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Panties and Pride




7 Months, 3 Weeks, 2 Days:
 The Countdown Begins

Call me naïve, but I hadn’t expected fondling crotchless panties to be an important part of getting a job. A crotchless lifestyle had just never entered the picture.

In my unemployed, semi-delusional state, I had somehow anticipated that getting a job would be easy—that having someone pay me to do something I loved would be this simple five-minute endeavor that ended in my having a really swanky office, my parents boasting to their friends in the produce aisle about what a success I had become, and mountains of cash lining my bank account.

Under no circumstances had touching someone else’s panties factored into my delusions of grandeur.

But last week, the second day of the first month of my senior year in college, that’s exactly where I found myself: sitting in an electric blue armchair in the midtown Manhattan offices of Trend magazine, in a room decorated with leopard carpeting and magenta walls, surrounded by stick-thin thirty-something women brainstorming the top ten reasons why every woman should own a pair of sexy, satin, lacy, crotchless fuchsia panties.

Not being an owner of sexy, satin, lacy, crotchless fuchsia panties myself, I was at a loss for words. After all, having been raised in New Jersey, I come from the crotch-full cotton world, where “sexy” is a word we use to describe particularly clean strip malls.

As I sat wondering why thong-wearing fashionistas would even vaguely considered hiring un-sexy, cotton-crotched me, the lanky editors surrounding me erupted in a chorus of raunchy reasons why every self-respecting twenty-something sex kitten should own a pair of fuchsia crotchless panties. Apparently, I was trapped in some sort of alternate universe where women not only enjoyed but endorsed a perpetual wedgie.

Panting with the sort of unbridled excitement frat guys dream of and sorority girls fake, a platinum blonde jumped triumphantly from her chair and gasped, “I’ve got it! Put the ‘ass’ back in ‘sassy’!”

A sullen redhead yawned and responded, “Too much like ‘Put the Oh! Back in Orgasm.’”

The platinum blonde sat, devastated. “Ever since we did that depilatory cream article ‘Hairless Wonders,” I just can’t come up with good cover titles anymore…”

Before I could even consider the painstaking hours of undoubtedly uncomfortable research that would go into such an article, Catalina, the long-legged, long-haired, and long-winded managing editor who would be interviewing me for the position of editorial assistant at Trend magazine, invited me to join her in her office.


As she catwalked down the hallway, Catalina’s wildly curly black hair danced behind her and her dark purple dress hugged her amazingly (and surgically?) toned body—an ass that boldly and smugly screamed its proud ownership of crotchless panties. I wondered whether she was born with the ability to sway her hips like that or if she was taught to do it at the same place she bought her pointy, knee-high black leather boots. Catalina’s ass continued to shake in a way that she probably knew made men want to hump her—in a way, I should add, that simply made me look—when I tried it—like I desperately needed to find a toilet.

Catalina turned the corner, ushered me into her office, and sat down in her plush pink leather armchair. Then, she simply, unabashedly, and confidently stuck her hands down the front of her dress and began to rearrange the position of her breasts.

Whoa.

“You really have to push them up and together if you want them to look perky all the time. And you need to position the nipples so they both face front at the same angle. Take it from me—I didn’t get to the top of the fashion world with uneven nipples. Free advice.”

Self-consciously, I tried to sneak a peek at my own chest before Catalina could.

“The left nipple is about three centimeters lower than the right, and it’s not facing directly in front of you either. Didn’t you think about that before you came on this interview?”

Apparently, I hadn’t considered how crucial evenly spaced nipples would be to my professional success.

Catalina repositioned her nipples, rearranged her pink tulips and followed my eyes as they glanced around her glamorous office. It was just as stunning as I imagined my own postgraduation office would be, filled with awards, sleek metallic furniture and framed brilliantly colored magazine covers.

Witnessing my utter amazement and jealousy (over the room…not the nipples), Catalina snapped her makeup case closed and said, “Oh, it’s nothing really. Don’t gawk, it’s unbecoming. I suppose this, and that, and everything else…Why, they’re just the trappings of being a fabulous writer, doing fabulous things, and going to fabulous places. Would you like that sort of thing?”

I nodded mechanically, mesmerized by the fabulous fortune that had fallen on this thoroughly moisturized woman. She was right: There was no way any other job, even teaching kids on some tropical island in the South Pacific, could compare to this.

Catalina nodded back. “I bet you would.” She sipped her fruit water and then tilted her head, her black curls falling like perfect little coils over her perfect blue eyes lined by her perfect black eyeliner. “Could you lean in? I want to look at something.”

I leaned in toward Catalina, and she gently wrapped her warm, manicured, moisturized fingers around my chin. She turned my head to the left. And then to the right. Releasing my face, she said matter-of-factly, “Have you ever considered a nose job? You could be pretty with a nose job. Your face, as it is right now, just, well, just says ‘I need a nose job’ to me. Actually, a nose job or a chin tuck. You’ve got a little bit of an overbite.”

With a dentist for a father and a middle-school career tortured by braces and then a watermelon-patterned retainer, I would have to say that hurt.

“Anyway. Rest assured that all this”—Catalina gestured to her office (and, I think, her nose)—“doesn’t come without hard work. Oh, nonono, it doesn’t! Before you get to be as successful as I am, you’ve got to pay your dues—and I assure you, my dear, paying your dues does not usually mean being invited to a staff meeting for Trend’s cover article on sexy lingerie. Believe me, not even our editorial assistants who have been here three years are privy to that sort of luxury.”

Catalina shook her hair—in a way that I’ve only seen done in Pantene commercials—sat down, and crossed her legs (which combined were roughly the width of my left leg alone…when I was eight years old). “So let’s get this straight. If you were to become my editorial assistant—a position, I’ll tell you frankly, that people with far better noses than you have literally offered me money for—your responsibilities would range from the mundane—getting me my morning mocha, et cetera—to the more exciting—sorting through letters to the editor and that sort of thing. Oh, and little preferences for me too—for instance, I would hope that you would tell me if I was ‘even’”—Catalina gestured to her chest—“before I went out on sales meetings and to fashion shoots. That would be part of the job.”

Alexa Hoffman: Nipple Fixer Extraordinaire, at your service.

“Actually, what makes this job so enviable is,” Catalina leaned toward me, and gestured for me to lean in as well, which I did, “between you and me, we’re going to be giving the editorial assistant a tremendous amount of responsibility. Now, the editorial assistant will get to write the cute little headlines for the Uh-oh! column—like ‘Gone Itchin’,” for the girl who develops a yeast infection while on a romantic fishing getaway with her boyfriend, or—oh, this one’s my favorite, ‘Ringin’ in the Rain,’ for that one about the girl who lost her cell phone while having sex with some guy at some outdoor concert. Point being, my dear, that this position is for someone who will jump to do what I want and what I need. Don’t come into this thinking you’ll be writing for Trend, for God’s sake. That won’t come for another five, ten years, so don’t even bother me with questions about that. Do you understand?”

I looked at Catalina and did my best to make my expression pleasantly say, “Of course I know what it’s like to work hard in college and then be relegated to nipple-checker status for an eccentric has-been diva who Botoxes her worries away on a biweekly basis.” Moving to Majuro to teach suddenly looked good again.

Catalina gazed around the room, her hands carelessly draped across her knees. Out of nowhere, a look of sheer and utter horror corrupted her moisturized face, and Catalina’s eyes raced down to the spot on her leg that her hand had so carelessly brushed. A look of unbridled rage arched her eyebrows, and her eyes fixated on a particular spot right above the cuff of her left knee-high boot. Breaking her previously poised, glamorous façade, Catalina spat out, “Shit. I missed! I can’t fucking believe this!”

“Missed?”

“There’s this spot that’s really hard to shave that I always miss—you know, the spot right above the bone on your knee? I missed that spot. Can you imagine me, one of the top fashion minds in America, missing a spot? I’ve got a cocktail party tonight too. Bare legs, Alexa, are only sexy when shaven. Write that down.”

With this piece of advice, Catalina frantically opened all the drawers in her desk, and finally, finding the prize drawer, removed a rusty-looking razor and began to dry-shave her left knee. The office fell silent except for the scratchy, bristling, brushing sound of rusted blade against hairy knee.

When a woman starts to shave her knee in a job interview, you have to assume that the situation has skewed wildly out of control. One might even call the situation hairy.

Catalina seemed to be wrapping up, the wrinkle in her brow softened (thank you, Botox). She ran her finger carefully along the criminal kneecap.

In a desperate attempt to prove I was worthy of the job and to divert Catalina’s attention from her newly shaven kneecap, I decided to ask Catalina whether she’d like to see any of the columns I wrote for my college paper. As I was about to open my mouth, Catalina shook her hair again and looked at her razor carefully.

“That’s all we really need to know about you for this job—just that you’re graduating in May, would be available the day after graduation, and that you attended a college. You are in college, right?” Catalina blew on her razor, and a small bushel of short black hairs separated and gently fell from the razor to her desk.

“And there’s really nothing in particular required for this job in terms of skills…I don’t suppose you have any questions, do you? Or skills, for that matter.” Catalina took another tiny sip from her fruit water, her energy presumably spent from a rigorous afternoon rearranging her nipples and shaving her knee.

“You should really think about that nose job. I wasn’t kidding before. You could actually be pretty if you got one.”

For a moment, I was totally baffled. What do you ask a woman who has blatantly told you that if you work for her, your very best situation is writing headlines about women with yeast infections? A woman who has already told you that your nipples are unevenly arranged and that you’re an impressive candidate for rhinoplasty? A woman who has dry-shaved her knee in the middle of your interview? A woman who, due to some inexplicably cruel twist of fate, essentially has your future sitting in the palm of her hand? Catalina stared at me expectantly, her eyes squinting as she scrutinized my face. Realizing that I needed to ask something, I stammered, “So, whose assistant would I be, exactly?”

Catalina paused before speaking, pursed her lips and looked at me. “Actually, I think it’s more your chin. That’s it. I really think your chin is a bigger problem for your face than your nose. I mean, the nose is bumpy, but the chin is just—out there. I think it’s because you have a little bit of an overbite—or is it an underbite?—and that’s what makes your nose look big.

“Have you ever thought about wiring your jaw shut? That might help—and you’d also lose a tremendous amount of weight. You could afford to lose a couple, if you don’t mind my saying so. What are you, a size ten? We usually only have size twos work here.” Catalina sippped her vitamin fruit water, and then let her hand carelessly glide over her newly shaven knee. “What were you saying again? Did you speak? I don’t remember.”

Catalina took out her moisturizer and began to reapply her aloe-vera-lanolin-honeysuckle-almond-rosemary-avocado-jojoba cream. “Oh, right. That assistant question. Don’t look at this as an assistant position—you would be more like, well, more like my own second brain. Actually,”—she tilted her head, deep in “thought,”—“that’s an overstatement, really.” Catalina looked down at her chest, noticed that her nipples were still evenly lined up, and smiled. “I love when they learn to stay like that—don’t they look perky?

“Anyway, I think we could more authentically say that you would be more like my assistant Lori’s second brain rather than my own second brain. So in a way, that would make you my third brain, I think. Can you imagine being the third brain to one of the most impressive and successful fashion editors in the country?”

No, I couldn’t, but I was beginning to think it might be just as gratifying as being the unwashed pair of fuchsia crotchless panties gracing the ass of a self-obsessed, nipple-oppressed, unshaven, overly moisturized fashion editor.

Catalina picked up a picture frame on her desk. “This was the woman who started it all here at Trend. My God, if our original editor, Elyse, knew that I was even interviewing someone with your chin, I don’t even know what she’d say! I can’t even think about it. We don’t usually have chins like yours working at Trend.

“But enough of me talking about me and your chin. Let’s hear you talk about your chin. Kidding! Okay—only half kidding! Hey, would you be a dear and get me a mocha before you leave? And don’t put any of those fake-y rat poison sugar packets in it either. The old girl used to do that. God, I hated her—oh, and her nose. God, it was even worse than yours.”

And so began my unemployment woes.

Lessons Learned


	Just because I wear underwear every day does not mean I am emotionally prepared or mature enough to fondle another woman’s crotchless panties in an unironic way.

	When your interviewer is more interested in dry-shaving her legs than talking to you, be sure to bring shaving gel to your next interview.

	Do not, under any circumstances, challenge your interviewer’s contention that you are a ripe candidate for jaw rewiring.

	You may be the greatest candidate for a job, but what it all boils down to is this: you just can’t get to the top of the fashion world with unevenly spaced nipples.
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Dreaming of Dust Ruffles




7 Months, 2 Weeks

Let’s not play games here: I’ve got way bigger problems than not owning crotchless panties and having chronically and unforgivably uneven nipples.

In exactly seven months and two weeks, I will be a college graduate. The Real World (a.k.a. “Life Outside of College”) has been looming ominously overhead while I’ve studiously tried to avoid the fact that sooner-rather-than-later, the party will be over and it’ll be time for me to get a job. To get a life.

I naturally assumed that this would be an easy thing—that getting a job in New York would be as simple as slipping on a pair of crotchless panties. After all, that was what had happened to my two sisters, and if we shared the same orthodontic problems, we might just be genetically linked in terms of our success rate too. Because I’m one of those people who everyone assumes “will be okay.” Translation: I’ll graduate college and find a decent-paying job, and then get married and have children who make dioramas of the Acropolis out of sugar cubes for their fifth-grade social-studies projects. And in the end, if all goes according to plan, my children will grow up in the same little New Jersey suburbs I came from, apply to colleges, and I, the neurotic mother, will eagerly await the mailman every day to receive their acceptances to the various reputable institutions I’ve forced my kids to apply to. Then my kids will accomplish great things (just as I did) and have children of their own, who will build papier-mâché volcanoes that spout lava for their sixth-grade science-fair projects, which will win not first but second prize, because the lava-spouting volcanoes always win second.

Whether this plan sounds fabulous or not, on paper I’ve been following it to a T without even knowing it: girl from New Jersey suburbs about to graduate from the University of Pennsylvania. The next step is to get the fantastic job easily and effortlessly.

Despite all my delusions of science-fair suburban grandeur, never once did I think that finding a job would somehow involve some overly moisturized Botox queen sketching out how rhinoplasty could change my life while simultaneously describing how inadequate I was for a “fabulous” job writing about yeast infections.

It was a sad, sad day in Alexa Hoffman history when I realized that getting the life I wanted was different from the life I was on track to get.

Don’t get me wrong: I’m not that aimless girl who has no clue what she wants in life. Make no mistake, I know exactly what I want: I want my life to get started already. I’m sick of sitting in a holding pattern waiting for things to happen to me—I want to make them happen myself. This much I know about myself: I love to read, I love to write. The last math class I did well in was third grade. I love my family and I love Jared. I can easily spend over three hours sober at a karaoke bar and think I’ve found the meaning of life. I know I should exercise, but I hate paying to go to a gym, and I’d rather be eating popcorn and pretzels while watching an embarrassingly bad Olsen-twins movie on TV. And last but certainly not least: I desperately want a job in New York.

I just don’t know what kind of job. I want a career that challenges me intellectually and rewards me financially. I want a life that doesn’t involve me asking my parents for money and a job that makes me feel like I’m actually doing something worthwhile. And I want to know what life would be like if Jared and I actually lived in the same city. But more than anything else in the world: I want to be independent. I want something more than an Acropolis made of sugar cubes and a lava-spouting papier-mâché volcano. And I want it to happen now.

In fact, the real problem is I know exactly what I want, and that I just have no clue how I’m going to get it.

But wait—there’s more. Here’s the pièce de triomphe.

Last week, the combination of


	my clueless lack of professional direction;

	my inability to write in an unironic way about yeast infections; and

	the fact that the economy is already drowning in what seems to be a permanent recession just in time for me to try and get a job



made me realize that desperate times call for even more desperate measures. So, two days after my Trend interview, with only seven months and three weeks until imminent joblessness, I signed up to leave the country. For Majuro. To teach.


When in doubt, flee the continent.

In an effort to avoid everyone else’s Plan B (law school, med school, a masters degree, oh my!), I randomly decided I would sign up as a volunteer to teach elementary-school English on some random island in the middle of the Pacific. The program starts exactly one week after graduation.

In the big scheme of things, no matter how haphazardly I signed up, I know that volunteering as a teacher will probably be an amazing, incredible experience. I’ll broaden my horizons. I’ll live in a hut. I might actually make a difference in someone else’s life. And hey, I might even snorkel.

But today, as I flipped through the Majuro brochure I had lying on my desk before submitting what felt like my ten-billionth resume online, I had a cathartic moment—the kind of life-defining moment of which college-application essays are born. It’s actually more like the kind of cathartic moment I’ve bullshitted about in papers for the past four years. You know, the “aha!” moment, when a character in a book suddenly realizes, for example, that everything she’s done up until that point in her life has been without purpose. The author’s wasted hundreds of pages writing about some useless relationship where Elizabeths ignore Barnabys for Gregories, and then suddenly, like magic, Elizabeth realizes (except she realiSes instead of realiZes, because that’s how British people do it), “I’ve been foolish! It’s time for me to get my life in order by marrying the much less attractive but more wholesome man who has been obsessed with me while I’ve ignored him for four hundred pages! I’ll marry him and then run away to Italy!”

Anyway, my catharsis wasn’t nearly as drawn out as this Elizabeth-Barnaby-Gregory Bermuda Triangle of Boring, and I don’t think it’ll lead me to Italy, but it rocked my perspective of fleeing the country, the working world, and my place in it. As I sat at my desk, trying to avoid thinking about the fact that I was actually told that I could be someone’s nipple-correcting third brain at a job interview, I came to a simple, but life-altering realization: I want a life in New York, and going to an island for a year isn’t going to help me carve out a life for myself in New York any faster.

If all I want when I graduate is to be an employed, independent, full-fledged, push-and-shove New Yorker, will Majuro basically be a massive detour on the road to my life’s beginning in New York? Would going to Majuro essentially be the same thing as waiting at the DMV for a year, and then leaving without getting the driver’s license?

Enter catharsis, stage left: If what I really want is for my life to begin in New York, then I’ve got to get a job in New York in the seven months and two weeks before I get shipped out to the Pacific. Before it’s time for me to enter a holding pattern. Before it’s time for me to sign off on starting my life for yet another year. As if four years in college wasn’t enough.

But here’s the worst part: today as I submitted online cover letters professing why I’m destined to be a [fill in blank position] at [fill in blank company], which has a “unique commitment to developing its employees’ expertise through teamwork and mentoring,” I realized that in the big scheme of things, I’m not even really scared of being jobless.

What I’m scared of is becoming a disappointment. Of turning into one of those people my high-school friends’ parents talk about as “having had so much potential” and then just missing the boat. I’m scared that I will graduate college, degree in hand, and do nothing worthwhile with it. I’m scared that my life won’t make a difference in anyone else’s—that I’ll be one of those people whose existence doesn’t change or help anything. What keeps me from sleeping at night isn’t the prospect that well, maybe I do need a nose job or my jaw rewired. It’s the horrifying idea that I will never live up to the “potential” that everyone expects of me—and that I expect of myself.

Even nipples I can handle. “Potential” is a whole different story.

Enter the real revelation: maybe the problem with my trying to get a job isn’t that we’re in a “new economy.” Maybe the real problem is that I’m still the same old me.

Well, as of now, it’s the end of the old me. From this day forth, I’m going to fight with the big boys. Gone are the days of whining about not getting a job to my mother on the phone in the afternoon and whimpering like a wounded dog in my bed at night. From today on, I’m going to fight! I’m going to be the Scarlett O’Hara of the unemployed population. As God is my witness, I shall never go hungry again! I won’t settle for withering away like some has-been loser who never was! I’m going to get a job in New York City—and I don’t care what field, what position, what salary, or what it takes. I AM GOING TO GET A JOB. My ticket to Majuro is in precisely seven months, two weeks, twelve hours and eight minutes, which gives me that much time to get up, get into the world, get my foot in the door, and get me a job. I’m willing to do whatever it takes. Farewell, crotchless panties. Bonjour, potential.

 

Miraculously, after my submission of dozens more resumes (this time on “marble ivory” paper), someone in New York City is finally willing to interview me. Since my qualifications remain the same, I’m convinced it was the paper.

I had sent one of my classic cover letters to a large reputable company, Sweeney’s Retail, for the position of a buyer: “My coursework as an English major, as well as my past internship experiences at Style magazine and More Style magazine make me an ideal candidate to work at your company and do whatever the hell it is you do.”

Okay, I phrased it a little better than that.

Realistically speaking, you might ask why I would apply for a job when I have no real understanding of what the job actually entails, and know even less about the company itself. (Okay, maybe it’s just my neurotic mother who would ask that.) And realistically speaking, I would answer, well, I know that I’ve got to start somewhere, and since I’m completely and utterly professionally directionless, I know that I have to put my time in at the bottom to eventually get to the top. I’m willing to do that, and in whatever industry that will have me, provided that I think I’ll gain skills that will actually help me work my way up. So assuming that the company doesn’t consider nipple-straightening an essential skill for top management, I figure at this point in the game—technically speaking—it’s not unfathomably atrocious that I don’t know anything about Sweeney’s. Only mildly atrocious.

The irony is that most recruiters never really understand this essential point: many of the people applying for their jobs have no idea what their company is or what it is their company claims to do. Their catalogues and smarmy power-point “information sessions” teach us absolutely nothing, and just make us paranoid about the other hundreds of people surrounding us vying for the one position for which they will probably hire someone with an MBA. Someone ought to create a power-point presentation for all the recruiters on how to make an information session that includes substantive information. And yes, that means you can’t include bulleted points that say “Geared towards innovation” or “Fast-paced corporate culture” or even (gasp!) “Create tailored solutions for client-based problems.” (A phrase, I might add, I heard at a consulting presentation last May and frequently include in my own cover letters: “I am interested in creating tailored solutions for client-based problems.”)

I frantically try to research the retail company on the Web so I don’t make a total ass of myself at the interview (“Yes, I like shoes. In fact I buy a lot of them.”) But, regardless of the fact that I know virtually nothing about Sweeney’s Retail (except that I personally hate their crappy department store near my town which plays Christmas music year round), I’m actually excited, hopeful, and delighted in the fact that I have momentarily joined the Interview Elite at my college. At last, I have become one of those lucky few students who gets to strut to the Career Services building for on-campus recruiting interviews in their navy and gray suits and act as if they already have the job. I take advantage on my (one and only) walk over to Career Services and make my strut extra snobbish—before I know it, I’m doing the Investment Banker Mambo, the brattiest walk of them all! Strut, baby, strut. Livin’ life large. I’m gonna bring home the bacon. Or at the very least a free pen from the interview. Which would be nice, because in my overstressed state, I have chewed all my plastic pens into unworkable drool-straws.

Naturally, I have carefully chosen my suit: Certainly the retail company will be interested in where I got my outfit, right? (Of course, I didn’t get my suit at their store—they only sell clothing that my mom and I traditionally buy for my senile great-aunt at the nursing home, who refuses all clothing gifts except large floral-print housedresses, which, coincidentally, Sweeney’s seems to specialize in.) Fortunately, in my attempts to get a job, I remember something my friend Ethan told me freshman year after I had “mistakenly” used my roommate’s shampoo and spilled it all over the floor: “Remember, Alexa, sometimes honesty isn’t the best policy. Lie, lie, LIE!” I am one hundred and ten percent ready to lie. Throw my morals out the window and get me a job! (“Where did you get your suit, Alexa?” “Wherever you want me to have gotten it.”)

Mustering up all my moxie, I strut my way into the Career Services building. Instantly, my neurotic barometer skyrockets. Dozens of anonymous students wearing gray and navy suits fondle their embossed leather folders filled with “marble ivory” resumes just like mine. I suddenly feel grossly unqualified. I feel my heart suddenly start to pound as I spot a girl from one of my classes who has already started her own gourmet cheeses dot.com. It’s already gone public, and everyone’s eating up her Gouda like it’s going out of style. My strut dissolves. I have no chance. I’m inferior, worthless, the dirt beneath these more-qualified applicants’ shoes. It’s over. I might as well take my free pen and go to Majuro. So much for New York City. And being with Jared.

Just as I consider walking out the door, a pleasant-looking Waspy woman wearing a pink cashmere sweater looks up from a clipboard, “Alexa Hoffman?”

“That’s me.” I walk over and give her a confident handshake. I am professional. I am professional. I am professional. Wow, I’m kind of hungry. I could go for some Gouda right now…SHUT UP! I am professional!

We sit down and tell each other something about ourselves, though naturally, I really don’t care about “Mary Kate” and she doesn’t really care about me. We just have to pretend to care for about a half hour, and then we can go on with our lives and forget about each other. It’s kind of like a one-night stand.

Mary Kate looks at me and through her large, overenthusiastic grin begins talking: “Well, let me start off by telling you something about myself. First, I’m from Connecticut, and I have two children and a golden retriever named Muffy. I mean, the golden retriever’s named Muffy—not my kids! As you might have guessed, I’m a buyer for Sweeney’s and I positively, absolutely, love, love, love my job, with a capital L!”

As I start to wonder whether Mary Kate has spoken with her doctor about some sort of caffeine regulation in her diet, Mary Kate continues to gush, “In fact, it’s so funny how I started out—I was originally a buyer of dust ruffles for Sweeney’s, and then, well, you know how it is, one thing led to another and before I knew it I was on top of the world—a pillow buyer, can you believe it? It was just a dream come true! Isn’t that funny?” Mary Kate is laughing so hysterically at her own good fortune that a small tear begins to form in the corner of her right eye.

I think Mary Kate and I have different definitions of “funny.”

I guess it’s supposed to be funny, so I laugh in that polite, “Oh, aren’t you clever!” kind of way that I’ve mastered from being in seminars at college. Professors are always making jokes that under normal circumstances no one would ever find funny (“Sometimes my students Kant understand Kant!”), but since students worry that their final grades are directly proportional to  how much they appear to enjoy the stand-up comic stylings of their professors, they always do the half-closed-mouth laugh, which seems to satisfy teachers who think they’re on Comedy Central.

Technically speaking, it’s really one of the more important skills I learned in college.

Mary Kate and I hit the interview questions back and forth, like a long, boring game of tennis.

“What are your best qualities?” Mary Kate poises her pen, eager to write down the gems that will undoubtedly pop from my lips.

“I’m outgoing, meticulous, and detail oriented.”

“What are your worst qualities?”

I debate the tried-and-true “I’m a perfectionist” but decide to wing it with a Career Services counselor’s suggestion: “I’m impatient for results.”

Mary Kate raises an eyebrow, impressed. Unemployed Loser: 1. Mary Kate: 0.

“And what was your best class at college?”

“My marketing class, because it helped me hone my true passion for retail.” (Best not to mention “Art History of Colonial America” here.)

“And how does your past work experience make you a good candidate for the position of a buyer?”

“Working at women’s fashion magazines really helped me understand what influences fashion and what consumers want.”

Take that, Mary Kate. Take that.

In reality, my past internships at women’s magazines taught me how to use a color Xerox for personal entertainment, why “long-lasting lip color” can dry out your lips, and that many of the women who work at women’s magazines, fascinatingly enough, are unattractive, unfashionable spinsters.

I pour it on thick for Mary Kate. And hope against all hope that Mary Kate sees something in me that she likes, something that can be trained to buy well, something that has potential. Especially since I haven’t found that potential in myself yet.

By the end of the interview, I’m amazed to learn that I think I have utterly charmed Mary Kate. Perhaps the employment train will be stopping at Alexa Hoffman Central after all! Our interview goes ten minutes over schedule, since I’m so “fascinated” by Mary Kate’s story of how a dust-ruffle buyer becomes a pillow buyer, and was so eager to hear Mary Kate regale me with more stories of how she “made it big.” (“Your story really brings the advancement of a buyer to life! Thank you so much for sharing it with me!”)

My second interviewer taps on the door, “Mary Kate, Alexa needs to move on—it’s time for our interview.”

“Sorry, Trish, it’s just that Alexa and I are having so much fun!”

I bid Mary Kate a tearful farewell as Tricia enters the interview room and Mary Kate leaves.

Tricia seems a little less spunky than Mary Kate, perhaps because she has not been fortunate enough to have had the Horatio Alger rags-to-riches experience of going from dust-ruffle buyer to pillow buyer. Perhaps she still lives the tormented and conflicted life of a mere dust-ruffle buyer. Actually, Tricia seems downright jaded.

I think I might like her.

But at a closer look, Tricia bares a striking resemblance to one of my ex-boyfriends’ mother, with her bright, fiesta-style makeup, overplucked eyebrows, and possible nose job. I try to ignore this fact, but as the interview begins, it gets harder and harder to avoid thinking about the resemblance, and suddenly I feel self-conscious and uncomfortable, as if this woman knows what I wore to the prom five years ago and thinks it was inappropriately revealing. (For the record: thanks to shopping with my mom, it was closer to a black potato sack than it was to sexy.) I try to shove visions of my ex’s mother out of my head and focus on the issue at hand. For a split second, I frantically worry that my nipples are uneven.

Tricia wastes no time—there will be no pleasantries here. She glances at my resume and then smiles at me sourly. I’m a little scared, but I smile back.

“So this part of the interview is going to be situational. I’m going to posit certain situations, and you’ll tell me how you’d react.”

Tricia speaks slowly and deliberately, the way people speak English to foreigners who don’t understand. I briefly wonder if she thinks I’m a foreigner. Do I look Slavic? I contemplate telling her that I’m not a natural blonde, that they’re highlights, but I refrain. My interview mantra echoes loudly in my brain: Do anything to make her like you, at any cost.

Well, I might as well give the woman what she wants. I nod dumbly. I had learned in my (only) marketing class last semester that people have an innate desire to confirm their first reactions. So if it’s an illiterate, mute foreigner Tricia wants, well, an illiterate, mute foreigner Tricia will get. And I’ll give it to her.

“Where do you see fashion going next season?”

I have absolutely no fucking clue.

“I think the recession will affect buying patterns, and I think, um, that more people will be more reluctant to spend their money, and will be spending more time at home in order to avoid spending even more money. This means people will want reliable, comfortable clothing that’s multi-purpose: something they can wear casually at home, at work, or dress up for the occasional night out.” Wow. Where did that come from?

Tricia looks either impressed or nauseous—I can’t tell through all the makeup. Apparently, the deaf-mute Slav can speak: pretty shocking. Too bad the question didn’t really matter though. After all, Sweeney’s stores only sell crappy floral housedresses anyway. It’s not like those will ever go out of fashion. As long as there are crazy old women in nursing homes who accuse their doctors of trying to kill them, Sweeney’s retail will remain in high demand.

At the end of the interview, Tricia still seems impressed (or ill, depending on how you interpret the makeup). I ask when I’ll hear from the company.

“Two weeks. And we will definitely be contacting you. But be sure to take your psychological testing. We can’t evaluate you without it.”

“Definitely be contacting me” to tell me I’m still an unemployed loser headed for Majuro in six months, two weeks and three hours? Or “definitely contacting me” to hire me? And what’s this about psychological testing? Does everyone have to do this, or just me? I wonder in a brief second of paranoia. Perhaps the very type of paranoia they’re testing for.

Uh-oh.

I slither home and go back to Career Services later in the day to take my test. A hundred questions. First, critical thinking (“Corn grows only when it is wet and cold. Cotton grows when it is warm and dry. Rice grows when it is wet and warm. Can any of these products grow together?”), and then, psychological testing.

I pick up pretty quickly that the point of the testing is to determine that I’m not a raving lunatic who’s going to use freshly sharpened pencils as darts at the office. Like any well-educated lunatic, I answer all the questions accordingly. “I consider myself a trustworthy person. True or False?” “I would never willingly hurt another person. True or False?”

Cardinal rule number one of taking quizzes that claim to be able to determine your personality and demeanor: never, EVER admit to having faults, even if you do. Rule number two: lie, lie, LIE if you possess the bad qualities they’re looking for.

Question forty-seven: “I respond well to criticism. True or False?” I briefly recall starting to cry when my boyfriend Jared told me that the brown suede skirt I owned (which I considered very haute couture) looked like something a caveman would wear while sinking his teeth into a large drumstick. Hmm. Yes, I respond well to criticism (after all, I didn’t hit him, I just burst into tears). “True.”

Forty-eight: “I rarely hold grudges. True or False?” Well, if we don’t count that I’m still pissed at my second-grade teacher, Mrs. Ardman, for forcing me to use one of those handwriting correctors that you slip onto your pencil when your handwriting is terrible, then no. No, I don’t hold grudges. “True.”

After an hour, I’m exhausted. Lying to make myself seem like a well-adjusted, savvy candidate with no mental hang-ups has been quite an ordeal. They should give me the job for bullshit alone. I could be “Bullshit Coordinator.” Or, since I would be entry level, a mere “Bullshit Assistant.” Note to self: When I own my own company, create Bullshit Department.


Having finished the testing, I pick up my bag and leave Career Services again. I check the time and decide to call Jared on his cell phone. According to my calculations (read: unnaturally obsessive fixation with his schedule), he should be on his way to his statistics class, crossing Washington Square Park to get to Shimkin Hall at NYU, where he goes to school. I pick up my cell phone and dial his number.

“Jared, do you think it’s morally wrong to bullshit your way through an interview?”

Jared sounds busy, like he’s rushing somewhere. Perhaps late to statistics, if my watch is wrong. “Hey! Alex?”

“Who else?”

I can hear the smile in Jared’s voice. “Hi. How’d it go?”

I switch the phone to my other ear as I wait for the crosswalk signal. “Well, I think it went okay. The women who interviewed me were pretty gung-ho about dust ruffles.”

“What’s a dust ruffle?”

“I think it’s the little doily thing on the bottom of the bed…Whatever, not important. The weird thing was that they made me take this psychological test, you know, as part of the interview.”

Jared’s fading in and out of my phone. He sounds worried. “Did everyone have to take it?”

“I think so. It’s no big deal. I’ll pass, I mean, how can someone ‘fail’ a psychological test? You think I’m normal, right?”

A pause. “Yeah, I guess.”

He “guesses” I’m normal? “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Look, I’m just saying you’re—it’s not that you’re not normal in the,” Jared searches for words. “It’s just that ‘normal’ can be defined in a lot of ways…”


Mouth agape, I make a dramatic “can-you-believe-this-guy” gesture to an imaginary audience. Someone passing by on the street glares at me and begins to walk faster. “You think I’m not normal. We’ve been dating two years, and you think I’m not normal. What does that say about you? Who’s weirder, the circus bear in the tutu, or the bear who loves her?”

“I don’t know where the hell that bear thing came from…and I won’t point out the obvious by saying that that’s pretty much the perfect example of abnormality, but would it help if I told you I love you because you’re not normal?”

Giving up, I offer, smiling to myself, “Yeah, a little.” I pause. “But seriously, what’s not normal about me?”

“Do we have to do this now?”

“This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, Jared. I’m asking you to tell me what’s wrong with me. That’s pretty much the equivalent of a girl asking you to tell her she’s fat. You’ll never have a chance like this again.”

Jared takes a deep breath, and I hear a car honk in the background. “Okay, I think it’s weird that you bite your nails and then chew them and swallow them when you think I’m not looking. That’s not only weird—it’s disgusting.”

“They’re just nails! It’s easier than using the nail clipper! I’m a nervous person!”

“I don’t care what it is—it’s gross. Alex, you EAT your nails and it makes me want to vomit.

“Secondly, I think it’s weird that you sing songs to yourself from The Man of La Mancha sometimes when you go to the bathroom—you know I can hear you through the wall, right?”

“It relaxes me! It’s a tension reliever! Normal people do that!”


“While they’re going to the bathroom? Alex, normal people read on the toilet. Thirdly, I think it’s weird that you take on an all-purpose weird European accent zat soundz like zees whenever you’re trying to decide between two entreés at a restaurant…Fourthly—”

“What, is this a power-point presentation?”

Jared, rushing off to his next class, responds, “Hey, you asked. And as far as ‘weird’ goes, don’t get me started on Majuro. I could talk about that with you for hours.” Jared pauses and then softly adds, “We need to talk about that for hours.”

Changing the subject away from Majuro, which is always impossible to talk about with Jared, I ask, “So you still love me, even though I’m weird?”

“Maybe I love you because you’re weird.”

I smile. “What can I say, I’m weird and I’m proud. And for the record, I think it’s weird that you won’t let me share drinks with you.”

“It’s called hygiene. Or do they not have that in your little nail-eating world?”

“Jared, if I were ‘unclean,’ believe me when I say that there are a lot of ways you would be getting germs from me other than just sharing a glass of orange juice.”

“Okay, that just put a lot of gross and uncomfortable scenarios in my head that I’d really rather not think about in the context of thinking about my girlfriend. Look, I have to go to class—call me tonight, okay? And I’m coming to Philadelphia this Friday, right?”

“You better. I expect a formal, in-person apology for false accusations of unhygienic weirdness.”

“You asked for them!”


I smile and shrug. “I love you anyway.”

“Always. Talk to you tonight.”

 

Two weeks later: no word from Tricia or Mary Kate. I’m actually kind of shocked—for whatever delusional reason, I had thought that maybe, just maybe this would be my key to unlocking the happy door of employment. The interviews had gone well, I thought both Tricia and Mary Kate liked me. And on paper, I really do qualify for this job! I decide to take Tricia up on her instruction to “call if you have any questions.” Oh, make no mistake. I’ll call, Tricia. I’ll call.


Voicemail message one (me, sounding perky and professional): “Hi, Tricia, this is Alexa Hoffman. We met three weeks ago when you interviewed me for the position of buyer. I was just looking to check up on the status of my application, since you mentioned that we’d hear either way two weeks after our interview and I haven’t heard anything yet. Please call me back at your earliest convenience.”




Voicemail message two: “Hi, Tricia, I called about a week ago, I’m not sure if you got my message, because you never returned my call, but this is Alexa Hoffman and I’m calling to get an update on the status of my application for the position of buyer. Please call me back when you get a chance. Thanks.” (Muttering under my breath: “Heartless bitch.”)




Voicemail message three: “Listen, Tricia. I’m fucking sick and tired of playing games like this. You want me or you don’t want me? Pick one. But don’t lie to me and tell me that you’ll ‘definitely’ call me when you’re definitely not calling me. Was it my psychological testing? Do ya think I’m a psycho? Well listen up, Tricia honey, you better sleep with one eye open tonight, baby. You and your friend Mary Kate—and her little dog Muffy too.”



Okay, so I didn’t really leave that last message.

But I thought about it for a while, actually. In high school, when my best friend, Miranda, didn’t get into Yale, she was pretty devastated. Granted, they had the courtesy to at least mail her the “good luck elsewhere” letter, but she was understandably irritated, especially since a couple of (not amazingly qualified) students from our high school had gotten in. So one day after school, she went home and sat down at her computer and began furiously writing her rejection letter for Yale along the lines of “I reject your rejection, you pompous bastards.” After trashing Yale’s admissions process, as well as the other applicants from our class who had applied and been admitted, Miranda closed it with the magnanimous salutation, “With hopes for your terminal cancer, Miranda Lewis.”

She never sent the letter (we thought it might get around to the other colleges), but I’ve thought about the letter a lot since she wrote it. Why can’t I have the honor of rejecting some loser company that makes floral housedresses? How is it that they don’t even have the decency to send me a rejection letter after they “promised” they’d “definitely” be in touch? I’m not even asking that they type my name at the top of the letter if they don’t want to. I’ll happily accept a “Dear applicant: we’ve decided that you’re really just a huge loser, thanks but no thanks” postcard, and then continue on my merry way.


As I change into my pajamas and crawl into bed, my housemate Ethan knocks on my door and wanders into my room. He looks at me in bed, and then looks at himself in the mirror.

“Is it wrong that I honestly think I become better-looking every day?”

Rolling my eyes, I respond, “No. Narcissistic, yes. Wrong, no.”

Ethan wanders to my desk and sits down in front of my computer, checking his e-mail. “So did you call those retail people back?”

“Ethan, why do you come in here to use my computer when yours is upstairs?”

“I like the change of scenery. And the lower altitude helps me breathe better.”

“Yeah, I called. They’re never going to call me back, basically, but, I guess retail just wasn’t for me anyway.”

Ethan turns to me, shaking his head, “Alex, you sleep in a ripped Mickey Mouse T-shirt with a pair of boxers you’ve had since you were twelve that say ‘I just got my braces off!’ in glow-in-the-dark puffy paint. Did you ever honestly think you would work in retail? I wouldn’t let you dress my dog.”

“You don’t have a dog.”

“That’s not the point.”

“This outfit is comfortable!”

Ethan stands up and pulls the covers off of me. “It’s hideous. You’re a beast.”

Possessively grabbing my covers back and shrnking underneath them, I shrug. “Anyway, I don’t even care about dust ruffles or the ‘new black.’ The old black works for me. And I don’t care about materials or fabrics unless it affects my dry-cleaning bill.”


“Who even knew you went to a dry cleaner?”

“Seriously, Ethan, I’m not that bad. You make it seem like I’m some deformed, fashionless freak.”

Ethan opens my closet and takes out a cream wool turtleneck sweater he truly believes makes me look like I’m wearing a neck brace. “All I’m saying is that given your daily wardrobe, it’s both impressive and appalling you worked at More Style magazine.”

“How could I think that retail was something I wanted to devote my life to?”

Ethan shakes his head and pulls a pair of green galoshes out of my closet. “Honestly, I really just don’t know.”

“If I don’t want to go to Majuro to put off my life for a year, I’m going to have to try a hell of a lot harder than this to get a job.”

“No kidding. I’m going upstairs…This is, amazingly, more boring than studying. Good night, fashion deviant.” Ethan leaves.

As the door closes behind Ethan, I shift in bed, fully aware that the swine of Sweeney’s are never going to call me, send me a letter, or let me know in any way that they don’t want me. I’m going to have to infer from the silence that there’s something so undesirable about me that I should never have even





























	Never trust a dust-ruffle buyer for anything greater than selecting frilly pink flowered bed skirts.

	When your senile, schizophrenic great-aunt claims the nursing home’s secretary is trying to kill her, assume that thoughts of paranoia are induced by purple housedresses bought at Sweeney’s Retail.

	Being weird-in some ways-is sort of romantic.

	Lying on psychological tests is useless. Unless of course, you are psychologically unsound.
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