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were not on the masthead.

"We tell ourselves stories in order to live."

— Joan Didion

"I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to see me."

— Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man
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A NOTE ON HISTORY
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In 1961, the year this novel takes place, women of color who could pass for white routinely made the calculation depicted here. The cost is documented in the work of the writers of that era — Nella Larsen, Allison Davis, Jessie Fauset, Frantz Fanon, and many others whose names are now part of how we read those decades. The fictional Vivienne Cole owes everything to them. So does the author who has imagined her.
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The Editor

September 1961

Vivienne Cole arrives at the Éclat offices on East 56th Street at 7:42 AM on the second Wednesday in September, which is fifteen minutes earlier than even her most ambitious junior assistants and forty-eight minutes earlier than the woman whose office she is, on this particular morning, about to occupy for the rest of her career.

The lobby is empty. The brass elevator gates are open. The doorman, Mr. Hennessey, who has been working in this building since 1947 and who has, in the eleven years Vivienne has been climbing through the floors of this building, never once failed to address her by name, looks up from his small desk and says: "Good morning, Mrs. Cole."

"Good morning, Mr. Hennessey."

"Big day, I gather."

"You gather correctly."

"The magazine should be proud."

"That is very kind of you to say."

She gets into the elevator. She presses fourteen. The elevator climbs. She watches the floor indicator move and she thinks, as she has thought every workday morning for eleven years in this elevator: do not look at your face in the brass.

The brass interior of the elevator is, as it has always been, a perfect distorted mirror.

Vivienne does not look.

She has spent eleven years not looking in the brass of the elevator, because looking in the brass would be looking at her own face on the way up to a job, and looking at her own face in the eleven years she has held this job has been a thing she has done only in her own bathroom, in her own apartment, in the dark, after the day is over and the makeup is off and the hair is down and there is nobody in the room except the person she is and the person she has spent eleven years constructing.

The fourteenth floor is empty. The receptionist’s desk is dark. The secretarial pool has not yet arrived. The long hallway with the photographs of every Éclat cover since 1953 — the masthead of the magazine’s short and increasingly significant career — is lit by the September morning sun coming through the east windows of the corner suite, the suite that contains the editor-in-chief’s office, the suite Vivienne is about to enter for the first time as the editor-in-chief.

The suite belonged, until last Friday, to a woman named Elinor Stark.

Elinor Stark founded Éclat in 1953 and ran it for eight years and, three weeks ago, on a Thursday afternoon, walked into Vivienne’s smaller office down the hall and said: I am going to recommend you to the board. I have been thinking about this for a year. I am sixty-eight years old. I want to go to Italy. I do not want to come back from Italy. I want to recommend you and I want to do it on Friday and I want you to start the following Monday.

Vivienne, who had been head of the magazine’s beauty department for six years, who had been the deputy editor for the last eighteen months, who had — in some way Elinor had never said aloud to her and that Vivienne had never said aloud to Elinor — been running the magazine in all but title for two years, had said: thank you, Elinor. Yes. Monday.

That had been three weeks ago. Today is the Monday.

Vivienne walks down the hall. She stops at the door of the corner office. The brass nameplate has been changed already — someone (probably Helen, the building’s maintenance secretary, who is always early on Mondays) has switched it out over the weekend. The plate now reads, in the magazine’s house Garamond:
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VIVIENNE COLE
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EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

Vivienne looks at her name on the door.

She does not, in the moment, feel what she had expected to feel.

What she had expected to feel, when she imagined this moment in the eleven years she has been working toward it, was something approximating triumph. A sense of arrival. The completion of a long, careful, expensive project.

What she feels, instead, is the precise quality of attention she has felt for eleven years and that has not, in this moment, gone away: the awareness that the name on the door is her name and is also a name she chose, and that the woman walking into this office is, in the most fundamental sense, a woman she has been writing into existence for thirty-three years.

She opens the door.

She walks into her new office.

Elinor has left her a single white rose in a green glass vase on the desk. There is a note, in Elinor’s hand, propped against the vase. Vivienne picks it up and reads it.


Vivienne — I am writing this from the train to LaGuardia, on the back of a magazine clipping I do not need. I want you to have something on the desk on Monday morning that is not an in-box. I want you to take twenty minutes before the day begins and sit in the chair and look at the room and decide that the room is, finally, yours. You earned it. You earned it by the second year, in my opinion, but I had not yet learned how to recognize what I was looking at. I have known what I was looking at for some time now. I am proud to have been the woman who handed it to you. Take Italy with me next summer if you can. I will be in Tuscany. — E.



Vivienne reads the note three times.

She folds it. She puts it in her handbag, because she is not yet ready to put it in a drawer of the desk that is now her desk.

She sits in the chair.

She looks at the room.

She thinks: I am the editor-in-chief of Éclat magazine. I am thirty-three years old. I am, by every external measure visible from this chair, an immigrant girl from a small mill town in Connecticut who has climbed eleven years up a magazine that the women of America read with the seriousness of a personal almanac. I have done this. I have done all of this.

She thinks: I am also a woman who has, since I was nineteen years old, told a series of small precise lies about who I am, and the woman in this chair this morning is built on top of those lies, and those lies are why the lies were necessary, and those lies are what the chair has cost.

She looks at the rose.

She thinks: today is Monday. The chair is mine. The week is already in motion. There is a launch meeting at ten. There are the editorial decisions for the November issue, which goes to press on Friday. There is the budget review with the publisher’s office at one. There is the cocktail party tonight at the St. Regis with the magazine’s major advertisers, at which Vivienne is going to be introduced as the new editor.

She thinks: I am going to do all of those things. I am going to do them perfectly. And at the end of the day I am going to come back to my apartment and I am going to take off the shoes and I am going to sit on the chaise in the bedroom and I am going to think about what I am going to do tomorrow, because the running of this magazine for the next ten years is going to be different from the running of it for the last eleven, and I do not yet know how, and the difference is what I have to figure out.

She picks up the telephone.

She calls her secretary, Anne, who arrives at 8:45 and is going to be at her desk in two minutes when she gets in.

"Anne," she says. "Good morning. When you come in, I would like the November mock-ups on my desk, the advertising figures for August, and a fresh pot of coffee. Thank you."

She hangs up.

It begins.
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