirteen yards of “luxury” ribbon would be a sufficient cause of stress to kill anyone, no matter how trivial or oppressive the workplace.

         How high, honestly, could the stakes really be at a fashion magazine? At least in the start-up case, there was money on the table; but magazine employees made practically nothing, and in any case, she’d come from money. It had all seemed odd, he’d thought—right from the very beginning.

         But it hadn’t really mattered what he thought—not back in May. After the coroner’s report, the department ruled her death a fatality by natural causes and removed the case from the investigative queue. There were several reasons for this: One, Hillary’s boyfriend—the married owner of a popular cocktail bar in Carroll Gardens—was on a pickup basketball team with Detective Sergeant Peter Roth, Hutton’s superior, and pressured them to stop the investigation, lest any more details emerge that might derail a reunion with his wife. Two, Hillary’s next of kin, a brother in San Francisco, expressed absolutely no surprise that she’d stressed and dieted herself into a coffin, and Cooper’s reputation as a stressful workplace seconded that theory. Three—and this had been the most substantial reason—in New York City, the department had bigger fish to fry, fish that flopped on the precinct’s doorstep, bleeding in suspicious places, or fish weighted to the bottom of the river. The biggest fish embezzled hundreds of millions of dollars, and the angriest fish murdered their girlfriends in broad daylight at Soho House. An upper-middle-class single woman who had probably dieted herself to death was not an NYPD priority.

         So back in May, Hutton had done his job as required. He reviewed the notes from the reporting officers, appended the coroner’s ruling, transcribed the verbal testimony of the next of kin, and closed the case. He’d moved on, until yesterday, when a bike messenger had shoved an envelope into his hand.

         Earlier that week, Rupert Whitney, Hillary’s brother in San Francisco, had traveled out to the family’s cabin in Idaho, closed up since the end of ski season in April. In the stack of mail he found a postcard addressed to Hillary, postmarked May 15, from the same zip code as Cooper House’s offices. In Hillary’s own spidery cursive, the postcard—actually a college-ruled white index card—read:

         
            the ribbon is the key to everything

         

         Rupert had overnighted it to Hutton, whose own business card, Hutton now realized, must have been appended to the death certificate; a phone call to Rupert had confirmed that he was officially petitioning the department to follow up. The petition consisted of a potential donation to the policemen’s union that would put new, high-def televisions in every single precinct breakroom in the city, for which Hutton could take credit.

         Though he had his doubts about the value of the note, the opportunity was too good to ignore. He walked directly to the nearest newsstand and opened a copy of RAGE Fashion Book to find a list of names under the dead woman’s on the masthead. He punched those names into the precinct’s Homeland Security Database and pulled the Whitney file. This was his shot to crack the case back open and solve something on his own—maybe the only chance he’d get all year. This was his chance to move up.

         He took it.

         [image: ]

         When the elevator doors finally opened onto the forty-sixth floor, Hutton found himself even more disoriented. He walked into a dark room walled in faintly glowing white marble with no apparent doors and a table hanging upside down from the ceiling. He’d read about this room before; it was variously described in cultural publications as “nightmarish,” “dreamlike,” “a luxurious tomb,” “utterly gestational,” “a Fashion Week pop-up in Bergen-Belsen as imagined by Matthew Barney,” and “a horrifying display of the aesthetic urges of a truly tin-eared 1%.” The only available seating in this now-infamous lobby was a plain, inhospitable black wooden bench set firmly in the center of the room. Visitors new to the space—i.e., tautologically without membership in fashion’s ruling class—were supposed to feel helpless, trapped, and confused. But Hutton kept calm, and after a moment, his eyes adjusted to the dim lighting and found the ghostly woman seated in front of him.

         With her waist-length black hair braided into some kind of horror-film little-girl plait and a tall, angular body wrapped in black silk and leather, the woman looked like she’d been born in this room and appointed its terrible eternal guardian. She stood, uprooting herself from the hard black bench, and walked toward him, growing taller with every step. As the distance closed between them she stuck out a long, wraithlike limb with a narrow hand at the end of it.

         “Hi, I’m Catherine Ono,” she said. Though her voice was soft, her handshake was strong. He noticed that her fingernails were painted navy blue and had been filed into extended points, like fangs, almost. Weird, blue finger teeth. He cleared his throat and tried to sound businesslike.

         “Detective Mark Hutton, NYPD,” he said, his native New York accent peeking around the corners of his vowels. “I have some questions about Hillary Whitney. Is there somewhere we could speak privately?”

         Catherine Ono looked up at him, through spiderweb-thin gold eyeglasses, with an absolutely enormous pair of brown eyes. Her skin was so pale it was nearly transparent, with some kind of dewy finish on it. She smelled like Rockaway Beach. Does she live in a cave? he wondered. Is this a real human being or an elaborate joke? He was momentarily held in an honest-to-god trance as they stared at each other. Is this woman murderer material? Maybe, he thought.

         “We can sit in my office,” she said briskly, turning those huge brown eyes to the floor. “Follow me.” As she waved her phone across a brass plate set in the wall, the marble walls split open. Sunlight spilled into the lobby cave, and the spell was broken. He stood tall, lifted his shoulders, and turned to follow her, determined to regain a professional bearing.

         His newfound decorum didn’t last long. Her purposeful strides pulled him through a maze of dark plastic cubicles filled with a series of beautiful young women, each one more so than the last. Their eyelashes had been transplanted from dolls. Their clothes were all so delicate that if there was a gust of wind he imagined they’d all suddenly be naked. He smelled perfumes, cupcakes, steaming hot coffee. He wanted to stop at each cube and touch their glowing faces, their soft pink lips, the floating halos of their hair, see them up close. But after the first glance, Hutton kept his eyes to the ground and used all his composure to keep moving; if he wanted this woman to cooperate, he couldn’t show vulnerability, not any variety, not for a moment.

         Finally Catherine Ono opened a huge steel door, its surface engraved directly with “CATHERINE ONO // SENIOR EDITOR.” She gestured for him to follow her through. Grateful for the end of the gauntlet, he rushed to sit in the nearest available chair.

         [image: ]

         Cat’s heart was racing as she closed the door behind Detective Hutton. When he’d come out of the elevator, she’d been shocked. Cat had been expecting a barrel-chested swath of heavy blue polyester, the same type of men who came through in droves the night Hillary died. Instead, an impossibly tall, big-jawed man with brownish-blondish hair, thick glasses, and a scruffy beard stepped through the doors blinking sweetly in mild confusion. She’d taken automatic stock of his clothes: an unstructured linen-muslin sport coat, a rumpled white button-down, navy slim-fitting summer trousers over battered brown oxfords. No tie; no wedding ring. He looked like he’d just been released from an Italian library—nothing like a New York City police officer.

         Now, she walked around to her own side of the desk and sat down to face him. Upon closer inspection of his nose, an oversized Roman affair, she could see a scar, and his hair had some gray in it. He was her age, maybe older, and he sat upright in his chair with his arms and legs folded up, in the awkward way tall people always seem to arrange their bodies.

         He stared back at her dispassionately, with what seemed like an almost scientific curiosity, and flashed a quick smile—more professional, detached, than anything, she thought.

         “I need just a second to get myself in order here,” he said. “Do you have coffee?”

         She turned to her computer and summoned coffee from Molly. Detective Hutton pulled a flip-top notebook and a felt-tip pen out of his breast pocket and turned the pages, staring intently, almost as though he was deliberately refusing to look at Cat or her surroundings, so she opened her email and pretended to read something important. Irrational panic forced her into racking her brain: Is this really about Hillary, or something else? Had she messed up her taxes? Missed a credit card payment? Did they send the police for that? She’d gotten a traffic ticket on a bicycle, but it had been paid; if that was what he was here for, she’d just write a check. Don’t freak out, she told herself. You’re just mildly hung over. Get a grip.

         Ninety long seconds later, Molly opened the door and placed a steaming mug of French-pressed coffee in front of Hutton on a black soapstone coaster before wordlessly exiting. Cat expected him to turn his head and check out Molly’s
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