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Dedication

To Estep

Thank you for talking to me at the library.




Epigraph


Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but only one receives the prize?

Run in such a way that you may win.

1 Corinthians 9:24
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Part One





NEW YORK CITY 2001 to 2003




1

I do not yet exist.

I am not on the masthead and, as such, I do not exist.

When your name is not on the masthead—which is the list, in order of importance, of who works at a magazine printed on the inside of a magazine—the workday begins earlier than it does for the other girls. There is no one to tell you this, of course, no official orientation, but the right kind of girl can sense it, like you can sense the weight in a yellowing sky.

I am the right kind of girl.

On this particular morning, like every morning, I stop to swap my shoes before I enter the office. I perform this humiliating task in a dank little inset I discovered during my walk from the subway on my second day of work, and today, like every day, I sneak a furtive glance down the street to make sure nobody is watching me. Then, I slink backward into the timid autumn shadows.

Next, I lift a pair of black high heels out of my large leather handbag and place them neatly on the sidewalk. I rest one hand on the cool concrete wall to steady myself before I wriggle a foot out of a black flat before (and with an almost astounding lack of physical elegance) I attempt to insert myself into the resistant leather of one of the high heels. Some days, this operation goes off without a hitch. Other days, the heel tips over and I must use my big toe—cursing, desperate, my armpits warming—to set it right again. This morning: I lose my balance, and my foot hits the ground with a gummy thud. I grimace, yanking it back up in the air.

“Fuck,” I whisper.

I steal a quick look over my shoulder, only to confirm nobody has caught me out in this most pathetic act, and I try again. This time, I am successful: My damp flesh squeaks into the body of the shoe. Next, with my balance precarious, I lift my other leg into the air before I slide into the other shoe. I quickly bend over and, with two fingers, I hook the back of the flats lying on the ground and toss them inside my handbag. This, of course, is disgusting, but it wasn’t until I arrived in New York over the summer that I discovered the actual “use case” for the soft cloth bags that came with a new pair of fancy shoes, which is, apparently, to keep the revolting things one walks through on the streets of New York from sloughing off onto all the items in your handbag.

The heels on these shoes are too high—I bought them off a friend of a friend who had purchased them at a Manolo Blahnik sample sale, only to decide they were too pointy—but I don’t care: They make me feel almost obscenely able. You look very competent, the girl sagely said, handing her new shoes over for the bargain price of $100. Truth be told, they are basically impossible to walk in, but when I stand utterly motionless, I am nearly six feet tall and a force to behold. When they came into my possession, my very first pair of designer shoes, I bought one of those sponge kits from Duane Reade, and I buff the leather before bed every night to keep them looking new. Occasionally the heels get nicked on one of those metal grates that pock the neverending flesh of the city, but I am diligent about taking them to the shoe repair storefront in my neighborhood because, in this fresh new world, I am learning it is diligence, not cleanliness, that is next to Godliness. Armed with this new knowledge, I now spend half my days placing girls into categories. On the train to work, I search for any small sign or signal of other people’s failings. The girls with nicked heels or chipped manicures are lazy. The girls who cross their legs at the knee on the subway are trashy. The girls with big silver hoop earrings or skirts with handkerchief hemlines are tacky. The girls with Kors by Michael Kors bags are cheap.

Today, when I clip unevenly past a still-shuttered corner restaurant en route to my office, there is a paunchy, unshaven man aggressively washing down the mottled sidewalk, water blasting out of a thick black hose. He releases his grip on the handle at the last possible second to let me pass without getting wet. I don’t look at him, and he doesn’t look at me, but like dancers, we dance. It’s strange: I am always unnerved by the odd, oppressive silence of midtown Manhattan in the early hours. Every footstep sounds like it has been amplified, but the actual people passing by me seem strangely insulated from the world, like they are incubating inside their own bubble, readying to be reborn. I look at them with a suspicion veiled as harried indifference, and they do the same to me.

I push through the revolving doors of my office building.

The lobby feels sacred, somehow, glacial and hushed at this hour, as everyone shakes off the missteps of yesterday, shedding their crumpled old skins at the door. I pull a week-old copy of The New York Observer from my bag and hold it performatively to my chest as I stride across the marble floor. I ride the elevator alone. The head receptionist for our magazine has yet to arrive, so I pull out my badge and let myself through the oversized glass doors. I am arriving to work at a magazine in New York City, I narrate. I am young enough that I still live in the movie of my mind without knowing that we always live in the movie of our minds. I don’t yet know that we will never arrive anywhere. I don’t know we will always think someone is watching.

I learn all this much later.

I proceed down a carpeted corridor hung with black-and-white archival photographs and land at my shared cubicle space, which includes two large white desks arranged in front of a spotless floor-to-ceiling window. I left my desk a mess on Friday, as usual, and I instantly hate myself for it, my obvious inelegance. There are haphazard piles of unrelated papers, stacks of magazines, coffee cups with congealed milk, and, to my horror, a few stiff, crumpled tissues, one with a light green stain, resting like popcorn across the computer keyboard. I notice the lower drawer of my filing cabinet hangs half open. The coated metal bars that hold up the filing system have long collapsed, and there are a few topless pink Covergirl lipsticks rolling around the bottom. Their noise is muffled by a wadded-up pair of thong underwear. They are beige cotton, which strikes me as somehow worse than if it had been black lace, which is a funny distinction because it’s still dirty underwear balled in my office desk drawer. I slam the drawer shut.

I am disgusting.

On my swivel office chair rests a folder overfilled with crumpled receipts; it reminds me of a rising cake. It is light blue because, at the magazine, we do not traffic in manila folders. We do not traffic in standard yellow sticky notes. We do not traffic in gummy, blue ballpoint pens with eraser caps or yellow legal pads. This is because our individual office supplies, like everything else, must reflect who we are and what we stand for in matters of taste. My boss Marie Clarice likes everything to be light blue, and in this light blue folder are her belated September expenses, which she clearly dropped off after I left on Friday night. Marie Clarice (or MC as everyone calls her) is French from France, which means she is thin, blows her nose loudly into cloth handkerchiefs, and is completely and utterly unreasonable. She has prune-hued bags under her eyes that signal a sophistication I have yet to understand, some sort of social cue we don’t seem to have in America. She wears a large signet ring on her pinkie finger and the gold bracelets on both of her wrists clatter as she stalks around the office like a slender, angry human wind chime. A slender, angry human wind chime who, as of Friday, knows I keep dirty underwear in my desk drawer.

I walk across the hall to open MC’s office to get her ready for the new day. I snap off the overhead lighting left on by the cleaning service and turn on the modern-looking lantern-style lamp she keeps on her desk. I start up her desktop Mac computer, and I drum my finger pads lightly as I listen to it hum to life with a protracted yawn. Next, I head to a small mail room on the far side of our floor to collect her newspapers, magazines, and mail, which I take back to my desk and slice open with a real silver letter opener, a task that never fails to feel impossibly elegant. I organize the mail into piles (press releases, invitations, pitches), and then I quickly page through the newspapers. With my own sticky notes (which are white because any other color felt dangerous), I flag all the stories relevant to her work as the entertainment and culture editor and then I carry everything to her office and arrange it in a perfect fan across her desk. I stand back and survey my work. While it is too soon to pitch any ideas of my own, I do want MC to know I am on top of the news and could, perhaps, one day, be trusted to write captions or a short piece for the front of the book.

The “book” is what we call the magazine.

Lastly, I refill the features department printer and take a small stack of plain paper back to my own desk, where I sit down and open MC’s light blue expenses folder.

I begin to tape receipts down on the paper with Scotch tape, one by one, playing a game in my mind to see how many of these small slices of paper I can fit on a single page. In the almost three months I’ve been employed at the magazine, I have established an impressive system. The long restaurant receipts take center billing, flanked by taxi receipts along the edges, which I affix like fringe on a homemade pillow. The ones from the office cafeteria are uniform in size so they receive pages of their own; you can fit nine to a page if you snip the bottom off with scissors. Some receipts have identifying details, but for the blank ones, I usually consult the calendar to see what MC did that day. If there is no notation, I ask things like: Who did you go to Babbo with last Thursday? Was this the cab home from that midday movie screening? If no one remembers, which is most often the case, I make something up. It’s easy enough when nobody checks the veracity of these expense reports. In fact, I feel almost heroic in my thoroughness. After all, I am new and my time on the field, thus far, has been limited, so I must shine where I can. As I sort through the receipts, smoothing them into neat piles, I quickly calculate that MC’s taxi receipts have almost tripled since August. I mean, not that I blame her. Personally speaking, the fact that I, myself, have already devised and mentally executed twenty ways to blow up the New York City subway system does not inspire me to have much confidence in any form of public transportation. But the truth is I suspect no one feels safe anywhere. Not yet. That said, we still ride in crowded elevators, and dine in subterranean restaurants. We dance in overflowing nightclubs and walk arm in arm through Grand Central Station at rush hour. As we continue to move through our lives, we never break pace, even as we pass by familiar altars: chain-link fences puckered with rotting paper flyers of the missing, dried carcasses of grocery store flowers, and rows of abandoned votive candles, their waxy insides overrun with old rainwater from another time. To me, the entire city behaves as if someone dropped dead at a dinner party and the hostess has put on a stiff smile that makes it clear we had better play through. For love of country. For solidarity. For something.

You’ll want to expense a lot early. This was the first piece of advice from my new cubicle mate, Davis Lawrence. At the time, she was leaning over my shoulder, showing me how to use the entry system for expenses on the computer. She smelled like Ivory soap. Or my memory of Ivory soap.

Establish a high baseline so, after a while, you start to look frugal when you have a slow month. But not too much because they are watching you. Basically, around month two, start tacking on your dry cleaning and shoe repair and blow-outs. Lunch with friends, that kind of thing. If you make it to the masthead, you’ve made it for at least a year. You’re on the team, so to speak.

Davis Lawrence was born on the team. She graduated from Princeton two years ago and, after a brief stint working for a fashion designer, she landed without effort at the magazine, like the final piece in a toddler’s puzzle. She didn’t send in her résumé; she didn’t complete the edit test or endure an interview. Her mother is from an old New York family, a famous socialite turned Broadway actress turned television actress, a series of details that everyone knows, but no one talks about, and Davis is, in the simplest of terms, rich, smart, and beautiful. She dresses like an early ’90s J. Crew model, her clean-limbed body accepting an almost impossible amount of clothing without adding a hint of bulk. Her hair—which she wears both pin-straight and gently wavy, depending on the day—is long, thick, and a glinting golden blond. Her nails are short, round, and buffed to a seashell shine. She has wonderful lips. She wears one prominent piece of jewelry that was clearly passed down by some equally prominent ancestor. She takes an excellent photograph. She has dinner with the right people. She knows how to handle a lobster. She was built to be admired; she was bred to be a winner. Sometimes, I will observe her while I am buying my lunch in the crowded office cafeteria. Most days, she sits at a table with a few other girls from the magazine, and I will linger as I get my napkins or lemon wedges. I am too afraid to sit down in the cafeteria, its tables full of well-known editors and other important people I have yet to recognize, but I want to buy myself a few moments to imagine what it must be like to be a part of her circle. Or, frankly, of any circle. I am still floating around the edges, both seen and unseen. The magazine, you see, is staffed by two kinds of people, known as Workhorses and Show Horses, and Davis Lawrence is undeniably a Show Horse—the true blue-ribbon kind—while I learned just last week that Bal Harbor and Bar Harbor are, in fact, two different towns.

As the nine o’clock hour rolls past, I listen to the wall clock ticking and the soft hum of the various machines warming up around me. In the distance, a few phones start to ring, and MC’s expenses are finished and placed neatly to my right. With nothing else to do until people start to arrive around ten, I spin in my chair to look out the window. The light is bright and unremarkable by this hour and, thanks to a recently demolished building, I can see straight through to the next street, where the bulbed edge of a Broadway marquee blinks back at me. It’s a nice enough view, here at the center of the world, but mostly I am just grateful my windows don’t face south.

Another hour rolls by, and I remain idle, although anxiously so. This feeling of uneasiness isn’t special. It is standard and, quite possibly, by design. You see, at the magazine, there are so many assistants that we are often in search of more to do, some additional way to establish our value. We are always eagerly turning over rocks, dutifullly searching for some unknown treasure.

“Good morning, sunshine.”

This is the magical voice of Davis Lawrence. I turn around to see her drop a tiny black satchel bag on her spotless desk. She is wearing a pair of three-inch high heels, and her sumptuous, weighted wool coat is open, creating an impeccable, somewhat triangular volume.

I am completely obsessed with her.

“You’re here early,” I say.

“Remember, no staples,” she says, pointing to my receipts. “We are a paperclip people.”

She takes off her coat and hangs it up on a hanger, which I somehow never remember to do, and shakes out her long, obscene hair, which today looks air-dried after an ocean swim. Like most girls at the magazine, the only makeup she wears to the office is a lipstick bold enough to contrast her peachy-pale skin.

“Also, I take offense,” Davis continues. “Remember that being too early means you had nothing interesting to do last night.”

“Guilty as charged. I went to the gym,” I say, getting up casually to hang up my coat, as if I, too, have just walked into the office and am not a slovenly pig with poor breeding. “So, did you have nothing interesting to do last night?”

“Depends on how you define interesting,” she replies with a wry smirk. I open my mouth to say more (probably something inappropriately sexual in nature because I’ve decided my best chance to worm my way into Davis’s heart is to make her laugh, and with great regularity) but, thankfully, I catch MC out of the corner of my eye. She approaches our desks looking even more weary than usual.

“Good morning,” I say, sitting back down. “I didn’t see you come in. I was just working on your expenses.”

I tap the light blue folder competently and fold my hands.

“Thanks,” she says dully. “I have a few more receipts in my bag. I finally went to Danube on Saturday.”

“How was it?”

“Eh.” She shrugs. “How was your weekend?”

We both know this is not a question, but we also both know I should endeavor to answer.

“Oh, it was lovely. I decided …”

“I need you to FedEx this for me,” she interrupts, holding out a medium-sized black velvet jewelry box affixed with a light blue sticky note.

“Not a problem,” I say efficiently. I glance at the note. “Is this the address?”

“Yes,” she says. “It’s my engagement ring.”

I don’t look up. As the box grows slowly warm in my hand, I understand I have just stumbled into dangerous territory. I have quickly come to understand that the assistant/editor relationship is, on a good day, a peculiar one. You pick up their antidepressants, read all their personal and work emails, and slide their office doors closed with maternal affection when they are sobbing on the phone about their fertility. At the same time, however, you must also pretend they are strangers to you. Fascinating strangers. Fascinating strangers you cannot believe walk among mere mortals like yourself. Strangers you aspire to become one day. They need this kind of assurance, and your ability to provide it to them with the right combination of competence and awe is, in and of itself, an entirely marketable skill. As such, I decide to treat this as a totally standard request from my boss.

“Okay,” I reply. “Do you want to include a note?”

“Well, I called the wedding off before he flew back to Miami yesterday, so I think he will get it.”

“Okay.”

She looks at me for a beat. Her narrow face is a disconcerting mix of gratitude for my discretion and petulance that she can’t throw something at my head like an angry child. Then, without comment, she turns and walks back to her office.

I sit for a second, stunned.

“Get the insurance,” Davis says flatly without turning around, her elegant fingers moving quickly across the keyboard in front of her computer.
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The company mail room is located in the basement of our building, and it looks like what I imagine to be the hull of a transatlantic steamship. It’s gray and cavernous, with pipes snaking across the ceiling like an answerless riddle, and it smells both overwhelming and cheap, like boat gas and floral perfume. However, despite the many unsavory aspects, the mail room also gives off the magical energy of a Broadway musical during the big set change; I watch in fascination as everything—racks of clothes, floral arrangements, cases of wine, oversized black trunks—moves around me in the bewildering, yet wonderfully efficient, choreography of unyielding success. I approach the shipping window and set down the black box. A woman wearing an orange vest over her normal clothes raises her eyes at me wordlessly.

“Good morning,” I say very politely, pulling a triplicate form out of the cardboard box sitting in front of her. “I’m going to need to get the insurance.”

I fill out the form neatly, making sure my writing impresses all three pages before I slide it over with a bright smile that she does not return.

“What’s your name?” she asks annoyed, looking down at my writing. “Claw? Clo … Clo Do?”

“Oh, sorry. It’s Clodagh. It’s pronounced Clo-dah. Clo-dah Harmon,” I say. “It’s Irish. I mean, technically. My mom is Irish.”

The woman says nothing, and I feel a queasy imbalance, like I need to fill the air.

“Just my mom. Is Irish, I mean,” I continue. “Not my dad. He’s American. From Philadelphia. So not too far. From New York, I mean. Not too far from New York.”

She finishes filling out the form, and hands me the yellow receipt. I watch uneasily as she drops the velvet box inside a padded envelope and seals it.

“So, I hate to be a pain, but maybe we should put it in a proper box?” I suggest. “With, like, that Bubble Wrap?” I point to a shelf of packing supplies behind her.

The woman looks like she might kill me.

“Sorry.” I lower my voice to a conspiratorial whisper in an attempt to entice her into compliance with a tantalizing secret. “It’s just that it’s a gigantic diamond engagement ring. Like giant. The diamond is legitimately the size of my thumbnail.”

I hold up my thumb to provide a visual as if she is not in possession of two perfectly functional thumbs of her own, but she just glares at me. I start to wonder if maybe she doesn’t speak English, but I am pretty sure she just hates dealing with people like me all day. I don’t like her either because for some reason she is allowed to be bad at her job, and I am supposed to feel guilty for asking her to do the one idiotic thing for which she is paid.

“You know what? You obviously know what you’re doing,” I say finally, and I let my voice lilt with a cheerful menace. “I mean, we would both have hell to pay if an engagement ring of this value got lost.”

“It has tracking,” she answers slowly, looking at my face closely for the first time. She knows what I know, which is that only one of us will have that hell to pay if an engagement ring of this value gets lost, and it won’t be me. She takes the ring out of the envelope and places it inside a box. Satisfied, I give her a tight, toothless smile, and turn back to the elevators. As I walk away, I allow myself to luxuriate in the feeling of her fury—a fury fueled by her too familiar lack of recourse—searing a neat hole in my back.

Fuck her.

When I return to the lobby on my floor, I see the graying head of our receptionist, Rita, which barely clears the desk. I am about to dole out a hearty and profoundly inauthentic morning greeting, as one does, when I see Davis waiting by the glass doors. She motions at me frantically, and I walk toward her quickly, ecstatic to be needed by her in some capacity.

“Where have you been?” she hisses.

“The mail room? In the basement? With a, like, fifty-carat diamond ring having a full-blown anxiety attack?” I say. “Davis, you saw me leave five minutes ago?”

“Holy. Fucking. Shit.”

“What?” My eyes dart around, and it takes my brain a long second to understand that I am unconsciously searching for the fire exit.

“No. Not that,” she says in a dismissive tone. “Come with me.”

She grabs my elbow and spins me around with a false smile suddenly stitched across her perfect face. My heart beats wildly as she hustles me down the hallway and pulls me into the ladies’ bathroom. She quickly marches the length of the stalls and flips her blond head upside down to confirm they are all empty.

Then, Davis starts to speak to me conspiratorially:

“MC just quit. Or got fired. It’s hard to say,” she begins. She leans her hip against the vanity. “She went to L.K.’s office, she came out crying, and then she got her bag and left. She didn’t even take anything out of her office. I just looked.”

It’s worse than I thought.

“Oh my god,” I exclaim. “Am I going to get fired?”

“No.”

“Oh god. I am going to get fired,” I say, my voice raising. “You told me that new editors always bring in new assistants.”

“Watch your volume,” she says sternly. “You will be fine.”

“How do you know I will be fine?” I whisper, but now through gritted teeth.

“For starters, there is a hiring freeze because, you know, everything.” She gestures to the sky with both hands which is now the universal sign language for planes flying into skyscrapers.

“So you are saying I won’t be fired for a few weeks?” I say sarcastically. “Wonderful.”

Here, Davis looks at me incredulously, like I am missing the greater point of her story, and I oblige her by shutting my mouth and looking down at the floor.

“You know she is, like, over forty,” she says before adding: “It’s like the Ghost of Christmas Future.”

“Forty-two,” I say. “I saw her passport when I booked that flight to London.”

“That’s terrifying,” Davis continues. “Can you imagine? What is she going to do? It’s not like she has a husband or children or anything. Or a book deal.”

“So you can just, like, get fired ?” I ask.

Davis nods, and we stand together in a thoughtful silence.

“I think I am going to take the flowers from her office,” Davis says finally with a little clap. “They’re from Miho.”

I hold up the yellow receipt from the mail room.

“Should I messenger the receipt to her apartment?” I ask before adding: “I got the insurance.”

Davis shrugs and takes a quick look at herself in the mirror before she walks out of the bathroom. I follow wordlessly behind, only to feel my heart pitch when she takes the dreaded shortcut through the fashion department. The hallway is banked on both sides with metal racks, which are swollen with clothes. We must turn sideways to fit down the narrow passage as all manner of silks and tulles and taffetas brushes against our bodies. While Davis moves with great confidence, I feel like I’m trespassing and that—at any moment—someone is going to demand to see my badge. This is the quadrant of our floor where the most famous editors work, the kind of people you hear coming long before you see them, thanks to things like velvet capes and layered gold chain-link necklaces. Now, while a good portion of the magazine’s editors are elegant and well-mannered, there are others who snort cocaine and throw temper tantrums over things like using the wrong kind of pen in their line of sight. My friends with corporate jobs find this behavior horrifying, but they are wrong. It is exhilarating, albeit often in a patently scary way, to be a bit player in such an unpredictable cast of characters. While some people worship singers or actresses, I have always been far more fascinated by the kind of people who walk these hallways. When we finally make it back alive to the editorial side of the office, Davis strides into MC’s office and hoists up the large flower arrangement that sits on her desk.

“What if she comes back for those?” I ask nervously.

Davis checks the card on the flower arrangement and looks up at me:

“She won’t,” she replies.

There is a rap on the door.

We turn around to see Elinor, who is one of our fellow assistants. She leans on the doorjamb but does not look up; her eyes are fixed on the thick manuscript that rests heavily on her upturned palm. In her other hand, she twirls a gold pen. Elinor is the assistant to our executive editor, L.K. Smith, and she is best described as a super bored teenager. Today, she is wearing a miniskirt and motorcycle boots, and her black eye makeup is, as it always is, adroitly smudged. When I see her arrive each morning, I like to imagine she got blazingly drunk at a fabulous party, jumped into the pool, and then passed out, face down, on a pile of silk pillows only to be awoken in the morning by a servant as they placed a clattering coffee service tray on her little lap.

“L.K. wants to see you,” she says.

“Me?”

“Yes.”

I look to Davis for emotional support.

“Lip gloss,” she says.
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L.K. Smith is the second-in-command at the magazine, a role she has held for twenty-five years, during which time no one has figured out for what the L or the K in her name stand for, or even in what city or town she grew up. The prevailing rumor is, generations ago, the Smith family sailed to America on the Mayflower (or some other Mayflower-adjacent ship) and they were one of the hearty few who survived that first cold and possibly cannibalistic winter in a strange and unforgiving new world. It adds up: L.K. Smith is one tough broad. She oversees the major staffing, writing, and business decisions on the editorial side of the magazine, and she controls all access to our editorin-chief. In my mind, she functions as a super classy Miss Hannigan. She has a frighteningly keen eye and exactly zero tolerance for even the lightest suggestion of bullshit. She spends her days walking the halls and appraising us girls in her unending effort to preserve and protect the throne. We fear her because she is quick to prune, selectively removing anything or anyone that might be inhibiting our growth, but we also worship her because one good word from L.K. Smith to the powers that be can make or break any girl in this town.

Trust me. It has happened before.

When I arrive at her office door, L.K. sits at her computer with her back to me. She has blond chin-length hair and she generally wears it blown out in a bob or smoothed back in a large gold clip. She is tall and poised with polished shoes and facial features so utterly perfect they look like they were hand selected out of a bin. Elinor has not returned to her post, and because I am petrified to announce my arrival, L.K. remains entirely unaware of my presence for a good long while. I let my eyes drift around her corner office, which is awash with light, even on the dreariest of days. She has a pristine white couch, and her shelves are lined with books and personal photographs, all of which are framed in tarnished sterling because, as it turns out, if you’re really “old money”—as we all assume L.K. Smith to be—you don’t bother with polishing the silver.

Finally, I fake a delicate cough.

“Ah, Clo,” she says without turning around. “Thank you for coming down.”

She has a clipped crispness in her voice that I sometimes mistake for an accent; on my first week I asked Davis if she was South African.

“Of course,” I respond as I clasp my hands below my waist in a posture of ready servitude.

She turns to regard me.

“You may not have heard, but Marie Clarice will no longer be with us,” she begins.

For background, L.K. likes to state facts as questions because she knows better than anyone how quickly gossip travels her hallways. As such, she wants to ensure she isn’t suffering any fools so I nod because I understand that to look surprised by this information, information we both know I am already in possession of, would be a catastrophic mistake.

“She wasn’t a good fit,” she continues.

At this truly dire pronouncement (“not a good fit” is the worst of the bunch while “pursue other opportunities” comes in at a close but deeply distant second) she removes her thick-framed black reading glasses and holds them loosely in her hand.

I stand silent and wait for my orders.

“I need you to keep things organized until we can get the new senior editor in place. You know how particular everyone is about the culture pages.” Here, she gesticulates gracefully toward the ceiling with her glasses because naturally, our boss, the editor-in-chief, resides on a plane higher than mere mortals.

“Of course, L.K,” I respond with competence. “That is absolutely not a problem.”

“Thank you,” she says. “It shouldn’t be very long. We have someone in mind, but sometimes these things can take longer than I would like.”

“Of course,” I say.

Here, she vaguely looks me up and down, and while I can sense she feels some indistinct disappointment, she makes no further comment; she just circles back to her computer. She starts typing but then stops. She knows I am still lurking in her doorway.

“Is there anything else?” she asks.

“No, nothing,” I say, but too quickly, unsure if I am expected to exhibit remorse for the loss of my boss as a show of loyalty to the magazine. “I do feel badly about MC, though.”

L.K. slaps her hands flat on the desk in a manner that is either exasperated or angry—I can’t tell—before she spins herself back around to look directly at me. She is frowning.

“Clodagh, you cannot feel badly”—here she downright hollers this at me; there really isn’t another word for it—“You can only feel bad.”

“Right,” I say reflexively, but without having any idea why. “Bad. I feel bad.”

“Well, my dear,” she says. “You should with that horrendous grammar.”

As I slink, hot with humiliation, out of L.K.’s office, I see that Elinor has returned to her desk. She pretends to write on a pad of paper, but she has arranged her tiny body in such a manner that I can see her eyebrows are ever so slightly lifted toward the heavens. Maybe it doesn’t sound like much, but it’s getting the job done: I feel wretched.

This—the occasional yet humiliating social punishment doled out by a slightly more senior peer—is extremely effective training for new assistants. It all but ensures my future cooperative behavior. I will take my lumps, of course, because I am inexperienced, and I know it’s only a matter of time (if I play my cards right) until I’m called upon to discipline others in the same wonderfully subversive manner. For now, however, I am only a student, and it’s vital to my future success that I make it clear my spirit can be broken. You see, the lessons for a new hire at the assistant level at the magazine are piled on fast and thick, and it is critical one establishes themselves a ready learner.

You do not complain. You do not explain. You don’t point out when you are treated unfairly. You do not ask your superior to repeat the garbled name of the person she wants you to telephone. You don’t chew gum. You don’t eat hot sandwiches. You don’t wear flats. You don’t slouch. You don’t carry around a plastic water bottle. You don’t show cleavage. Ideally, you are not in possession of cleavage. You don’t wear pantyhose. You don’t bring in “leftovers” for lunch. You don’t introduce yourself first. You don’t interrupt. You don’t offer your opinion. If asked, you never took Accutane nor have you resided in a home with aluminum siding. Furthermore, you don’t let anyone know you were born with curly hair, an unmarried mother, or a weight problem. You immediately learn to pronounce the following: trompe l’oeil, atelier, décolletage, La Grenouille, and minaudière. You silently puzzle out what the actual fuck makes something a d’Orsay heel and the first (and only) time you refer to a garment as having an empire waist, you will receive a much-deserved public shaming (“it’s ahm-peer”) from which it will take you weeks to sufficiently recover. When introduced socially, you don’t say “nice to meet you” but rather you say “nice to see you” because it’s how you indicate that, among a certain class, we are all friends here. You buy monogrammed stationery so thick you could cut cocaine with it. You develop an entirely unreadable signature. You call your underwear “underpinnings,” you call your ass your “backside,” and you add an additional syllable to the word jewelry. You are not political. You don’t “take vacations” because that phrase conjures up pedestrian images of cruise ships to Disney World and undulating plastic glasses brimming with piña coladas. No, my dear, you go “on holiday.” And if you aren’t in Telluride or your family home in Palm Beach, you had better be in Europe, and by Europe we mean France.

You do not ask your boss for career development. You do not ask for a raise. You do not ask for a promotion. In the world of magazines, there are only two grades: A or F, and your annual performance review, such as it is, is simply not getting fired. If you fail in one of the dizzying myriad of ways it is possible to fail, there are no warnings. There are no opportunities to redeem yourself, no helpful conversations with your “HR representative” on ways to improve your performance. You are simply shown the door, and the person you sacrificed so much to become will never be heard from again.

If they want you to cut your hair, you cut your hair. If they want you to lose weight, you lose weight. If they want a longer hemline because your legs are the wrong shape, you drop the hemline. Of course, no one gives you these instructions directly because being direct is vulgar. We are never vulgar. In most cases, you just absorb information like a sidelined houseplant that, when given even the slightest sip of water, feeds off the available nutrients with the wild-eyed panic of a shipwreck survivor. Or, maybe, someone at your own level is dispatched to say something in a friendly, offhanded manner, but if you are the right kind of girl, the message is clear.

Not everyone is the right kind of girl, of course. The assistants who are floundering or have a do-gooder streak or an outsized notion of their creative talents will talk about taking the LSAT or getting their social work degree, or—god forbid—their MFA in some Western town because, you know, fashion is so just so banal, or so empty, or so discriminatory. In your low moments, you will root for them. You will understand what they are trying to project. They want to believe this magazine, and by extension this lowly job answering phones and talking academically about table settings or the vintage of a particular pair of blue jeans, is just an off-brand pit stop on their way to greater, more meaningful things. At times, you will wonder if there isn’t something special about you, too. You’ll research the Peace Corps. You’ll almost book a spot in a surf camp in Costa Rica. You’ll buy a breathtakingly expensive hardcover book about constitutional law at the Union Square Barnes & Noble only to use it as a coaster for the rotating cast of Diet Coke cans and seashells full of cigarette butts that litter your studio apartment. You’ll briefly rustle up an unsuitable long-distance boyfriend and talk about moving to his newly hip, totally not New York town that has good hikes and great coffee. You watch some weird art films alone at the Angelica and romanticize the way the subway thunders under your feet. You’ll spend hungover Sunday afternoons shooting profoundly moody black-and-white photographs of the West Fourth Street subway station, clutching the manual camera you bought from a silent Hasidic guy at the B&H on Ninth Avenue with a coupon you clipped out of the newspaper. But you always come back to the magazine. For reasons that can be hard to articulate, the magazine is your home. Maybe this is because, deep down, you can’t believe a girl like you made it this far in the first place. Or maybe you have accepted a truth that other girls don’t want to face: That, at this age and in this industry, all your value is derived solely from your associations. You are smart enough to know you have no merit on your own, you have not had enough time to build up any brand equity on which you could plausibly trade. There is no reward for playing by your own rules because, to win, one must play the game how it was meant to be played.

What it means to win is somewhat unclear.

What is certain? You do not want to lose.

Davis is ravenous for the gossip by the time I return to my cluttered desk. She, quite literally, bounces on her toes like she’s waiting to receive an invisible tennis serve, and I find myself delighted, as ever, to have her full attention.

“So? Did she quit? Was she fired?” she whispers, her blue eyes bright.

“Unclear,” I respond as I sit down. As I rub my eyes, I realize I am drained by all the drama in my brief morning. “But she is definitely gone.”

“Wow.”

“I know.”

I pick up a pen and twirl it between my fingers.

“She said she would take me to that benefit at the public library in a few weeks, which would have been good,” I say finally. “But whatever.”

I hope I sound indifferent to this change in plans, but the truth is that I had been riddled with excitement about attending my first black-tie benefit in New York, even if MC made it clear my primary role in the proceedings would be that of her silent, dumpy handmaiden.

“You should just go,” Davis says with a shrug.

“Really?” I ask.

“Yes. Use her invitation.”

“Really?”

“Really,” she says with a tiny shrug. “You work here. You can do anything you want.”

I consider this for a moment.

“I don’t know if my ego can handle finding a dress,” I joke.

“Well, suck it up,” Davis says. “There will be good people to meet. You can network.”

Here, she uses air quotes around the word network, but this is mostly because Davis Lawrence has never had to network a day in her life, and she seems to find my plight charming. Since I started at the magazine, she has taken me under her wing on occasion—offering me advice or introducing me to someone in another department—and although I don’t understand her motivation, it is also one I have no intention of questioning.

I am desperate for allies.

“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you,” I say suddenly, straightening up.

“What?”

“I saw Oliver Barringer on the subway Friday night. I was—wait for it—reading an Us Weekly.”

“Oh no,” she gasps, covering her mouth with both hands. “Noooooo.”

Oliver Barringer is a journalist—not just an assistant like us—and he is employed by another more literary magazine at our company. In fairness, he’s a decent writer, but he is equally renowned for sleeping with all the new hires in the office. Not that they aren’t trying to get his attention, of course, because to be having sex with someone like Oliver Barringer opens far more professional doors than to be someone wholly unknown by a man like Oliver Barringer. In my recently formed opinion, to have the dexterity to straddle an identity somewhere between these two poles is the most powerful position for a woman in our industry. In fairness, it is also the most arduous to attain.

“Oh yes, my friend,” I continue as I slip into the familiar role of self-deprecating storyteller in, yet again, another bid to elicit some laughs. “He, of course, was reading a paperback by someone named Edward Said, who I have never heard of.”

“Say-eed,” Davis corrects. “What?”

“His last name is pronounced Say-eed,” she explains. “He went to Princeton.”

“Right,” I reply with a light roll of my eyes since sarcasm is, quite literally, the only way I know how to manage the terrible, near constant reminder that I did not, in any capacity, attend Princeton.

Everyone at my office seems to have gone to Princeton.

Davis waits.

“Anyway, it wasn’t even like he was reading it,” I continue. “He was like, holding it? There was sort of a theatrical element to it. Oh, hello. I live in Brooklyn. Oh, hello. I have glasses and am deeply thoughtful. I am a thoughtful, literary journalist. I read William SAY-EED on Friday nights.”

“Edward,” Davis corrects.

Here, I hear L.K. Smith’s disappointed voice in my head.

“Edward,” I say out loud. “I feel bad about Edward Say-eed. I feel bad about Edward Say-eed. I feel bad about Edward Say-eed.”

Davis looks confused by my recitation but not interested enough to probe.

“So what did you talk about?” she asks. “He is such a dick.”

“Talk about? He has no clue who I am,” I say. This comment makes Davis wrinkle her forehead almost imperceptibly, like she is trying to recall a time where someone didn’t know who she was but is coming up short.

“I got off at York Street hoping he hadn’t spotted me,” I say. “I walked the rest of the way home in a deep, deep shame spiral.”

Davis looks at me kindly, her beautiful little head lilting lightly to the side.

“Is York Street in Brooklyn?”
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At the end of the week—after the senior editors and stylists head out to their afternoon appointments—Davis marches me down to the fashion department like a teenager still being taken to the pediatrician by her mother. As I am not a fashion assistant, I feel immediately conspicuous, like I took a wrong turn into the cheerleader’s locker room. We pass through more racks of clothes before we stop at the desk of two girls, one blond and one brunette. It is immediately clear to me that the brunette is in charge. I think it’s her posture, or maybe it’s the magnificent girth of the all-white, “tightly packed” garden rose arrangement (still wrapped up in the delivery cellophane) resting at her elbow.

“Hi, girls,” Davis says casually before she starts to parse through a rack of clothes pushed up against the wall. She pulls out a blouse and shows it to them. “This is pretty.”

“I know,” the brunette sighs. “They make it in a beautiful dark olive, but it’s kind of jumpsuit. But without being a ‘jumpsuit’ jumpsuit.”

“That’s genius,” Davis enthuses. She is fluent in fashion’s shared language of superlative nothings, a language I have yet to master. I am still trying to find a way to slide the line “You know I’d die for you, right?” into a serious work conversation. During my first week at the magazine, I heard one girl say this to another girl after she successfully changed the toner on a fax machine.

“Clo needs a dress for the library benefit in November,” Davis continues. “Can we call some in?”

The ease in which she makes this request astounds me. It’s like people who are unapologetic when dressing down their cleaning ladies for some minor failure. I still clean in advance of my once-a-month cleaning lady’s arrival. The reason is twofold: One, I don’t want her to think I am a lazy, spoiled brat, which is how I was taught to feel about having a cleaning lady, and two, I have been known to leave things like halfeaten yogurts, period underwear, and saliva-encrusted mouthguards under the sheets on my bed.

“Cocktail or evening?” the blonde asks. “Evening,” Davis says.

Both girls—and they are always called girls here, never women— fix their attention on my body and, although they don’t touch me or spin me around, I feel they are providing me with an expert appraisal. They make faces like they really like what they see, which makes me feel shyly happy. I feel like I am in good hands, and I start to understand why this—whatever it is they are technically doing—is considered a very real skill.

“I don’t think we have anything here,” the blonde says finally. She turns to the brunette.

“Polly. Honey. I think we will need to call somewhere that does sizes,” she says delicately. “Maybe Oscar or Carolina. I think they will have something from last year.”

At this moment, Polly turns around and picks up her desk phone. She doesn’t put it on her to-do list; she doesn’t say she will do it later. Within seconds, she is speaking warmly into the receiver, although I cannot hear what, precisely, is being said.

“We will call you when we have things to try on,” the blonde says, turning back to me with a genuine smile.

“Thanks, girls,” Davis says. “Love you.”

I suddenly realize I have not uttered a peep during this entire transaction, and somehow, I cannot remain silent. I feel like I can’t walk away without letting them know that I am in on the joke, that I know they are doing me an enormous, possibly impossible favor because I have a terrible body, and I am an embarrassing person.

“Good luck! I know it’s a challenge,” I quip, doing some weird finger salute against my forehead and stomping.

These girls are very well trained, however; they do not break character.

“You’ll look amazing,” the blonde says reassuringly, which is almost—no, definitely—worse. I feel like a fat child.

Here, Davis takes my elbow and leads me away and, although I could be mistaken, I think I catch her toss an apologetic smile into our dim wake.

After Davis leaves the office that night for “a dinner” (as we call them because somehow adding the article elevates the whole event), I stay behind to fake skim a copy of The Economist before I force myself to read another page of that grammar book Strunk and White, a copy of which was left on my desk by whomever sat here before me. Of course, I can’t absorb anything out of context—I just sit wielding a freshly sharpened pencil—but this charade feels like penance for my repeated grammatical missteps. In the unknown distance, I hear the yowl of an ambulance siren, which is one of the new sounds in my life (sirens don’t yowl in suburbia) that makes me instantly despair. I look out the office windows into the blackness of the night. This is the most lonesome hour for me, the time of day I am reminded of how small I am against the complexity and enormity of the world outside. This is when I allow a profound homesickness to fill up my body, and when I must question if I made the right decision by moving to New York. It is also when I agonize over the logistical impossibility of a proper city balancing on such a little strip of land: Can it really be safe to drink the tap water? I mean, the 200-year-old pipes must be full of rust and cancer-causing chemicals by now, right? I’m no dummy: I watched Erin Brockovich. I also wonder where stuff really goes when I flush the toilet. I think about air quality and earthquakes and tsunamis. I think about subway bombs, low-flying planes, and I even trot out some old tropes to worry about, like dying alone in a studio apartment full of indifferent cats. I decide that if I could just make some real friends or, even better, borrow the glamorous lot amassed by Davis Lawrence, I would cease to feel so unmoored. As it is, New York still feels like an extremely long layover in a nice airport. I am always half listening for someone to announce my departure gate over the loudspeaker.

I pick up the receiver of my desk phone and punch in the number to my parents’ house. I want to be soothed by familiar voices, but after ten rings, nobody answers, and I find myself feeling unchaperoned in a most dangerous place. I put down the receiver, and I promise myself that I won’t live here too long. I won’t allow myself to become vulnerable to Manhattan’s ruinous charms. I will find my way home one day, wholly intact.

My desk phone rings, and I startle: It’s Polly. She wants me to come to the fashion closet. I look up at the wall: It’s almost eight o’clock.

I weave down the darkened halls, which smell distinctly of stale cigarettes even though we are not supposed to smoke in the office anymore, per a light directive from the building manager that dissuaded exactly nobody from smoking in the office. While not everyone smokes, it is not uncommon to see a stylist in the hallway, parsing through a rack of clothes with a Gauloises perched between her lips. Or catch the bookings editor offering up a cigarette to a famous model who has come to the office for a fitting. You see, most of the more senior editors began their careers in magazines in the early 1990s, a time when smoking was still wonderfully cinematic, and did not definitively kill you. I am fascinated by these girls. They are uniformly tall, rangy, and sometimes English, with doe eyes and razor-straight hair. They arrive to the office late every morning wearing nipped, sumptuous clothes that look perfectly starched, and if you can get close enough, you will find they smell incredible, like they are brimming with secrets from the night before. While these girls are less than a decade older than me, I feel like they all hail from some magnificent planet. They are mysterious and everywhere, like a happy pack of barefaced boarding school girls, roaming a world with no limits.

I cannot imagine what it must feel like to be them.

Most of the desks are dark at this hour, but I notice that one of the fashion editors has left her door half open. I peek through the little gap, which feels indecent and thrilling, like rifling through someone’s lingerie drawer. There is a wide, white desk on which a vase of wilted fuchsia peonies sits next to an open hardcover planner and an ashtray. The walls are decorated with an artful collage of signed art and framed photographs and there is a large white bulletin board pinned with dozens of handwritten notes from all the celebrities and models with whom this particular editor has worked. Rounding out the space is an assemblage of strange artifacts (a piece of a saxophone, a mannequin in a deconstructed blazer, an enormous metal film canister), and I reckon this display is all part of a vigorous intellectual and social life that I can still only imagine. There is also a pile of high-heeled shoes—at least a dozen pairs—crumbled haphazardly against the wall.

I hear a vacuum in the distance, which is another one of my sad sounds, and I pull my head back to discover that Polly is watching me snoop. She stands by the door next to the fashion closet, and her expression indicates she was dispatched by her brunette boss to take care of this nightmare. She’s brought along another blonde—a lanky French girl with blunt bangs named Capucine—for what I imagine is moral support. Capucine is wearing skintight leather pants, unlaced stiletto black boots, and an emerald green sequined blazer. It looks like she hasn’t washed her hair in weeks, and her lashes are thick with lazy mascara. Otherwise, her beautiful face is completely without makeup.

“Okay,” Polly says, getting right down to business. She leads me into the closet, which is a small, surprisingly inelegant room full of clothes, disorganized wall units of shoes, and handbags piled on tabletops. I see a rolling rack against the gray wall. There is a piece of paper hanging off it with my name written down in capital letters.

“Try this one first,” Polly instructs as she unhooks a black dress from a hanger and passes it to me. I stand there looking around for somewhere private to undress, maybe a curtained-off area or a large chair I can crouch behind.

“So …” I start.

“Just here is fine,” Polly says reassuringly. I am not reassured. I wonder if this is a good time to tell my new friend Polly that I didn’t put underwear on under my tights this morning because it feels bulky. I realize I have no idea if people, in general society, wear underwear with tights. I have kind of always assumed that white crotch pad is supposed to take the place of underwear, but I don’t really want to find out I am wrong today.

“Just here is fine,” she repeats.

I reach behind my back to unzip my plum-colored shift, taking extra care to cover the tag with my hand because it’s from the house line at Macy’s. I take the black dress from Polly—it weighs at least ten pounds—and pull its leaden form against my chest like a bashful child. I drop the flimsy work number, which puddles around my feet, and step carefully into the dress. It makes it up to my mid-thigh before I hear the zipper start to rip away from the fabric.

“Stop,” Polly says. “That’s not going to work.”

Thanks, Polly.

“It’s not you,” she says warmly. “Valentino samples are just really tiny. Also, take your bra off.”

I self-consciously remove my bra and fold my arms across my heavy breasts, ineptly trying to prevent one of my enormous areolas from tumbling into view. I can feel goosebumps sprouting on my legs and arms.

We try a few more dresses and, honestly, the whole process feels like trying to stuff a redwood tree into a toddler’s one-piece snowsuit. I have entered a whole new realm of “clothes not fitting” and public nudity and all I can do is profusely apologize for being five feet, ten inches tall and 150 pounds with, as they delicately put it, “a little to deal with on top.” Finally, they produce another Oscar de la Renta, this one navy blue, and we get it over my hips and up to my chest.

“This will work,” Polly says turning to Capucine, who is slouched fantastically against a table, watching the process with a disinterest that is somehow both bemused and disgusted. “Cap, can you go get Margot from accessories? I think she’s still here.”

While waiting for “Cap” to produce “Margot from accessories,” Polly gently turns me around.

“Put your body up against the wall,” she instructs, and I dutifully comply. “Okay. Now, I want you to try as hard as you can to touch your elbows together behind your back.”

I try as hard as I can to touch my elbows together behind my back.

“Good,” Polly cheers. “Now, I want you to try harder.”

At this point, Capucine has returned with Margot who, to my surprise, is a Black woman about my age. How have I never seen her before? Is she new? She says hello in a British accent, and I flash her a humiliated smile because, the fact they had to call in reinforcements to zip my party dress is, well, humiliating. I do the thing with my elbows again, only this time I am aided by Polly who cups my arms with formidable force for a girl in her weight class. At this point, Capucine gets involved: She digs the fat out from between my shoulder blades and rearranges the sides of my breasts in a desperate attempt to find the slightest bit of give.

“Now tip your tailbone, honey,” Polly commands, pushing me against the wall with her kneecap.

I tip my tailbone, and immediately feel a panicked third set of hands around the base of my rib cage. It’s Margot, and her fumbling urgency indicates she has been unfairly tasked with dismantling a bomb and time … is … running  out. I am about to call it, about to say I’ll just go buy a dress and let’s all pretend this never happened, when I feel the zipper start to creep up my back, inch by horrifying inch, and squeeze the life out of me.

“The corset is up,” Polly exhales as she pats my shoulder with relieved affection. “That’s the hard part.”

She pulls up the shell of the dress, yanking it a few times to straighten it out at the chest, and she bends over to fluff the bottom.

“Okay. Let’s have a look.”

I turn around very gingerly to present myself to them, namely because I already feel a little dizzy from the unanticipated absence of oxygen to my brain. They all lean back and observe me in silence before Polly steps forward to tuck some of my bulging armpit fat back into the dress.

“Now walk,” Polly commands, and I shuffle around the room like someone has bound my feet.

This receives no comment.

“That works,” Polly says. “You’re so tall we won’t even have to hem it!”

At these words, I am half expecting confetti to fall from the ceiling.

“Thanks,” I mumble.

“Take a look,” she suggests, pointing to a wall mirror. I expect a train wreck, of course, but instead I am knocked sideways by my own reflection. My body, which I feel is usually best described as a “soft rectangle” in clothes is suddenly a tantalizing mix of twists and turns, of angles and hard edges. I turn in a full circle, which requires approximately fifteen tiny steps, so I can see myself from behind.

“Wow,” I say. I am
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