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Chapter 1



Just when I think this morning can’t get any weirder, I spot Charles Griffin skiing down 17th Street. Skiing, like we’re in Aspen. Or Vermont. But we’re in Washington, DC, and unlike the rest of the residents of this city, who are drinking hot cocoa and snuggling beneath their fleecy blankets on this snowed-in December morning, Charles and I must subject ourselves to the vagaries of Mother Nature and the incompetence of the city’s Department of Transportation.


‘Hey, there!’ Charles shouts, as he glides through the mounds of snow, stabbing haphazardly at the ground with his ski poles. Even muffled by his scarf, his voice resonates with the deep gravitas of a TV news correspondent.


I wave and stumble towards the corner, ploughing through a waist-high snowdrift as I clutch my notebook to my chest. Charles presses his knees together and manages to bring himself to a stop next to me.


‘How about this weather?’ he says, dabbing his forehead with his gloved hand. ‘When’s the last time we got this much snow in December?’


‘Someone at the Chronicle said 1932. They’re calling it Snowzilla.’


He laughs. ‘Where’s Tony?’


‘Grabbing the gear upstairs. He’ll be down in a minute.’


I pull my grey fleece hat tighter over my head as I glance down 17th Street. Normally, at this time of morning, cars would barrel southwards towards the bustle of K Street, that infamous east–west thoroughfare known for its lobbying firms and major office buildings. But today, instead of a thick flow of cars and taxis and buses, all I see is snow. As someone who once dreamed of penning articles about soufflés and famous chefs, I have to wonder how I ended up here, half frozen and clad in snow boots, producing a live shot for a TV news correspondent in skis.


‘I can’t get over how quiet the city is,’ I say. ‘I’ve never seen the streets so empty.’


Charles taps on his skis with the tip of a pole. ‘More people need to invest in a pair of these bad boys.’


I roll my eyes. ‘How about we get you out of those bad boys and into position?’


Charles raises his arm to prevent me coming any closer. ‘The skis aren’t going anywhere.’


‘Charles . . .’


‘No – listen. I thought we could start with a tight shot of me skiing down Seventeenth, and then Tony could pull out to a wide as I approach the camera. To give people a sense of how much snow there is.’


‘Have you cleared this with New York?’


‘I don’t need to clear it with New York.’


I raise an eyebrow. ‘I do.’


‘No, you don’t. It’ll be fine. Trust me. I do stuff like this all the time.’


This is true. Charles is basically The Morning Show’s resident jackass, though officially he is a general-assignment reporter. He possesses an uncanny ability to make himself the centre of every story, and as his producer, my job involves, among other things, bailing him out of the binds that result from his asinine pranks. I’d say this behaviour is part of his midlife crisis, but from what I gather, he has been acting like an idiot for years. Last year, when we visited a farm in Loudoun County to report on farm subsidies, Charles decided to do his stand-up while driving a combine harvester – a machine he had never driven before and that was probably bigger than my first apartment. Charles also happens to be a terrible driver. I begged him to choose another stand-up location (there is a reason he calls me ‘Square Sydney’), but when Charles gets an idea in his head, it’s impossible to reason with him. He mounted the combine harvester, and the shot ended with him crashing through the poor farmer’s fence. It was not one of my more enjoyable afternoons.


As Charles shuffles his skis back and forth, Tony trudges down the sidewalk from our bureau, gripping his camera gear with his big bear paws. Tony is built like a tank, with broad shoulders, a thick neck and a perpetual five o’clock shadow. He regularly lugs multiple pounds of equipment from shoot to shoot, setting up and breaking down in record speed, lifting boxes filled with lights and batteries as if they were filled with feathers.


Tony sets up Charles for his live shot, snapping the camera into the tripod and looping the wireless microphone through Charles’s jacket. I tug the scarf away from Charles’s face and apply a thick coat of foundation to his weathered skin, trying to smooth the peach-coloured gunk out of the creases around his eyes and mouth. Not much of his face shows, framed as it is in fleece and wool, but his distinctive wide eyes peer out beneath his woollen hat, and a few tufts of his greying chestnut hair stick out around the edges.


‘Up for a test run?’ Tony asks.


Charles adjusts his hat. ‘I skied all the way from my apartment in Kalorama. I don’t need a test run.’


‘Okay, man. Suit yourself.’


Tony’s attitude, always so laid-back and calm, must be a requirement for his job. If reporters like Charles aren’t complaining about their appearance on camera, producers like me are yelling at him for not getting enough video. But somehow Tony manages to take it all in his stride, never raising his voice or saying a mean word. I don’t know how he does it.


‘What’s our hit time?’ Charles asks.


‘The first is at seven twenty-five, then every thirty minutes until ten. Unless there’s breaking news.’


Charles waves his ski poles in the air. ‘What could be more important than this?’


That pretty much sums up Charles’s attitude to life: if he isn’t involved in something, how important could it be? An intergalactic explosion, the defection of a political leader, the extinction of the human race – irrelevant when compared to the prospect of watching Charles slog through the snow in an old pair of cross-country skis.


At the top of the hour, Charles treks up 17th Street, using the narrow tracks from his descent as his guide, and turns around when he reaches his self-proclaimed starting point. I call into the bridge in New York, where I hear Bridget, The Morning Show’s co-ordinating producer, moan at the sight of Charles on her preview screen.


‘Is Charles really wearing skis?’ she asks.


I sigh into the phone. ‘Yes. Unfortunately.’


‘Sydney . . .’


‘It wasn’t my idea – I told him not to do it.’


Bridget clicks her tongue and doesn’t say anything. She knows it wasn’t my idea. I’m Square Sydney. Skiing live shots are not part of my vocabulary.


I hold my phone to my chest and yell up to Charles. ‘Five minutes!’


Tony finishes adjusting the camera. ‘Can you believe this guy? What a clown.’


Thirty seconds before we go live, Charles rubs his skis back and forth into the ground, as if he’s Bode Miller, preparing for the downhill race of his life. Every Olympic season, Charles catches Olympic fever something fierce, and this past year was worse than most. For years, he has been angling to travel to the main event as part of the network team, and for years, including the last one, he has been passed over in favour of another reporter. I’m sure these skis are his way, however small, of throwing up a symbolic middle finger at the network executives for having left him in Washington.


‘That’s right, Diana,’ Charles says, staring into the camera as he pushes off from his perch just below M Street. ‘This was how I got into work today – pushing my way through the snowdrifts that have brought the city to a crippling standstill.’


As Charles speaks to the camera and, by default, our anchor Diana Humphrey, he picks up speed as his skis lock into the tracks made by his prior descent and ascent. He builds up momentum until, much to the surprise of both him and our viewers, he is moving at quite a clip, flying towards the camera, his eyes wild with terror. He stabs at the ground with his ski poles, but the mountains of snow lining the sidewalk rip them from his hands and he loses them.


‘Please fucking tell me he knows how to stop,’ Bridget yells into the phone, which is pressed tightly against my ear.


I wish I had an answer for her, but I’m too busy watching Charles panic as he realizes he’s heading straight for the camera.


‘. . . and as you can see, it’s pretty treacherous out here . . .’


He is fifteen feet away from the camera now and shows no sign of stopping. He continues to fly towards Tony, his arms flailing at his sides as he tries to keep his balance, his knees turned inwards as he tries to bring himself to a halt. It worked earlier, but it isn’t working now, not when his skis are stuck in the grooves of his track marks and he’s coming at us like a freight train. When he is only a few feet from me and Tony, he surrenders and throws his arms over his face in a brace position.


‘Oh, Jeez!’ he yells, as he crashes full-force into the camera. Tony and the tripod go tumbling to the ground, and Charles lands on top of them.


It’s just the sort of jackassery I’ve come to expect from Charles, and if past is precedent – and I believe it is – this will all be my fault.


After the show ends, I slog up to the fifth floor of our building, my fingers stiff and cold, like spindly icicles, and my nose the colour of a maraschino cherry. I ran out of tissues around eight o’clock, so the sleeve of my puffy black ski parka is covered with crusted snot, and I may or may not be sporting a booger moustache. Some days in this job are definitely better than others.


When I reach my desk, I shimmy out of my coat and make my way to Melanie, the show’s senior Washington producer, whose desk is located at the far end of the newsroom. She hugs the phone to her ear as she types at her computer, speaking in a hushed tone, and sits up abruptly when she notices me approaching her desk.


‘Gotta run,’ she barks into the phone. She throws the receiver into its cradle and leans back in her chair. ‘What the hell was that?’


‘That was Charles.’


She whips off her black-rimmed glasses and dangles them by one of the arms. ‘Bridget says New York is pissed.’


‘Charles says New York loves what he does.’


‘The skis?’


‘His idea. I told him not to use them. And, anyway, he took them off after the first live shot.’


‘After which he proceeded to throw a snowball at an old lady,’ she says.


‘In his defence, she looked like a child, all bundled up like that.’


Melanie runs her hands through her chestnut, ear-length bob. She has the kind of hair I’ve always wished I could have: pin straight, always falling in exactly the same way, no matter how windy or humid it is. A few months ago she added bangs, a style I haven’t attempted since fifth grade due to my thick, unruly waves. I’m still traumatized by my class photo from that year, in which my forehead seems to have spontaneously grown a toy poodle.


‘Come on – the snowball thing was kind of funny,’ I say.


Melanie rips open her file drawer and pulls out a Kashi bar. ‘Laugh all you want. You won’t find it so funny when the suits make their announcement.’


‘What announcement?’


She stops halfway through peeling her snack and sits frozen in her chair. ‘You haven’t heard?’


‘Heard what?’


She bites off a hunk of the Kashi bar. ‘Suffice it to say, major changes are on the way.’


‘Major as in . . .’


‘Think restructuring.’ She swallows. ‘Listen, I don’t have any details. I shouldn’t have said anything.’


This is how Melanie operates: doling out a bit of juicy gossip but then backtracking, assuring you she has already said too much but, ah, how lucky you were to catch her in a moment of weakness.


‘They wouldn’t do anything so close to the holidays, would they?’


She shrugs. ‘Who knows? Like I said, I shouldn’t have mentioned it.’


‘I’m glad you did,’ I say. ‘Could you let me know if you hear anything else?’


‘Sure. Assuming I hear anything. For now . . . I’d watch my step, if I were you. These are dangerous times.’ She picks up her coffee mug, and as she goes to take a sip, she narrows her eyes. ‘By the way,’ she says, ‘you have snot running down your face.’


This day just gets better and better.





Chapter 2



Melanie may love gossip, but she also has a pretty good track record when it comes to knowing what’s going on behind the scenes at our network. She knows which anchors are about to get the boot and which reporters are about to get a promotion and which correspondents are sleeping with the network executives. So if she says major changes are coming, major changes are coming.


I scoot back to my desk, which is wedged between a rectangular column and the wall: a less than perfect location for a less than perfect job. I know, I know – I shouldn’t complain. It’s a paying job, after all, and to most outsiders it sounds fantastic. Associate producer for a national morning show? Who wouldn’t want that job? Well . . . me, actually. It’s not that I hate my job. In many ways, it’s a great gig. I put together stories seen by millions of people every morning, regularly interact with on-air personalities, like Charles Griffin and Diana Humphrey, and meet interesting people, from politicians to inventors, all the time. But the truth is, I ended up here by mistake, and if I had my choice, I’d be producing segments for the Cooking Channel or writing food columns for the Washington Chronicle. But I’m not. I’m here, working for a correspondent whose contribution to the journalistic profession includes a live shot on skis.


My fingers are still red and raw from our two hours in the snowy outdoors, so I sit at my desk, rubbing my hands together to thaw them. As I press my palms against each other, my cell phone hums and buzzes on my desk. It’s my younger sister, Libby. I can only imagine what she wants to talk about this time.


Libby recently moved in with her boyfriend, relocating to an apartment in downtown Philadelphia only twenty minutes from the house where we grew up in the Philly suburbs, and has taken to calling me regularly with ‘crises’ that involve crown moulding and paint colours. I toy with the idea of ignoring her call, but I decide talking to her about Benjamin Moore’s ‘Lavender Whisper’ is better than talking to Charles, who is currently parading around the office in long johns.


‘Syd – hi,’ she says, her voice tense. ‘Are you sitting down?’


As if by command, I sit up straighter. ‘Yes . . . Why?’


‘I have news.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘Matt and I are engaged!’


My stomach curdles. This is an inappropriate reaction, I realize, but it’s my reaction nonetheless. ‘What?’


‘I’m engaged,’ she repeats. A brief moment passes. ‘Hello? Are you there?’


‘Yes – sorry. Wow. Congrats, Lib. That’s . . . great news.’


‘That almost sounded sincere,’ she says.


‘Sorry, I’m just . . . How long have you known each other? Six months?’


‘Seven,’ she says. ‘And they’ve been the most wonderful seven months of my life. I thought you’d be happy for me.’


‘I am. Sorry. I am. Really. Congratulations.’


‘Thank you,’ she says. I can hear her smile. ‘And to think everyone thought you and Zach would be the ones to get engaged first!’


‘Yeah. To think.’


‘Sorry – I didn’t mean . . . It’s just funny, is all.’


Our idea of what is ‘funny’ is one of the many ways Libby and I are nothing alike. We are three years apart, but to look at us you wouldn’t think we were even related. She inherited my mother’s honey-brown hair, her blue eyes and fair skin, whereas I am my father’s likeness: thick, sable-coloured hair, so dark it appears almost black, green eyes and freckles, all set atop a wiry frame. At my best, I can look cute – the classic nice Jewish girl from a good family – but Libby is flat-out beautiful and always has been. She never went through an awkward phase, unlike me: I looked like a mutant Chinese crested dog for most of middle school.


To speak to us, you wouldn’t know we were related either. Libby was the popular, sporty one in school, destined to become captain of the field hockey team and president of her sorority at Penn State. She dated with such frequency and enthusiasm that I could never keep track of the flavour du jour. One week it was James so-and-so, and the next it was Mike what’s-his-face. With her bubbly laugh and outgoing personality, men flocked to her like a bunch of lovesick fools. Until now, she’s had no interest in maintaining a long-term relationship with anyone, but that’s because she knew she would always have a date, even if it was with a new person every time. She didn’t even have to try.


Meanwhile, I had Zach. We met in our freshman year at Lower Merion High School when we both joined the school paper. Immediately I was attracted to his geeky, sideways smile and big truffle-coloured eyes. Other girls probably laughed at the way his pin-straight brown hair stuck upright at the front, thanks to his severe cowlick, but I thought it was adorable. He must have thought the same about me because within a week of meeting we were inseparable. We were like two black jellybeans in a sea of reds, two nerds who didn’t really fit in with everyone else. We weren’t outcasts. We were just . . . different. Old souls. Rather than spend the weekend drunk in the woods around a bonfire, we would cook each other dinner and watch the original Japanese version of Iron Chef. When I went to Northwestern and he went to Princeton, we maintained a long-distance relationship all the way through to graduation. Everyone assumed we would get married. I thought so, too. And then he lied to me and broke my heart.


‘Obviously you will be the maid of honour,’ Libby says.


‘Are you sure?’


‘That’s how you respond? “Are you sure?”’


‘It’s just that work is so crazy, and you know I’m the worst when it comes to parties. I want you to have the maid of honour you deserve.’


Libby grunts. ‘You’re the maid of honour I want, okay? But if you’d rather I choose someone else, just say so.’


Realistically, I would rather she chose someone else – not because I don’t want to support Libby but because helping with her wedding, after everything I’ve been through . . . it’s too much. But I can’t say that. Not if I want to avoid an onslaught of teary hysterics and a stern call from our mother.


‘Of course I’ll do it,’ I say. ‘I’m honoured – no pun intended.’


Libby squeals. ‘Fantastic! How do you feel about coming up here tomorrow morning to look at bridesmaids’ dresses?’


‘Already? Have you even set a date?’


‘August sixth,’ she says.


‘But that’s, what, eight months from now? What’s the rush? Isn’t a lot of stuff booked up already?’


‘Matt knows the wedding co-ordinator at the Rittenhouse so he called in a favour. We lucked out with the florist and photographer, too, so we’re pretty much set.’


The Rittenhouse. One of Philadelphia’s fanciest hotels. That’s where I always thought Zach and I might get married. Not that I fantasized about our wedding in any great detail. I wasn’t lying to Libby when I said party-planning isn’t my forte. But one time in high school, while Zach and I were having a picnic in Rittenhouse Square, we saw a bride and groom getting their photos taken in front of the hotel. And as I bit into my DiBruno Brothers sandwich, I thought, Who knows? Maybe that’ll be us some day.


Of course, as the years went by and I realized what a wedding at the Rittenhouse would cost, that fantasy gradually withered away. And then everything with Zach fell apart, so it hardly mattered.


‘The Rittenhouse Hotel? Mom and Dad are okay with that?’


‘Sure,’ she says. ‘Why wouldn’t they be?’


‘You know money’s been tight . . .’


‘Yeah, but this is my wedding. And, for all they know, it may be the only one they ever host.’


‘Thanks, Lib . . .’


‘I’m just saying. Anyway, can you come up tomorrow?’


‘I’m not even sure Amtrak will be running. The snow has shut everything down. And since I don’t have a car – why don’t we put a pin in that for now?’


She groans. ‘Fine. But I’m still going to need help with colour schemes. I’m pretty sure I’m going with the jade chiffon for the bridesmaids’ dresses. So the logical colour accompaniment for the flowers is white and yellow. But now the florist thinks I need a third accent colour, and I don’t know what to do.’


Libby pauses, and a long silence ensues. I pull my phone from my ear to make sure I haven’t dropped her call. She’s still there. And, apparently, waiting for me to say something.


‘Syd? Hello?’


‘I’m here,’ I say.


‘Well, what should I do? What goes with yellow, white and green?’


The only person less qualified than I to answer that question is someone who is colour-blind and has a penis. My work attire revolves around five pairs of slacks – two black, two grey and one khaki – and a limited variety of solid-colour tops, the ‘wildest’ of which is a red sweater. Style has never been a personal strength.


‘Lib, you repeatedly tell me my entire wardrobe is a crime against fashion. I think you might be better served asking one of your other bridesmaids. Or Mom.’


‘Mom is more indecisive than I am, and my other bridesmaids are too worried about their own weddings. You’re the only one left.’


I lean back in my chair. ‘Okay . . . What about . . . lavender? Or violet?’


‘Matt hates purple flowers.’


‘Wait, Matt has an opinion about flowers? What guy has an opinion about flowers?’


‘Sydney – stop. Help me.’


I clench my fist into a ball and bite my knuckle. ‘What about hot pink? That’s bright and summery.’


Libby goes silent, presumably mulling over this very important decision, upon which rests the fate of the human race.


‘That’s perfect!’ she says. ‘See? There is a fashion sense somewhere in there. Just takes a little digging.’


‘Glad I could be of service.’


‘You’re my maid of honour,’ she says. ‘Being of service is your job.’


‘Ah,’ I say. ‘Right.’


This wedding is going to kill me.


When I hang up with Libby, Melanie storms over to my desk, her arms folded across her body.


‘Hey – Boogerface,’ she barks. ‘You off the phone?’


It’s at times like these that I remember Melanie grew up the youngest among five brothers. Sensitivity does not come naturally. Jokes revolving around poop and boogers, however, seem to flow with ease.


‘Yeah, what’s up?’


‘Check your email. Memo from the network prez. It’s happening.’


I scroll through my inbox and find a message from the network president, Andrew Halliday: ‘Structural Changes at the Network.’


This can’t be good.




Dear colleagues,


The past decade has brought massive changes to our industry – both in the way we cover news and the challenges we face from other news sources. So far, we have risen to the occasion and have served our audiences well. Our news coverage is stronger today than it has ever been. That is down to all of you.


However, the time has come to address these changes to the industry head on – not by reacting to them, but by implementing a plan that will get ahead of them. The digital delivery of news poses both opportunities and challenges, and in order to overcome those challenges and embrace the opportunities, we must reconsider what we do and how we do it.


To that end, we will be reorganizing our network in the most cost-effective way possible to move into this new era . . .





The email continues, using expressions like ‘consolidate’, ‘promote efficiency’ and ‘eliminate redundancies’. The bottom line? They’re going to close bureaux, combine jobs and fire people.


‘Holy crap,’ I say, as I finish reading.


‘I told you this was coming.’


‘Yeah, but I didn’t realize . . . I mean, I didn’t think it would happen today. Or be so extensive.’


Melanie pushes her black-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose. ‘No one is safe. Every job is up for grabs.’


‘How many jobs are they eliminating?’


‘How should I know?’


‘You knew about the restructuring, didn’t you?’


She tucks a pin-straight lock behind her ear. ‘I’m hearing at least four hundred positions.’


My eyes widen. ‘Four hundred?’


‘Apparently Halliday is calling the bureau chiefs today. He’s delegating.’


My heart rate quickens. This may not be my dream job, but I make a respectable salary and have decent health insurance. And given that I’m behind on rent and have a knee-high stack of bills, any job is better than no job.


‘He’s not telling us in person?’


‘I think he wants to get this over with as quickly as possible. Out with the old year, in with the new.’


Before I can exacerbate my anxiety with more questions, Charles waltzes past my desk, his thermal underpants only adding to my nausea.


‘What’s with the sombre faces?’ he asks.


‘Check your email,’ we say in unison.


Charles glances down at his phone, and his dopey smile morphs into a sober stare as he scrolls through the two-page memo. ‘How long have you known about this?’


‘I just found out,’ I say.


Charles nods solemnly, scrolling through the memo a second and then a third time. It’s the most serious I’ve seen him in the four years I’ve worked here. Even when the Dow dropped almost eight hundred points in a day and all of our futures seemed to splinter before our eyes, Charles injected levity into the newsroom with an occasional bad joke or cheesy story. But not today. Today his face is as white as the snow outside, and he utters not a word.


As Charles reads through the email for a fourth time, our bureau chief Linda McCoy – a woman I have spoken with a grand total of two times in my four years of working here – walks into the newsroom, dressed smartly in a black suit, baby blue shell and pearl studs. She is not smiling. The entire newsroom stares at her, none of us smiling either. We know why she’s here. There’s no need to pretend.


Linda smooths her brassy bob with the palm of her hand and pulls on her suit jacket. ‘I just got off the phone with Andrew. I take it all of you have seen his memo.’


We all nod, slowly and almost imperceptibly. No one wants to stand out. No one wants to let his or her anxiety into the open, to give off a vibe that says, I’m nervous. I know I’m hanging by a thread. But that’s what we’re all thinking. We’re also thinking, Don’t get rid of me. Get rid of her. Or him. But not me.


‘I think it would be best if I spoke to each of you one-on-one to discuss your future here, and the future of The Morning Show.’


She drags her eyes across the newsroom and back again, until they land on me.


‘Sydney,’ she says. ‘Why don’t we talk in my office?’


As much as I try to tell myself that everything will be okay – that she wants to discuss the new duties I will assume and the cuts to my retirement plan – I know from the pitying look in her eyes that we will not be discussing any of those things. We will be discussing something far worse. And everyone in this newsroom knows it.





Chapter 3



‘Have a seat,’ Linda says, gesturing to the smooth, grey chair across from her desk.


I lower myself into it, gripping the cool metal armrests for support.


‘As you know, the network is going through some major changes,’ she says. ‘And one of those changes is to consolidate operations in the Washington bureau.’


I nod soberly as my throat begins to close.


‘They have decided to combine several of the producer and reporter roles and enhance our digital presence. As such, they are eliminating all of the associate producer and producer positions for The Morning Show.’


A wave of nausea crashes over me. ‘All of them? Then . . . who is going to produce the morning segments?’


Linda presses her lips together and clears her throat. ‘Charles.’


‘Charles?’ Linda nods. ‘What about Melanie?’


‘Melanie will maintain some of her production duties, along with helping to maintain The Morning Show’s digital presence. It’s where the business is heading.’ Linda folds her hands together and places them on her desk. ‘But, unfortunately, this means your position here is no longer needed.’


A second wave of nausea knocks me over the head. This can’t be happening.


I strain to speak through the ever-shrinking opening in my throat. ‘Is this . . . is this because I let Charles wear skis this morning?’


Linda rumples her brow and stares at me quizzically. ‘I – sorry?’


‘The live shot this morning. When Charles knocked over the camera.’


Linda slowly shakes her head, and from her expression I gather she did not see Charles’s skiing fiasco. ‘No,’ she says. ‘This is purely a business decision. I hope you understand.’


I try to come up with a response, but at the moment I cannot construct complete sentences. Besides, what am I supposed to say? Am I supposed to affirm her declaration, to say, Yes, of course I understand? That would be a lie. I don’t understand. I’ve worked my butt off for four years. Frankly, if it weren’t for me, Charles would probably have the network embroiled in some nasty lawsuit.


‘You’ll need to clear out your desk and leave the building within the hour,’ she says.


I look at my watch. ‘Within the hour?’


‘I’m sorry. This isn’t my decision. It’s company policy.’


I start to get up from my chair, but then I remember something I read for a recent unemployment story we did. ‘What sort of severance package should I expect?’


‘Unfortunately, due to the financial strains on the network, the severance isn’t as generous as it once was. You’ll receive payment for your work through today, and then one month’s salary – a week for each year you worked here.’


I do the math in my head. That’s barely enough to cover my rent, especially given how far behind I am on payments, thanks to some absurdly expensive oral surgery two months ago that my insurance didn’t cover. Forget spending the money on anything else, like food or heating or other such luxuries.


Linda reaches into her file drawer and hands me a thick packet. ‘You’ll find information in there regarding allocation of the severance, as well as a primer on unemployment insurance and résumé building.’ She pushes her drawer shut. ‘I’m sorry about this. It isn’t what any of us wanted.’


I flick through the packet, then give Linda one last probing look, hoping there is even the slightest chance she will realize she’s made a mistake. But Linda simply stares back, her lips pursed.


Finally, she reaches across the desk and grabs my hand, shaking it firmly. ‘Be well,’ she says. Then she gestures towards the door. ‘Please send in Abby on the way back to your desk.’


Be well? Be well? No, I will not be well, Linda. I will be very, very unwell, thank you very much. I had misgivings about this job, but somehow that makes losing it even more painful. It’s like being dumped by someone you don’t like. All you can think is, I should be the one dumping YOU.


As I walk back into the newsroom, everyone’s eyes follow me to my desk. I catch a glimpse of Charles, who still isn’t wearing proper pants and yet is one of two people in this room who will still have a job in an hour. This has to be a sign of the Apocalypse.


‘Linda wants to see you,’ I say to Abby, dropping the unemployment packet on my desk. I yank open my top file drawer and begin stacking my folders in a pile next to my computer.


‘What happened in there?’ Melanie asks.


‘I have an hour to clear out my desk. I’m toast.’


Charles taps his pen against the side of his computer. ‘Did Linda say anything about the rest of us?’


‘I’m not at liberty to discuss our conversation.’


‘Puh-lease,’ Melanie says. ‘We’re all going to find out within the hour anyway.’


I turn to the Queen of Gossip, the only producer among us left standing. ‘Then you can wait.’


The meetings are brief and orderly, and by the time Linda has finished speaking to everyone, the atmosphere in the newsroom approximates that of a funeral. Even Charles and Melanie, the two of us who still have jobs, look as if they’ve lost their childhood puppy and best friend on the same day. I don’t blame them. They’ll now be doing the jobs of two or three people for less money and fewer benefits, and neither of them signed up for that.


I manage to load all of my folders and tchotchkes into a large cardboard box I found in the storage room, the only downside being that the box now weighs approximately six hundred pounds, there are multiple feet of snow outside, I live twelve blocks from the office and there is no one to help me.


‘Would either of you mind if I stored this under your desk? I’ll pick it up when they’ve done a better job clearing the streets.’


‘I don’t think you’re supposed to come back in the building,’ Melanie says. Then she waves me towards her desk. ‘Throw it over here and call me when you want to pick it up. I’ll bring it down to you.’


I shove the box behind her desk, give her and Charles each an awkward hug, then say goodbye to Tony and the few other friends I have at the network.


‘Where are you off to now?’ Melanie asks, as I throw on my jacket and gloves.


I give one last look around the office, pull my fleece hat over my head and clap my gloved hands together. ‘To get drunk.’





Chapter 4



The problem with getting laid off at noon on one of the snowiest days in Washington’s history? There is nowhere to get drunk, other than your own apartment. And when the only drinkable alcohol in your apartment is a half-empty bottle of vodka and a few aeroplane miniatures of gin – well, let’s just say the situation is less than ideal.


A high-speed wind whips at my face as I stomp through the piles of snow in my fat snow boots, my chin tucked tightly against my chest as the tears stream down my face. Renting an apartment twelve blocks from the office sounded like a fabulous idea when I signed my lease six months ago, in the balmy days of early June. Twelve blocks: a touch too close to justify public transportation, but more than a ten-minute walk. I told myself the walk would be my daily exercise, as if exercise had ever been a priority. Plus, the rent was surprisingly cheap – though, apparently, not cheap enough when combined with my payments to Dr Larry Gopnik DDS. But now I wish I’d spent a little more money on an apartment closer to a Metro stop because, between the wind and the snow, I cannot feel my face and may have permanently lost the use of my left index finger. Also, I now live twelve blocks from an office I will no longer visit.


My apartment sits on Swann Street between 14th and 15th Streets, in a semi-undefined neighbourhood sandwiched between Logan and Dupont Circles. For years, 14th Street was known, informally at least, as Washington’s ‘Red Light District’, more famous for drug trafficking and prostitution than for organic markets and independent art galleries. But over the past decade or so, the neighbourhoods have gentrified, and now 14th Street is one of Washington’s hottest areas, with a new restaurant or café seeming to open every week.


My street stretches from west to east and is filled from end to end with brightly coloured townhouses, all squashed together like crayons in a Crayola box, lying just beyond the red-brick sidewalk. Unlike the towering, three-storey terrace homes in Dupont Circle, the houses on my street are squat, two-storey affairs with square, flat roofs and modest front stoops. Some of the homes lodge a single owner, but many, like mine, are broken up into separate apartments. I occupy the entire second floor, whereas the first floor houses a wiry forty-something recluse named Simon.


When I arrive at my building, a butter-yellow house sandwiched between a maroon townhouse to the right and a cobalt-blue townhouse to the left, I find Simon shovelling the front walkway beyond our wrought-iron gate, humming what sounds like a slow dirge. Given the day I’ve had, I should probably join in with a funeral song of my own.


‘Hi, Simon. Need any help?’


Simon looks up, his pale face blank as he stares at me with hollow eyes. ‘No. I’m fine.’


‘You sure?’


He digs into the snow with his shovel and tosses a heap over his shoulder. ‘Yes.’


Simon was already living in the downstairs apartment of our townhouse when I moved into the second floor. We rarely see each other, given the private doorway to his apartment and the private, locked stairway leading to mine, so most of our interactions involve me saying hello and Simon grunting an unintelligible reply. He looks a little like a rodent, with his pointy nose, bleached-blond hair and beady eyes, the whites of which are often tinged with pink. But in a previous life I lived in an apartment in Georgetown next door to a bunch of rowdy college students, and I’d take a quiet introvert over a frat boy any day.


I march up the front steps and check my mailbox, where I find a folded piece of yellow paper. When I open it, I find, in bold capitals, a message from our landlord, Al:


NEED DECEMBER RENT ASAP.
YOU ARE LATE. AGAIN.


Perfect. As if this day weren’t already a kick in the ovaries.


I stick the note into my coat pocket and let myself through two sets of doors before trudging up the stairway that leads directly into my living room. As soon as I reach the top, I dump my coat and bag on the floor, kick off my boots, grab a handful of miniature gin bottles from the cupboard and collapse onto the plush grey couch.


My feet propped on the armrest, I sip the gin straight from the toy-size bottles and reflect on all the ways in which this situation totally blows. I never even wanted to work on a morning news show. I wanted to be a food journalist, to write about the connections between food and culture, to interview chefs and bakers and food enthusiasts, who would clue me into new cooking techniques and food trends. That’s the stuff that turns me on, the stuff I could read about for days. One time in college, I was so engrossed in Ruth Reichl’s Tender at the Bone as I rode the L into Chicago that I missed my stop and ended up back where I’d started in Evanston. I loved immersing myself in her writing – the way I could almost taste the food she described through the pages – and I wanted to explore food and cooking through writing the way she did.


The problem, of course, was that I couldn’t find a job like that after college, or at least not any job that paid anything. The only offers I got were ‘unpaid internships’, which I couldn’t afford to take without my parents’ help, and I knew my parents didn’t have the money to support me, so I didn’t even bother to ask. I did interview for one job at a small online start-up, but it was located in Fort Lauderdale, which, after four years of long distance, was further away than I wanted to live from Zach, who was set to start law school at Columbia in New York City. I often wonder what would have happened if I’d taken that job: if I’d be the food writer I’d dreamed of being, or if that dream just isn’t meant to be.


No other paid food-writing jobs came along, so I took the best journalism job I could get and figured, with a little finessing, I could make the transition from general television journalist to paid food journalist. Naïve? Probably. But I thought I could make it work. Whenever I had the chance, I pitched Morning Show stories with a food angle – a piece on farm subsidies that would take us to Loudoun County, or a story about the cupcake craze hitting the nation’s capital. Sometimes I felt as if I were trying to jam together two pieces that belonged to two entirely different puzzles, but I did my best to make me and the job fit. It wasn’t a perfect match, but it was close enough, at least until I found the food-writing job I’d always wanted. Which, of course, I never did.


And now I’m unemployed.


Not just unemployed – unemployed in the only industry for which I have any real qualifications, which, as it happens, is also an industry that is haemorrhaging positions by the day. The other major networks have either already laid off hundreds of staff members or are planning to do so in the coming weeks. Where am I going to go?


I gulp down the last of the gin from the mini bottles and nestle into the couch cushions, determined to come up with a plan to pull myself out of this funk. All I need to do is close my eyes for a few minutes while I figure things out. Or, at the very least, forget why my life is such a mess.


Four hours later, I jump as my cell phone hums and buzzes on the coffee-table. A four-hour nap? This has not happened since I had glandular fever in my freshman year of college.


I grab the phone and see it’s Heidi Parker, one of my best friends from Northwestern who has been living in DC as long as I have.


‘Hello . . .?’


‘Uh . . . hi,’ Heidi says. ‘Did I . . . wake you?’


I clear my throat and stretch my mouth wide to wake up my lips. ‘Kind of. Not really.’


‘Sleeping on the job? That’s not like you.’


‘I’m at home. I got laid off today.’


Heidi goes silent. ‘Oh, my God,’ she eventually says. ‘Syd, I’m so sorry.’


‘Not half as sorry as I am at the moment,’ I say, breathing my stale, gin-laced breath into the phone.


‘We need to get you out of that house. You need a drink.’


I laugh. ‘Already have a head start on the latter.’


‘You’ve been drinking alone?’ I don’t answer. ‘Okay, we’re calling in the troops,’ she says. ‘Bar Pilar is running some sort of blizzard special on beers for happy hour. Meet me there in twenty minutes.’


‘But I—’


‘Ah, ah, ah – no objections. You’re coming. End of story.’


I contemplate interjecting with one more half-hearted protest, but I realize there is no point. Heidi will come to my apartment and physically drag me to the bar if necessary – probably by my hair, as she has done before – and in one day, there is only so much humiliation a girl can take.


Before I leave, I poke my head into the refrigerator to see if there is anything I can eat before I meet Heidi, since continuing to drink on an empty stomach will surely end in disaster. My choices consist of the following: a container of two-week-old Chinese leftovers, some bottles of mustard and ketchup, and several half-eaten containers of fruit preserves. I’m not sure what I expected to find. Ever since I landed a job on The Morning Show, work has consumed most of my waking hours, and I barely have time to do laundry, much less cook.


I haven’t cooked much since Zach and I broke up, anyway. Cooking was our thing. Even if it was just a bowl of spaghetti and box-mix brownies, we would try to make dinner together every weekend in high school. Zach’s mom, Alaine Pullman, is a famous Philadelphia caterer who regularly put on events for the mayor and other local celebrities, so while she was out on Saturday nights preparing filet mignon and arugula salad for Philadelphia’s finest, Zach and I would raid her well-stocked pantry and whip up our own mini feasts. I developed an early fondness for candied walnuts and a definitive aversion to stinky cheese, and learned there is, in fact, such a thing as too much cheesecake and that amount is equal to three slices. We made our own fun, even when that fun involved breaking a bottle of his mom’s truffle oil from Piedmont, an incident that was not without consequences.


Once we left for college, seeing each other became more difficult, with him in New Jersey and me in Illinois, and our dorm kitchens lacked the swanky equipment and ingredients of his parents’ kitchen. But we tried our best to make it work, even towards the end, when his heart wasn’t in it any more. The last meal we cooked together, on the night everything went wrong, was spaghetti carbonara, and to this day the smell of crisping bacon makes my stomach turn.


I slam the refrigerator door and decide I’ll buy something at Bar Pilar, where the offerings will be more appealing than Chinese leftovers that smell like roadkill. I throw back one more aeroplane miniature of gin, pull on my coat and boots and stumble down the front steps, where once again I run into Simon, who is now beating our bushes with a meat mallet.


‘Um . . . Simon?’ I watch as he thrusts the tenderizer into the bushes again and again. ‘What are you doing?’


Simon whips his head in my direction, his vaguely rodent-like eyes glassy and pink. ‘Saving them.’


‘Saving . . . whom?’


‘The bushes,’ he says. ‘This snow and ice will kill them. There’s too much of it.’


‘Oh. Right. Do you need my help?’


He turns away from me and rattles the mallet around in a bush. ‘No.’


I wait for him to add a ‘thank you’ or a ‘thanks for the offer’ but he doesn’t. ‘Well . . . have a nice night,’ I say.


And as I push past him onto Swann Street – me unemployed and soaked in gin, him beating at a bunch of shrubs with a meat mallet – I wonder which of us is the sadder case and how the contest ever got this close.





Chapter 5



The one-block walk to Bar Pilar requires the physical exertion of a two-mile hike, mostly because I am slightly buzzed from the gin and the sidewalks are covered with about four feet of snow. I have no idea how I’ll make it home after another drink or two.


The overhang above the bar’s entrance shoulders a good two feet of snow, the fluffy mounds bearing down with the weight of a small school bus. There’s so much white that, from where I stand below the entrance, I can barely make out the block stencil letters punched out of the bar’s copper nameplate. This is the kind of weather I loved as a kid. I remember missing two weeks of school in the seventh grade, when a major snow and ice storm pounded the east coast. My mom and Libby baked chocolate-chip cookies while I looked on, peering over my copy of M. F. K. Fisher’s The Gastronomical Me. The three of us played cards and watched movies and curled up on our couch with steaming mugs of hot chocolate. It’s one of the last memories I have of the three of us hanging out like that.


When I walk inside, I find Heidi sitting at the wooden counter, chatting to the bartender as he fills up a glass from the beer tap, his back to a long wall of exposed brick. A song by the Doves purrs through the bar’s speakers, and as I tromp through the long, narrow bar in my snow boots, both Heidi and the bartender look up at me.


‘There she is!’ Heidi says, her blue eyes sparkling. She sips her beer and wipes a dab of frothy foam off her narrow freckled nose.


I look around for the many friends I assumed Heidi would bring with her, but the only people there besides the two of us are a thirty-something couple sitting at a table and a man in a puffy gilet at the far end of the counter.


‘Where are the “troops”?’ I ask.


Heidi smiles sheepishly and tucks a stray strand of her stick-straight blonde hair behind an ear. ‘Everyone is snowed in. We’re an army of two tonight.’


The bartender slides a beer to the man at the end and scratches his beard as he nods in my direction. ‘What can I get you?’ I scan the list of beer specials scrawled on the black chalkboard, but I’ve never been much of a beer connoisseur, and at this point, I really don’t care what kind of beer I order as long as it contains alcohol. ‘Uh, the third one,’ I say. ‘Thanks.’


Heidi helps me unwrap my scarf and stares at me worriedly. ‘Did you even look at yourself in the mirror before you left?’


‘No, why?’ I glance in the mirror behind the bar and notice a crease down my cheek, long and deep like the San Andreas fault, and a mysterious streak of mucus in the corner of my eye. I look like an extra from The Walking Dead.


Heidi grabs my drink from the bartender and passes it to me. ‘To new beginnings.’


We clink glasses, and I gulp half my beer.


‘Whoa, slow down,’ she says. ‘Happy hour lasts another two hours. We have time.’


I slide my glass back and forth on the counter and sigh. ‘I can’t believe I lost my job.’


‘Who did they keep?’


I roll my eyes as I take another sip of beer. ‘Fucking Charles.’


‘That’s it?’


‘Melanie, too. Although she’s going to be some sort of quasi producer-slash-digital reporter, whereas Charles will produce his own spots. I almost feel bad for them, until I remember they’ll still be getting a paycheck.’


‘You will, too, soon enough. And, anyway, you never loved that job. Maybe now you can give the whole food-journalism thing a try.’


I throw back the rest of my beer. ‘If it were that easy to find a job as a food writer, don’t you think I would have left The Morning Show a long time ago?’


Heidi rubs my back. ‘Fair enough. But you’ll get another job. Don’t worry.’


We both know she has no idea whether or not I’ll get another job, but I suppose these are the stock phrases you say when a friend loses one. You’ll be okay. You’ll land on your feet. You’ll find work soon. People say those phrases so often they almost lose meaning. Really, the only response that resonates at all is, That sucks.


On some level, I should trust Heidi knows what she’s talking about. She works at an education charity, her third in the four and a half years since we graduated college. She knows all about budget cuts and empty coffers and organizational mismanagement. At one point, between her last job and her current one, she was working three different side jobs – restaurant hostess, dog walker and farmers’ market cashier – just so she could make the payments on her many student loans. Yet each time her company let her go, she managed to land on her feet, continuing to supplement her meagre income with her weekend job at the farmers’ market. If she’s made it work, then maybe I will too.


Heidi takes another swig of beer and puts her glass on the counter. ‘Gotta run to the Ladies. You’ll be okay?’


‘I’m unemployed, not suicidal.’


‘You’re a pain in the ass, is what you are,’ she says. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’


She scoots down the narrow hallway to the bathroom, and I redirect my gaze to the counter as I twirl my empty glass by the base. There’s an inch or two of beer left in Heidi’s glass and, not caring if it’s rude or wrong, I grab it and finish it.


‘Looks like you need a refill.’


The man from the end of the bar is standing behind Heidi’s chair, his hands tucked into the pockets of his puffy black jacket. His hair is the colour of milk chocolate, wavy and thick with narrow sideburns, which frame his slender face. He looks vaguely familiar.


‘I guess I do,’ I say, looking into the bottom of my glass and Heidi’s.


The man flags the bartender. ‘Hey, Eli, another for the lady and her friend,’ he says. ‘Add it to my tab.’


I dismiss him with a wave of my hand as I let out a small burp under my breath. ‘Thanks, but I’ve got this. I can manage four bucks.’


‘I’m sure you can. But I overheard you and your friend talking, and it sounds like you’ve had a rough day.’


I raise an eyebrow. ‘You were eavesdropping?’


His cheeks flush, and he rubs his narrow chin. ‘It was hard not to. Your voice – let’s just say it carries.’


‘Oh, so now I’m a loud talker? Great. Thanks. That’s just what I needed to hear.’ The bartender places the filled glasses in front of me. I clear my throat. ‘I’VE GOT THIS,’ I shout. ‘BUT THANKS FOR THE OFFER.’


The man’s face turns even redder. ‘Suit yourself,’ he says. ‘But don’t tell me chivalry is dead. I tried.’


‘Badly,’ I mumble into my beer.


‘What’s that?’


‘BADLY,’ I shout. ‘FUNNY, IF I’M SUCH A LOUD TALKER, THEN WHY CAN’T YOU UNDERSTAND WHAT I’M SAYING?’


‘Sydney?’ Heidi pokes her head out from behind the man’s shoulder. ‘Why are you shouting?’


‘Gee, I don’t know. I guess I can’t help it. According to this a-hole, I’m a LOUD TALKER.’


Heidi smiles nervously. ‘How many of those gin bottles did you drink before you got here?’


‘What do you care? I can do what I want. It’s a free country.’


Apparently in my buzzed and self-pitying state, I have resorted to the rhetorical sophistication of a six-year-old.


‘Maybe another drink isn’t such a good idea,’ Heidi says, eyeing the bartender and giving him a not-so-subtle sign to cut me off.


‘Oh, yeah? And why’s that?’


Heidi shifts her gaze from the bartender to me to the red-faced guy and back to me again. ‘Because I think we need to get something in your stomach.’


‘They serve food here,’ I say, now invoking the stub-bornness of a three-year-old. At this rate, I’ll be on the floor in the foetal position by the time we leave.


Heidi pats my shoulder. ‘I think you’re more in the market for Taco Bell tonight.’


‘I thought you hated fast food. I thought you only ate organic.’


‘Tonight, for you, I will make an exception.’ She reaches into her pocket and throws twelve dollars onto the counter. ‘Thanks,’ she says, waving at the bartender as she lifts me out of my seat. She smiles at the guy in the jacket, who is staring at the two of us. ‘And thanks to you for the offer.’


‘Yeah, thanks for ruining everything!’ I shout, fighting Heidi as she tries to stuff me into my gigantic coat.


He lifts his hands defensively. ‘Listen, I’m really sorry. I was just trying to be nice.’


‘Yeah, well, mission unaccomplished.’


I don’t even know what I’m saying at this point.


Heidi grabs me by the elbow with her pale, bony fingers and pulls me towards the front door. ‘Come on, lady. Let’s get some food in you.’


I whip my head around as Heidi pulls me through the door and stick my tongue out at the man who called me a loud talker. He smirks and offers a small wave.


‘Jerkface,’ I mutter under my breath.


Heidi drags me out of the door and onto 14th Street, but I slow my step as I stare at the man’s figure disappearing through the closing door.


‘What are you staring at?’ she asks, her hand clasped around my arm


I wriggle free from her grasp and readjust my hat. ‘Nothing. I thought I recognized that guy for a second.’


‘Who?’


‘The jerk in the puffy jacket.’


‘I don’t think you’re in a state where you can recognize anyone right now.’
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