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		PRAISE FOR

		PARK AVENUE SUMMER

		“A breezy, delightful novel that celebrates female friendship and ambition. With Park Avenue Summer, Renée Rosen brings legendary magazine editrix Helen Gurley Brown back to life and captures a beloved bygone era with acuity, wisdom and heart.”

		—Jamie Brenner, USA Today bestselling author of The Forever Summer and The Husband Hour

		“A smart and sexy homage to Helen Gurley Brown and her ‘girls’—a generation of women taking New York City by storm and inspiring those who came after them. Filled with wit, heart and verve, Rosen’s novel dazzles and empowers. Simply wonderful!”

		—Chanel Cleeton, USA Today bestselling author of Next Year in Havana

		“Renée Rosen’s delightfully clever novel is full of heart and hope with a perfect dash of sass. Through the wonderfully depicted Helen Gurley Brown, struggling in her appointment as editor of Cosmopolitan magazine, and Alice Weiss, Gurley Brown’s loyal secretary, Rosen delivers a cast of complex and ambitious female protagonists to truly root for. The Devil Wears Prada meets Mad Men, Park Avenue Summer is pure joy from cover to cover. I loved it.”

		—Hazel Gaynor, New York Times bestselling author of The Girl Who Came Home

		“Park Avenue Summer is both a breezy girl-takes-Manhattan fairy tale and a crackling account of how a brazen editor—against her bosses’ better judgment—invented iconic Cosmopolitan magazine. This novel perfectly captures the zeitgeist of 1965.”

		—Sally Koslow, bestselling author of Another Side of Paradise and The Late, Lamented Molly Marx

		“Renée Rosen combines meticulous research with a true affection for her characters to bring this heady time movingly to life.”

		—Elizabeth Letts, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Eighty-Dollar Champion

		“Renée Rosen is my go-to for whip-smart heroines who love their work. . . . Park Avenue Summer is a delightful summer cocktail of a read!”

		—Kate Quinn, New York Times bestselling author of The Alice Network

		“Once again Renée Rosen works her magic, transporting us to the offices of Helen Gurley Brown’s Cosmopolitan in 1960s New York, and the result is a delight. . . . Rosen’s command of historical detail is masterful; so, too, is her ability to create fictional characters, among them her heroine Alice, who are as fully realized and compelling as the beguiling Brown herself.”

		—Jennifer Robson, international bestselling author of Somewhere in France

		“Part historical fiction, part coming-of-age story, this is a novel for our keeper shelves, to read and reread when we begin to doubt that there is still time to become the best version of ourselves. Lovely prose, a unique story line and a heroine who will stay with you for a long time make this a book I highly recommend.”

		—Karen White, New York Times bestselling author of Dreams of Falling
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			PROLOGUE
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			2012

			The breeze blows through the open windows, curtains swaying slow and lazy. It’s August and already balmy first thing in the morning. As I sit at the kitchen table, a band of sunlight streaks across the newspaper and warms the backs of my hands even as my coffee turns cold. Suddenly it’s too much to cross the room for a fresh cup because all I can do is stare at the headline while something catches again and again inside my chest. There it is in the New York Times: Helen Gurley Brown, Cosmopolitan’s Iconic Editor, Dies at 90.

			The obituary tries to paint her portrait, a tribute to the woman who gave single girls everywhere a license to join the sexual revolution, who resurrected a dying magazine and introduced the world to a new sensation, the Cosmo Girl. A few paragraphs down they mention other feminists like Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem and get into Helen Gurley Brown’s controversial role in the women’s movement. It’s all there, and this being the Times, I’m sure Margalit Fox got the facts right, but still, there’s more to Helen’s story. More than anyone but a select few will ever know.

			I glance again at the obituary and one line jumps out at me: “Helen Gurley Brown was 90, though parts of her were considerably younger.” I can’t help but smile at that as I run my fingers over the accompanying photograph. It’s a black-and-white shot, taken in her office. The year was 1965, shortly after she started at Cosmopolitan. Helen, in a leopard print dress, is seated at her desk, pencil in hand, papers spread out before her. Standing to the side, bleeding off the page, I see a sliver of a young woman. Half of her has been cropped out of the image, left on the editing room floor. Still, I recognize the geometric pattern of her dress and a hint of her face: the eye, the nose and the corner of her mouth, the subtle wisps of hair brushing her collar. I know the dress well and the woman even better.

			She is me, some forty-seven years ago.

		

	
		CHAPTER ONE
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		NEW YORK CITY

		1965

		I had creased and folded my subway map so many times over the past few days that it was on the verge of tearing in two. Somehow I had boarded the wrong train. Again. I’d ended up at Times Square instead of 57th Street. Now what?

		I exited the train, took a few tentative steps and froze on the platform, people weaving around me, bumping up against my portfolio, jostling the photographs inside. A young woman in a pink and gold sari called to a little boy running on ahead of her, past a man playing bongos. The Times Square station was a maze of tiled corridors and tunnels, stairwells that led from one frenzied level to another. A blur of signs pointed me in all directions: Uptown, Downtown, The Bronx, Brooklyn, 8th Avenue, 40th Street . . .

		I didn’t have time to risk getting on the wrong train, so I folded my tattered map, tucked it inside my pocketbook and made my way to the 42nd Street exit where I was met with a blast of horns, a gust of exhaust. I stood at the curb feeling as bewildered as I’d been inside the station, and yet, it was exhilarating. I’d arrived in New York about a week ago, and like the city, I was alive, filled with possibility and adventure. Anything could happen now. My life was about to begin.

		I’d never hailed a taxicab before and was momentarily paralyzed. All I could do was observe other people’s techniques, like the businessman who raised his hand ever so slightly, accomplishing the task with just two fingers. Another man with bags under his eyes, big and full as cheeks, yelled out a commanding “Taxi,” making a driver swerve across two lanes before bringing his cab to a screeching halt. Job done. The woman beside me waved her hand like a magic wand and a taxicab appeared. I mimicked her approach, my fingers flapping amateurishly. Two taxicabs barreled past me as if I wasn’t there before one pulled up alongside me. I gave the driver the address while he laid on his horn, inching forward, leaving barely a whisper of air between his bumper and the taxicab in front of us. We were one in a chain of yellow cabs going nowhere fast.

		I checked the clock on the dashboard. “I have an appointment in twenty minutes,” I said to the driver through the cloudy Plexiglas window separating us. “Do you think we can make it in time?”

		He shot me an impatient look through his rearview mirror. “You coulda walked it, lady,” he said in a thick Brooklyn accent.

		I sat back, trying to relax, clutching my portfolio: a homemade case that protected my photographs, mounted to sheets of construction paper and held between two cardboard covers. I used a black ribbon to tie it shut.

		It was a bright, unseasonably warm day, and the driver had all the windows rolled down. I drew a deep breath, unable to place the scent until I realized that it was everything I was not smelling: the absence of grass, trees and those easy, open-space breezes. The flow of air, obstructed by the buildings, seemed stagnant, almost stale, yet the city was in constant motion, all vigor and energy.

		At the corner of 47th and Eighth Avenue, I spotted a man and a woman waiting for the light. They reminded me of couples I’d seen in the movies. He was in a dark suit, his fedora worn with a Sinatra tilt. She was impeccably dressed in a skirt and matching jacket, belted at the waist. He pulled a cigarette from his breast pocket, offering her one before he suavely lit them both. As puffs of smoke gathered above their heads, the streetlight changed and off they went. I watched until they disappeared into the throng of New Yorkers, wishing I had my camera with me. You didn’t see people like that back in Ohio.

		My cab cleared the intersection and I grew giddy thinking that soon I’d be taking my place among the locals, walking with a purpose, each step bringing me closer to the very things I’d come here for. And with that, I couldn’t help but think about my mother. She was supposed to have been by my side when I came to New York, and I wasn’t one of those people comforted by the ethereal; she’s still with you, watching over you.

		As we continued on, I craned my neck, not wanting to miss a thing. There was more to see here in just two blocks than in all of Youngstown. I leaned forward to get a better look at the giant Camel billboard of a man smoking a cigarette, blowing actual smoke rings. All of Times Square was flashing with Canadian Club, Coca-Cola, Chevrolet and a sign for Admiral Television Appliances. Even in the middle of the day, the theater marquees were lit and winking, some reputable while others advertised peep shows starring raw naked women. Again, I itched for my camera. Even when I didn’t have it with me, I was still taking pictures in my head.

		I had moved to New York to become a photographer despite my father and everyone else, including the editor at the Youngstown Vindicator, telling me a woman couldn’t do that kind of work. Taking personal snapshots like my mother did was one thing, but professional photographs for newspapers and magazines? Never. Maybe not in a small town, but surely New York City would be different. And just knowing they said I couldn’t do it made me all the more determined to prove them wrong. Stubbornness, something I’d inherited from my mother.

		My father and Faye, his new wife, said they weren’t financing my pipe dream, so after graduating from secretarial school and working as a typist in a steel foundry for three months, I’d saved $375. I knew that wouldn’t go very far, seeing as the taxicab meter had already hit 90 cents. My most immediate need was a job—any job. I’d already interviewed with an accounting firm, followed by a scaffolding manufacturer and an insurance agency. They were jobs I didn’t want and thankfully didn’t get.

		That was why I finally pulled out the number I’d been carrying since I’d arrived but had been too shy or proud to use. I called Elaine Sloan. Elaine and my mother had been roommates in New York, living at the Barbizon Hotel, both of them aspiring models. My mother, beautiful as she was, had fallen short of the dream, becoming a Midwestern housewife. Elaine ended up as a book editor at Bernard Geis Associates. I’d met Elaine once, at my mother’s funeral, and had exchanged a few cards and letters with her since. She said to contact her if ever I needed anything. I thought maybe she could help me land a photography job, or at the very least, something in publishing.

		When I arrived at Bernard Geis Associates on East 56th Street, I found myself on the forty-second floor, in a colorful lobby filled with pop art and Eero Aarnio pod chairs suitable for a moon landing. In the middle of it all was a pole you’d expect to see in a fire station. It extended all the way through a circular cutout in the ceiling of the floor above. While I gave the receptionist my name, a woman slid down that pole, her skirt bunched up, revealing her blue garter, before landing with a respectable dismount.

		Moments later Elaine Sloan made a more dignified entrance through a side door. The first thing I—or probably anyone—noticed about Elaine was her hair. She was prematurely gray, each strand a luminous shade of silvery white that caught the light and accentuated her blue eyes. Eyes that looked as though they’d seen more than most women her age. I told myself she resembled my mother, though they looked nothing alike. My mind was playing tricks on me and I knew why. Yes, I was a grown woman of twenty-one, but I still wanted my mother. Elaine Sloan—her most devoted and dearest friend—was the closest I could get to her now.

		She greeted me with a warm smile and showed me into her office, which had a spectacular view of the Manhattan skyline. “Tell me how I can help you,” she asked, gesturing for me to sit in the chair opposite her desk.

		After sharing tidbits of my disheartening job search, I set my portfolio on her desk. “But what I’m really looking for is something in photography.”

		“I see.” She leaned forward, reaching for my case. “May I?”

		“Please . . .” I untied the ribbon for her and sat silently while she leafed through my photographs, pausing here and there but saying nothing. She closed the cover before she reached the end.

		It was a blow, but I would not be ungrateful and let my disappointment show.

		She smiled and sat back, inching my portfolio toward me with her fingertips. “You have an eye,” she said, just to be kind.

		“Thank you.” I tied my portfolio shut and set it in my lap, thinking how much more competitive everything was here. Back home people appreciated my photographs, selecting them for the school newspaper and yearbook. But in New York my pictures were barely enough to hold anyone’s attention.

		“Well, it’s not photography,” she said, “but I do have something in mind.” Elaine pressed the intercom on her desk and said, “Get David Brown on the line for me, will you?” She released the talk button and reached behind her for a book on her credenza. “Are you familiar with this?” She held up a copy of Sex and the Single Girl.

		That blue cover instantly took me back to my senior year of high school, to a slumber party in Esther Feinberg’s basement. Four of us had stayed up half the night, taking turns reading aloud from Helen Gurley Brown’s Sex and the Single Girl. I remembered certain passages made us squeal and roll onto our sides, pillows pressed to our faces to smother our giggles and shock. At the time, I didn’t think the book applied to me because I had Michael Segal. My future was set. At least it was until I gave him back his grandmother’s ring after he said he wasn’t ready to marry me. The next day I went out and bought my own copy of Sex and the Single Girl and read it cover to cover. More than once.

		A moment later the secretary’s voice squawked back on the intercom. “I have Mr. Brown on line one for you.”

		“The best way to get to Helen is through her husband,” Elaine said as she picked up the phone and swiveled around in her chair, facing the window. “Hello, David.” She leaned back and laughed at something he said. I watched her reflection in the glass as she propped her feet on the windowsill and crossed her ankles. She was wearing a pair of Gucci loafers. I recognized the interlocked gold G’s on top. “Is Helen still looking for a secretary?” she asked. “Oh, good. I have someone I think she should meet.” She looked back at me and winked. “Her name’s Alice Weiss. Shall I send her over? Okay, let me know. Thank you, David.”

		She hung up, dropped her feet to the ground and swiveled back around, facing me with a smile. “I know it’s a secretarial position. It’s not photography, but you have an interview with her tomorrow.”

		“With who? Helen Gurley Brown?” I was in disbelief. Helen Gurley Brown was a celebrity. A famous author who’d been a regular on radio and television shows even though hosts like Merv Griffin and Jack Paar couldn’t say the title of her book on the air.

		“David’s going to call back with the time. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear from him. Meanwhile . . .” She scribbled an address down on a monogrammed notepad, tore the page free and slid it across the desk to me.

		“Is she writing another book?”

		“Actually, no. The Hearst Corporation just hired her to be the new editor in chief at Cosmopolitan magazine.” Elaine shook her head, bewildered. “Last I heard, Hearst was folding Cosmopolitan. Then all of a sudden, they bring in Helen. Must be some sort of a last-ditch effort to save the magazine. Hearst isn’t in the habit of hiring women for positions like that, and frankly, we’re all scratching our heads, wondering how she landed the job. I’m sure David had something to do with it, seeing as Helen’s never edited a magazine before. My lord, she’s never even worked at a magazine.” Elaine laughed at the absurdity of it all. “But I have worked with Helen. I was one of her editors for this.” She tapped Sex and the Single Girl resting on her desk. “And while I don’t agree with everything she says in here, I do think she’s smart. And God knows she’s got chutzpah.”

		

		•   •   •

		The following morning, I arrived at 224 West 57th. I was in the lobby, waiting for the elevator, when two girls walked up beside me. They were about my age and the one, with white-blond hair teased and backcombed into a magnificent bouffant, pressed the call button a second time, as if that would make it come faster. The Bouffant was wearing a chartreuse triangle shift dress. The other girl, a brunette with a pixie and chandelier earrings that touched her shoulders, wore a short red and white checkered skirt with knee-high boots. Compared to them, I had a big Ohio stamped on my forehead, even in my best houndstooth sheath dress.

		The elevator landed with a ding, and after the doors opened, in we went. The two girls chattered on the way up, oblivious when I exited behind them on the fourth floor and followed them into Cosmopolitan’s lobby. Before they disappeared down a hallway, the Pixie noticed me, glancing back with a neutral expression before she turned again, leaving me behind. There was no one at the receptionist’s desk, so I waited.

		The office was not what I’d been expecting. It suffered from neglect. The carpet was worn to its frayed backing. The seat cushions of the leather chairs were cracked, veins of white stuffing poking through. Even the dust clinging to the leaves on the plastic plants in the entranceway said to all who passed through those doors that the reading public had lost faith in the old gal.

		Still no sign of the receptionist. To pass the time, I studied the covers from past issues strewn across the wall, hanging in cockeyed frames. I was surprised by what I saw. The Cosmopolitan magazine I knew was filled with casserole recipes and housekeeping tips, but the lobby walls told a different story. There was a plaque with a list of authors who’d written for the magazine going as far back as the 1800s, including Mark Twain, Edith Wharton, Kipling and others. Among the covers hanging up was the April 1939 issue featuring Somerset Maugham’s The Facts of Life. Pearl S. Buck had a novella published in March 1935. O. Henry’s The Gift of the Magi was also published by Cosmopolitan.

		I was studying a 1906 cover with an Indian chief on horseback when a woman appeared from around the corner with a banker’s box hoisted up on one hip, a Rolodex and a picture frame jutting out the top. Her pocketbook was hanging off her wrist.

		“Excuse me,” I said. “I’m looking for Mrs. Brown. I have an appointment with her.”

		“Straight back. Corner office.” She gestured with her chin as she backed up, pushing the lobby door open with her behind.

		I ventured down a long hallway that opened into a larger space with several desks near the private offices. As I approached the new editor in chief’s office, I noticed the desk just outside was vacant, not a pencil or paperclip resting on top. The ashtray was spotless and the typewriter sat hooded beneath its plastic cover.

		I inched closer still. The door was open and there I got my first glimpse of Helen Gurley Brown. She was perched on the edge of a mahogany desk that looked too big for her slight frame. She was on the telephone; one of her gold clip earrings—which I would later learn was a David Webb worth more than $1,000—was lying in the ashtray, where I presumed it had landed after she tossed it off to answer the phone. She was wearing a pink mullet chiffon dress with a scooped neckline. I thought she was far more attractive in person than in the photo on her book jacket. She’d been so self-deprecating in Sex and the Single Girl, referring to herself as a mouseburger, but the woman in front of me was no frumpy girl from the Ozarks. A rich heap of dark brown hair accentuated her dainty features, including the nose, which, according to her book, was the work of a good plastic surgeon. Her makeup, albeit heavy and dramatic, was flawless. I’d never seen anyone with eyebrows so perfectly arched, and even if they were drawn on, they called attention to her eyes, dark and mysterious and a little sad. A bouquet of red roses was stationed at her side, their soft scent mixing with her perfume.

		I imagined the decor, the orange and brown striped drapes, the heavy wooden chairs, the credenza and shag carpeting, reflected her predecessor’s tastes. Aside from the bulky furniture, the room was empty, right down to the bulletin board with its rivet-headed thumbtacks waiting once again to be put to use.

		Mrs. Brown was still on the telephone, twisting the cord about her slender wrist. “But, David, the woman never even gave me a chance. I’ve only been here two days—how horrible of a boss can I be? I offered to take her to lunch my first day—and at Delmonico’s like you suggested—but she said she was too busy. Apparently, she was too busy looking for another job.”

		Not wanting to eavesdrop, I backed away from her door but still I heard tidbits. Though she spoke softly, Helen Gurley Brown’s voice carried and it was distinctive. No one sounded like her; velvety and animated, flirty and breathy like Marilyn Monroe but with a touch of lockjaw. She barely opened her mouth, and yet when she spoke, everyone heard her. Everywhere. Across the country and around the world.

		While still on the phone, she walked herself around the desk and I saw that she had a faint run in her stockings, right along the back of her calf. She dropped down into her chair, leaning in on her elbows as if some tremendous burden were bearing down on her. With her back teeth clenched, she said. “What am I going to do without a managing editor, David? Who’s going to fill that position? I’ve already lost two other editors. They’re dropping like flies around here.”

		After she’d finished her call, she reached for her appointment book, unaware of my presence, as she drummed a pencil on the desk in time with her foot tapping the plastic floor mat. When I knocked on the doorjamb, she looked up startled and I could see that she was crying.

		With an open hand splayed across her chest, the first thing she said was, “Oh dear, are you going to quit, too?”

		I’d mentally rehearsed my opening lines, beginning with, It’s such an honor to meet you, but her tears had thrown me off script. “Actually, I’m here to interview for a job. To be your secretary. Elaine Sloan sent me. I’m Alice. Alice Weiss.”

		“Oh, thank God.” She blinked, letting another tear escape as she rose from her desk and scampered to my side. “Alice Weiss, am I ever glad to see you.” She couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds, but I felt the strength of a woman twice her size when she grabbed hold of my arm and pulled me into her office. Still holding tight, she looked at me with her big brown eyes. “My goodness, you’re so . . . young. I was expecting someone older.” She sounded congested from crying.

		I reached into my pocketbook and handed her a tissue along with my résumé.

		She thanked me, dabbed her eyes and invited me to have a seat, composing herself on the spot. “Why, you’re a darling girl,” she said, perking up. “Beautiful hair. Mine is so thin, you can see my scalp in places. This is a wig, you know.” She tugged on a tress, shifting her mane, as if offering proof.

		I didn’t know what to say after that, so I sat quietly, waiting while she glanced at my credentials, making comments here and there: “Ohio, huh? I’m from Arkansas originally.”

		“I know. I read your book.”

		She smiled, her eyes still on the résumé. “I see you’re a fast typist. Seventy-five words a minute. That’s good. You know, I used to be a secretary, too. Oh, I was terrible,” she said with an impish chuckle as she plucked her earring from the ashtray, blew the ashes away and clipped it back on her lobe. “I couldn’t hold down a job for the life of me. I had seventeen secretarial positions over five years. Seventeen—can you imagine!”

		She turned my résumé over, as if expecting more on the other side. “Oh dear.” She looked up and frowned. “Why, you haven’t got any magazine experience at all, have you?” She tilted her head and turned out her bottom lip: Poor little lamb.

		“But I’m smart,” I told her. “And I’m a hard worker.”

		“Oh, I’m sure you are, dear.” She pressed her palms together as if in prayer, her many bracelets ringing the communion bell. “But you see, when Elaine told David about you, we were expecting someone with more credentials. I need a secretary who knows this business. I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing.” She stood up and extended her hand. “Lovely to meet you, though.”

		We shook hands and I thanked her, but as I was about to leave, something stopped me. This was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to be face-to-face with Helen Gurley Brown. My job interview was over and I had nothing to lose. “Mrs. Brown?”

		She looked up from her desk. “Yes?”

		“In your book you encouraged single girls to find a job that could be—and I might be paraphrasing here, but—‘your love, your happy pill, your means of finding out who you are and what you can do.’”

		I watched her lips curve upward. “I’d say that’s pretty much a direct quote.”

		“I guess I was hoping that working for you could become my happy pill.”

		She set her pencil down, her eyes on me, holding my gaze. I sensed that she saw into me, knew my secrets, my fears. She was the gypsy woman, and I, her crystal ball. After a moment I saw the shift in her posture, the way her shoulders went slack and her face softened. “Come back in here, pussycat. Have a seat.”

		I did as she said, my knees pressed together, my hands clutching my pocketbook.

		“There’s more to this job than typing and answering the phones. I’ll need someone who can lock arms with me. You need to know how to deal with the public. And sometimes that means keeping them at bay and saying ‘bye-bye.’” She gestured with a flirty open-and-close hand gesture. “I’ll need help with everything.” She began counting off her fingers. “There’s my schedule, travel arrangements, meetings where I’ll need you to sit in and take notes. There’s my fan mail, my personal affairs, too. I need someone who can plan a gala at the drop of a hat.”

		I nodded, letting her know she hadn’t scared me off, though in truth it sounded overwhelming.

		“I’ve inherited a real muck of a mess here,” she went on. “It’s going to take a lot of hard work and long hours to turn this ship around. They’re expecting me to transform Cosmopolitan and I have a feeling the Hearst Corporation isn’t going to be very happy with what I’m planning to do. It’s going to be a battle every step of the way. Are you up for this sort of challenge?”

		“I am,” I said, not even sure why I was petitioning so hard for this job. Yes, I needed the money, which we hadn’t even discussed yet. And yes, I’d been on some dreadful interviews, but more than anything, I was caught up in the excitement—a woman in the corner office, calling the shots. I decided in that moment that if given the chance, I would do whatever I could to help her. I would see to it that Helen Gurley Brown never wanted for anything, not a cup of coffee, a sharp pencil or an impossible-to-get dinner reservation. I would be there to serve her.

		“Well,” she said, “you do realize that we’d be learning this business together.”

		“Does this mean I have the job?”

		A staticky voice broke in over the intercom. “Mrs. Brown? I have Mr. Deems on the phone for you.”

		Helen raised a finger, putting my fate on hold. Her brow furrowed, showing her age for the first time, and I could see that she really was every bit of forty-three. Just as she had softened for me moments before, now I saw the shoulders go back, the chin rise up as she removed her earring again, jostling it in her hand like dice.

		“Why, hello, Dick,” she said, forcing a smile in her voice. “Yes, I know Betty quit. She gave me her letter of resignation this morning.” She propped the phone between her ear and shoulder, dropped the earring and reached for a pencil, gripping either end with both hands. “Oh, I know. The timing just couldn’t be worse.”

		I could hear Deems’s muffled voice over the phone and figured he must have been with Hearst. She shifted in her chair, clutching the pencil so tightly, the color was draining from her fingertips.

		“Now, Dick,” she cooed, “no point in getting all worked up. We have time. The April issue just hit the stands and . . .” She drew a deep breath, the pencil beginning to bow, her voice perfectly serene. “We’re going to be fine, Dick. Really. As a matter of fact, I already have someone in mind for the new managing editor.” I heard him speaking again, a little louder this time. “Well,” she laughed softly, brightly, “of course I’m going to review the flatplan today.” She snapped the pencil in two. “That’s at the top of my list.”

		Mrs. Brown picked up another pencil. I thought she was going to break that one, too, but instead she jotted something down on a pad of paper and turned it my way: Can you start tomorrow?

		As soon as she hung up with Dick Deems, she turned to me, her hand still on the receiver. “Do you have any idea what a flatplan is?”

	
		CHAPTER TWO
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		No one would ever have accused me of leading a charmed life, but just then it seemed like I did. One week in New York City and already I had a job, working for Helen Gurley Brown no less, with a starting salary of $55 a week. Plus, I had a place to live.

		I walked down the street, my pocketbook swinging at my side while I jangled the key to my new apartment, ridiculously proud that I’d made it back to 75th and Second Avenue without getting lost. I took it as a small victory after days of being disoriented, scrambling from one wrong train to another, bumbling from the East Side to the West. Sometimes it seemed like the longer I was here, the bigger the city was becoming.

		Ah, but I’d made it back to my apartment. There was a butcher shop on the ground floor of my four-story walk-up. Signs in the window advertised Pork Chops 55¢, Ground Chuck 39¢, Roast Beef 65¢. A black cast-iron fire escape zigzagged down the brick facade.

		I had found the apartment listed on a bulletin board in a coffee shop the second day I arrived. Semi-furnished. $110 a month. The landlord explained that Rhonda, the girl who’d been living there, had left town unexpectedly, leaving behind her bed and other furniture along with some clothes. I found a few dresses, some shoes and a pair of denim jeans in the closet. There were sweaters and other items stuffed inside one of the drawers of her abandoned bureau.

		When I reached the second floor, I bumped into my neighbor across the way in 2R. Trudy Lewis was a button of a girl, petite with strawberry blond hair and a face full of freckles. She even had them on her pale lips.

		“How’s the job hunting going?” she asked, keying into her apartment.

		When I said I’d just landed a job as Helen Gurley Brown’s secretary, Trudy’s hand paused on the doorknob. “This is fantastic. We have to celebrate. Stay right there. Don’t you move.”

		I stood in the hallway while she darted through her door and came back out with a bottle of Great Western Champagne. “I’ve been saving this for a special occasion,” she said as we entered my apartment.

		My tiny unit, 2F, was what they called an efficiency, though there was nothing efficient about it. The front door was warped, the windows didn’t seal and the floor was slanted, which explained why random items sometimes rolled off the table and nightstand. The tiles in the bathroom were loose and a few of them did a swan dive into the tub while I was bathing that morning.

		“Now tell me everything,” she said as her thumb sent the cork soaring across the room. “What’s she like? Is she beautiful? What was she wearing? How tall is she?”

		I fielded Trudy’s questions as she filled our glasses and toasted to my new job. I was grateful for her enthusiasm. Were it not for Trudy, who had knocked on my door and introduced herself the day I moved in, I would have been completely alone in the city. Like me, Trudy was from the Midwest, a suburb outside of St. Louis, but unlike me, she seemed so settled, like an oak tree rooted in New York for a hundred years. She made me envious. I craved a routine, some stability. I was impatient, wanting to call Manhattan home already.

		“Are there a lot of handsome men in the office?” she asked as she slumped down beside me on the lumpy sofa, sipping her champagne.

		“I didn’t see too many eligible men, but the women were dressed to the nines. They looked like they should be working for Vogue or Mademoiselle.” I paused while Trudy refilled our glasses. “I’m going to need a whole new wardrobe to work there.” I took a sip, the bubbles fizzing and washing over my tongue. “I already wore my best dress on the interview,” I said, gesturing to my sheath. “I have no idea what to wear tomorrow.”

		“Oh, we can fix that,” said Trudy, springing off the sofa, going to the closet and screeching hangers back and forth over the metal bar. “Ah, what about this?” She pirouetted, holding a blue shift with a white bow beneath her chin.

		“That must have been Rhonda’s dress,” I said.

		“Well, it’s yours now.”

		I went into the bathroom and slipped it on. “What do you think?” I opened the door and stood with my arms to my sides.

		“It’s a little long,” she said, reaching for the hem. “But we can tack it up with tape and safety pins. Oh, and I have a pocketbook you can borrow. It’d be perfect with that. What size shoes do you wear?” she asked, reaching for a box in the back of the closet.

		“Seven. Sometimes, seven and a half.”

		“Bingo!” She handed me a pair of stylish T-straps. “Try these on.”

		I stepped into Rhonda’s three-inch heels using my index finger as a shoehorn.

		When Trudy went to refill my glass for the third time, I placed my hand over the rim. “I better not.”

		“Yeah, I guess you’re right. We can’t have you hungover on your first day, now can we? Oh well,” she said, pouring her glass to the top, “more for me.”

		By the time Trudy left, it was going on ten o’clock, and there I was, alone in a strange place, in a city I’d been hearing about and dreaming of all my life. Nothing, though, was quite as glamorous as I’d envisioned it would be. I wasn’t living in a beautiful apartment on Park Avenue with a terrace overlooking the city. And no, I hadn’t landed a high-paying photography job. But despite the trade-offs, here I was in New York, carving out a new life. The allure and sophistication of the city had been instilled in me from as far back as I could remember, making my unrefined Ohio roots a source of inferiority, a deficiency to be overcome. It was time to abandon my small-town ways and wide-eyed wonder, only I found that shedding my old self and leaving her behind made me inexplicably sad. I felt hollow and surprisingly sentimental.

		I thought about calling my father but realized he’d probably be asleep, and I didn’t want his wife answering the phone. I knew my father thought she was the reason I left home, but Faye had nothing to do with it. Michael definitely played a role in my decision, but really, I left because of my mother.

		Eight years earlier, right before she died, my mother had convinced my father that it was time to start over in New York. My father had been offered a job that would have doubled his salary at the steel foundry. A lease had been signed for a prewar Classic Five on the Upper West Side and a For Sale sign was nailed to a stake in our front yard. It was June. School was out for the summer and I was planning to attend junior high in Manhattan that fall. I’d been sitting on the front porch, braiding a friendship bracelet made of yarn, a good-bye present for my best friend, Esther, when the telephone rang. That was the call that changed everything. Forever.

		There’d been an accident. A car ran a red light at McGuffey and Jacobs Road. My mother’s DeSoto was overturned, totaled. My father needed to identify the body.

		The move to New York, which had been my mother’s dream, ended there. The Classic Five was sublet to another family, the house in Youngstown was taken off the market, my father’s letter reneging on the job offer was in the mail and Esther’s friendship bracelet, left on the front porch, had either been carried off by the wind or absentmindedly knocked into the flower bed, never to be seen again.

		My father hadn’t wanted to live in New York in the first place, but I had clung to my mother’s dream. I always knew that someday I would end up in Manhattan. It was innate, like knowing you’re left-handed. I was infatuated with the city, and like most infatuations, my affection was largely the product of my imagination. Really, the only things I knew about New York before I got here had come from books, movies and the endless stories my mother told me. I remembered her perched on the side of my bed, or standing behind me at the mirror brushing my hair, telling me about Coney Island and how she’d fallen in love with my father there. She talked about the luxurious apartments and how her neighbor at the Barbizon was a Katie Gibbs girl who’d grown up on Park Avenue and 59th Street. My mother had been invited to the girl’s home, mesmerized by everything from the white-gloved doorman who called her Miss, to the gilt-trimmed elevator and the marbled hallways. She vowed that one day she’d live on Park Avenue, too. She told me about skyscrapers that reached the clouds, carriage rides through the park, museums and stores filled with everything you could ever imagine. The best food, the best shows, the best of everything. She’d been born and raised just outside of New York City, in Stamford, Connecticut, but she’d gone into Manhattan every chance she had. When she turned nineteen, she moved to the city, much to her parents’ dismay. My mother adored New York and had been trying to make her way back there up until her dying day.

		I moved to New York for her. And for me. If I’d stayed in Youngstown, what would have become of me? Esther and I had drifted apart and I realized too late that I was to blame for that. I didn’t call as much, didn’t make plans with her like I used to, because Michael, my hope, my hero, had become the center of everything. And then he was gone. None of the other Jewish boys in town even came close to him. I didn’t want to settle. Not in love. Not in anything.

		It was getting late and I had a big day tomorrow, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I still hadn’t gotten around to buying drapes or shades for the windows so the streetlights poured in through the panes, along with the hum of traffic and occasional sirens going by on Second Avenue.

		I decided to make myself a cup of tea in the tiny kitchenette. My mother always made tea whenever she couldn’t sleep. It seemed like the thing to do. I filled the kettle from the tap and struck a match, lighting the gas burner. I supposed I knew that being in New York, in my mother’s city, would have accentuated my missing her, but I hadn’t anticipated just how much it would affect me. I was filled with nostalgia and longing for her that night.

		Aside from my portfolio, I’d brought only two items of any value with me from home. One was my camera, which had belonged to my mother, a Leica IIIc MOOLY. It was resting on top of the bookcase in a brown leather case, worn and cracked along the edges, the Leica name embossed where it protruded to holster the lens. I picked up the camera, cradling it in my lap for a moment before I set it back on the bookcase and reached for the second valuable I’d brought from home, my tattered photo album. It had gotten banged up in my journey from Youngstown; some of the pictures had come loose from the glued photo corners. It was old to begin with, the crinkly pages starting to yellow along the outer edges.

		My mother had started the album for me when I was a baby. She was an amateur with a camera but a firm believer in documenting each milestone, which she had done up until the year she left me when I turned thirteen. After she died, I found her camera and picked up where she left off, taking photos everywhere I went.

		The teapot whistled and I got up, fixed myself a cup and brought it back to the sofa, where I began leafing through the album. On the first page, there was a black-and-white photo of me on a blanket with a caption: Alice’s first day home Feb 2, 1944. It was always jarring to see my mother’s handwriting, like seeing a ghost. The next photo, me in the sink, my soapy dark hair swirled up like a troll’s. Ali’s first bath Feb. 3, 1944. There was a photograph of Ali’s first steps, first birthday, first haircut, first day of school and on and on. I was so lost in the photographs that my tea had turned cold before I’d even taken a sip.

		As I turned the last page and closed the cover, I ran my fingers over the Alice lettering that my mother had embroidered. And she was not the type of woman who sat home and did needlepoint. Far from it. Nothing about her was conventional. I’d heard her described as a man’s kind of woman, the sort who got on better with the husbands than the wives. Always athletic, she played tennis and swam. She golfed, too, and was better at it than my father, who’d only taken up the sport so he could entertain clients on the course. Ultimately, she took my father’s place in his foursome, which raised an eyebrow or two among the suburban housewives. My mother shot pool and loved to play poker—both of which were done with a hustler’s skill. She was a terrible singer, not that that ever stopped her. She couldn’t resist singing along with the radio. Especially in the car, the windows rolled down, her dark hair blowing back. Whether she knew the lyrics or was out of key, it didn’t matter, she’d sing out unapologetically. I’d always wondered what song had been playing on the radio at the time of her accident. Had she been singing along at that very moment, oblivious to the car running the red light?

		I was homesick for her and for things that no longer existed. When my mother passed away, she took so much with her, so much that I could never get back. I knew I would never find those bits and pieces of myself again, and yet there I was in New York City, searching for them anyway.

	
		CHAPTER THREE

		[image: ]

		Working for Helen Gurley Brown was like stepping into oncoming traffic. The next morning as I came down the hallway and rounded the corner, I saw the telephone lines on my desk flashing. Mrs. Brown was already in her office, perched on the edge of her desk, bands of sunlight coming through the window behind her. Though tiny in stature, she was still an imposing figure. My eye was drawn to the fishnet stockings on her slender legs and the short leopard print skirt, hiked up, exposing a good six inches of thigh.

		I thought she was alone until I realized she had a photographer with her. She smiled while he snapped off a series of pictures. With one camera on a tripod, a second one in his hand, he moved like a dancer, gracefully and fluidly, crouching for one shot, standing upright for the next.

		The aspiring photographer in me was fascinated, but the telephone lines were ringing, demanding my attention. My first day had begun. I answered two successive calls before I even sat down. I still had the receiver in one hand, my pocketbook in the other, when a third call came in. It was a reporter with Newsweek wanting an interview with the new editor in chief. I explained that Mrs. Brown was unavailable and took a message just as another line flashed. It was Norman Mailer’s literary agent checking the status of an article Helen’s predecessor had requested. After that I fielded another inquiry from someone calling on behalf of Lauren “Betty” Bacall. It was all happening so fast, I didn’t have time to be nervous or starstruck, but my goodness, it was exciting. I’d go home that day pinching myself. But for now I placed the receiver down, reluctant to take my hand away. I stood, waiting, expecting another line to light up. Ten, fifteen, twenty seconds passed. Nothing. A respite. I shoved my pocketbook into the empty bottom drawer and went off in search of coffee.

		As I ventured down the hall, three young women, presumably also secretaries, were huddled together, deep in conversation, until a young man came by, capturing their attention. They stopped talking to smile, throw their shoulders back and thrust their chests out.

		“Good morning, Mr. Masterson,” I overheard them say in unison.

		Mr. Masterson offered a “Good day, ladies,” as he lifted his fedora, exposing a full head of dark hair. He was exactly the sort of young enterprising man you’d expect to find in a bustling Manhattan office: a dark suit and tie, pocket square handkerchief, leather attaché case in hand and trench coat, probably a Burberry, slung over his forearm. I’d passed a hundred men just like him on my way into work that day, but you’d think he was something special judging by the reaction he elicited. The girls didn’t resume their conversation until he had disappeared around a corner. Later that day I checked the company roster and saw that Mr. Masterson’s first name was Erik.

		Farther down the hall I heard the sounds of IBM Selectrics humming and click-clacking from behind closed doors, along with the steady ding from the elevator bank, depositing more employees. The air was scented with cigarette and pipe smoke mixed with the smell of coffee brewing. Like a bloodhound, I followed the trail until I came upon a group of women gathered in the galley kitchen. The two girls I’d seen the day before—the Pixie and the Bouffant, her hair poofed high and Aqua-Netted in place—were in there, along with two brunettes who had identical bobs. There was another girl, too, with jet-black hair worn in a flip, her complexion so pale, her skin seemed tinged with blue.

		The Pixie was reading from that week’s issue of Time magazine. “Oh Gawd,” she groaned. “Listen to this: ‘The magazine is bubbling with enthusiasm over its new editor even though she has no editing experience.’”

		“‘Bubbling with enthusiasm,’” said one of the brunettes. “What a load of crap. And would you look at that picture of her.”

		“I bet she flips her wig when she sees this,” said the Pixie. “Literally.” She and the Bouffant laughed as if it were the funniest thing they’d ever heard.

		The Pixie turned out to be Margot Henley, and the Bouffant was Bridget Grayson. Later that day, they, along with a few other girls, took me to lunch. We went to a luncheonette on 56th between Broadway and Eighth Avenue with a torn green and white striped awning. A gumball machine and the smell of grease and onions greeted us as we stepped inside. The place was packed and noisy. We took a table in the back that had a wobble, and we all did our part to keep it steady with our elbows. I ordered a club sandwich, cut into triangles and held together by fancy toothpicks with red cellophane curlicues.

		“So,” said Margot, turning toward me, “has she said anything yet about who she wants to hire for the new managing editor position? She’s having one hell of a time filling that jawb.” She spoke with a thick Bronx accent.

		“I know Harriet La Barre already turned it down,” said Bridget with a frown. “So did Bill Guy.”

		“Well, what was she thinking asking the two of them anyway?” said Margot, poking her straw around in her Tab. “Bill Guy edits fiction and Harriet’s a fashion editor.”

		“She’s running out of options,” said Penny, one of the brunettes with the bobbed hair and frosted lipstick. “She’s practically offered that position to everyone but the janitor.”

		I dabbed my napkin to my mouth and said, “I don’t understand why they both turned down the job. You’d think they’d want a promotion like that.”

		“Oh, c’mon now,” Margot said, finishing off her Tab with a gurgling sound coming up through her straw. “Why would they want to be her managing editor? They don’t want to promote her idea of a modern woman.”

		“Hell, I’d take the job,” said Bridget. “Just imagine what that salary is.”

		Margot ignored Bridget and continued, “Helen Gurley Brown is completely missing the point. She never talks about equal pay for women. Or discrimination in the workplace.”

		“If you ask me,” said Leslie, the raven-haired girl, “Sex and the Single Girl was demeaning. A how-to for catching a man.”

		“Exactly,” said Penny.

		“Wait—what’s wrong with catching a man?” asked Bridget. “I didn’t think her book was demeaning.”

		“Oh, please.” Margot shot Bridget a disapproving glance. “The whole book was about how to please a man. What about a man pleasing a woman for a change? According to her, we’re all supposed to dress up like a bunch of sex kittens so men will want us.”

		Margot wasn’t entirely wrong, but she wasn’t altogether right, either. I wanted to speak up, but I was the new girl so I held my tongue despite knowing there was more to Helen’s message than women becoming sex kittens.

		“And you know,” said Leslie, “all she’s going to do is turn that book of hers into a magazine.”

		“I’ve heard she’s planning on firing everyone and bringing in her own people,” said Penny.

		“I heard that, too,” said Leslie. “That’s why everybody’s quitting.”

		“C’mon now,” said Bridget, “I think everyone should at least give her a chance.”

		“Why?” said Margot. “No self-respecting journalist wants to be any part of Helen Gurley Brown’s Cosmopolitan. She told Liz Smith she wears falsies. What sort of person tells you something like that?”

		Penny rolled her eyes and said, “I’d be surprised if Cosmopolitan is still being published in six months.”

		

		•   •   •

		I learned my first day that the magazine world operated three months ahead of the calendar. So even though it was only March, the May issue had already gone to press. I was in Helen’s office later that afternoon when George Walsh, the book editor, a tall lanky man with a bow tie and suspenders, delivered the page proofs. Barbra Streisand was on the cover, striking a pose with hands on hips and a foot propped up on an ottoman. Running alongside her picture were what they called “teaser blurbs”: When Dentists Are Hard to Find and Pants for Mermaids.

		Helen was seated at her desk, Ferragamo shoes kicked off, one bare foot tucked beneath her while she leafed through the proofs, her frown deepening when she came to each new page.

		“Obviously, it’s going to be a rather lean issue,” said George, reaching for a chair as if preparing to settle in for a lengthy discussion. “Going forward, I’d like to see us expand the book coverage.”

		Just as George sat and crossed his legs, Helen flung the proof onto the floor. It landed face up, fanned open to a page with a Mutual of Omaha Insurance ad opposite an article about orthopedics.

		“Very well then,” George said, rising up. “We’ll discuss the book section another time.” He nodded, put the chair back in place and smoothed a flap of thinning Brylcreemed hair against his scalp before slipping out the door.

		Helen slumped forward, planting both feet on the ground as she groaned into her hands. “Alice, do me a favor. Get David on the line.”

		Moments later while at my desk, trying to track down her husband, I looked up and saw someone heading down the hall that caused the secretaries to scamper to their desks in an effort to appear busy. Whoever this man was, he looked like a politician in a dark suit and tie, his graying hair combed straight back. I could smell his aftershave—Brut—and noticed the reflection of the overhead lights in the tops of his polished shoes. It wasn’t until I heard one of the editors greet him by name that I realized he was Richard Berlin. The big boss. The president of Hearst. He had decided to leave his posh office in the Hearst headquarters a few blocks over and slum through the halls of Cosmopolitan.

		“Helen . . .” he called from two yards away.

		“Oh, Richard, is that you? C’mon in,” she said. “Alice, dear, show Mr. Berlin in.”

		“You and I need to talk, Helen.” He was already standing in her doorway as I rushed up behind him, a useless gesture.

		“How good of you to stop by.” She smiled as if hosting a country club reception. She was about to get up from her desk when he paused her with a hand command suited for a dog. Surprisingly, she obeyed and dropped down into her chair, putting him at an extreme height advantage.

		“Advertising revenue is way down. We had twenty-one ad pages for May. That’s it. It’s got me very concerned about the June issue.”

		Helen pressed a demure hand to her heart. “June? Oh, never mind about June. What we need to be concerned about is this.” She picked up the May proof pages like she was holding a puppy by the scruff of its neck. “We need to make some drastic changes or else the June issue won’t be any better.”

		“And what changes do you propose?”

		“First things first, we need to cut that Gore Vidal essay.”

		“Cut Gore Vidal?”

		“It’s dull, dull, dull. And while we’re at it, I know you promised Rex Reed he’d be the new movie critic but his latest review is simply dreadful. I’m afraid Rex and his pippy-poo copy have to go.”

		“Pippy-poo?” I was surprised he’d repeated it. It had been slightly charming when Helen said it but sounded ridiculous coming from him. “So you want to cut the Vidal essay and fire Rex Reed?”

		“For starters.”

		“That’s nonsense. This magazine has standards we need to uphold. I’m not going to compromise the integrity and—”

		Her chirpy laugh cut him off. “Oh, Richard.” Flouting him, she stood up and slipped out from behind her desk. “Trust me. I have a wonderful vision for this magazine.”

		“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”

		She smiled and tilted her head as if to say, You silly little boy, you. “I find it so funny that you’re nervous about a woman editing a magazine for women.” Though Berlin didn’t look amused, she continued talking while managing to escort him out of her office. I admired how coolly she dismissed him while leading him toward the lobby, her voice trailing behind her. “Isn’t that just too funny, Richard? Worrying about a woman editing a woman’s magazine . . .”

		Moments later she came back down the hall; the glib lighthearted attitude was gone, her shoulders drooped, her head hung low. She seemed to be pouting, and without a word, she went into her office and closed the door. I noticed her line lit up on my telephone extension and then blinked off. Whoever she’d tried to reach must not have been available. A moment later, I heard her sobbing.

		

		•   •   •

		When I got home that night, I stood in the kitchenette, leaning next to the telephone mounted on the wall. I was eating a sleeve of saltines and a tin of sardines I’d bought at the little grocer around the corner. I watched the clock above the stove, waiting for the hands to reach eight o’clock, when the long-distance rates dropped, before placing a collect call to my father.

		Faye answered and I had to fight the impulse to hang up. I never knew what to say to her. Everything was always so awkward and strained. I knew she made my father happy and I didn’t want him to be alone, but still. A year and a half ago, when he introduced us, Faye had been too polite and I’d been too rude, answering her overzealous questions with a string of indifferent yes, no, I don’t cares. I was later ashamed of the way I’d acted. I was too old for that, but I couldn’t help myself. In truth, Faye was perfectly lovely. Her only fault was that she wasn’t my mother. And there was nothing either of us could do about that.

		“Collect call from Alice,” I heard the operator say. “Will you accept the charges?”

		I poked a sardine with my fork, awaiting her verdict.

		“Yes, Operator, I will.” Faye covered the receiver, her voice garbled as she called to my father, “Herb? Herbert? Get the phone. It’s Ali.”

		I bristled at her taking liberty with my name. I was Alice to her, not Ali. I listened while the two of them talked, mumbling back and forth. I could picture them standing in the kitchen, the phone on the counter, next to
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