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         ‘Like taking a street-level tour through six decades of New York.’ – New York Times

         
             

         

         ‘Extraordinary … Rooney creates a glorious paean to a distant literary life and time.’ – Publishers Weekly
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         ‘Easily the best gadding-around-town novel since Dawn Powell and Dorothy Parker.’ – Daniel Handler, author of A Series of Unfortunate Events

      

   


   
      
         

             LILLIAN BOXFISH


            TAKES A WALK

            Kathleen Rooney

         

         
            DAUNT BOOKS

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            For Angela, my archivist always,

            &

            For Eric, forever my favourite flâneur

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

             LILLIAN BOXFISH

            TAKES A WALK

         

      

   


   
      
         

            1

            THE ROAD OF ANTHRACITE

         

         There once was a girl named Phoebe Snow. She wore only white and held tight to a violet corsage, an emblem of modesty. She was not retiring, though, and her life spun out as a series of journeys through mountain tunnels carved from poetry. I never saw her doing anything besides boarding, riding, or disembarking a train, immaculate always, captivating conductors, enchanting other passengers.

         No, there wasn’t. She was just an advertisement: the poster girl for the Delaware, Lackawanna, and Western Railroad. Her unsoilable Antarctic-coloured clothes were proof that the line’s anthracite-powered locomotives were clean-burning, truly – unlike their sooty and outfit-despoiling competitors:

         
            
               
                  Her laundry bill for fluff and frill

                  Miss Phoebe finds is nearly nil.

                  It’s always light, though gowns of white,

                  Are worn on Road of Anthracite.

               

            

         

         I was five years old when I first laid eyes on her, on a postcard sent me by my dearest aunt, Sadie Boxfish, my father’s youngest sister, daring and unmarried and living in Manhattan. Sadie visited us in the District of Columbia, but not very often. Her rare physical presence she supplemented with correspondence in snips and flashes. After I scrawled back how much I adored Phoebe, star of the story-poems, they became the only kind of card Sadie ever posted.

         The earliest ones my mother read aloud (though I could read):

         
            
               
                  Miss Phoebe Snow has stopped to show

                  Her ticket at the gate, you know.

                  The Guard, polite, declares it right.

                  Of course – it’s Road of Anthracite.

               

            

         

         Mother clutched me in her lap, talking about the image – Phoebe in a hat, Phoebe in a dining car, Phoebe blue-eyed and mannerly chatting with the engineer – and reciting the poetry:

         
            
               
                  Here Phoebe may, by night or day,

                  Enjoy her book upon the way.

                  Electric light dispels the night

                  Upon the Road of Anthracite.

               

            

         

         In her clear contralto above my ears I could hear, in her neat bosom behind my head I could feel, her disapproval: not of Phoebe, but of Sadie. My mother – who was well-educated, read widely, passably fluent in German, conversant with the works of Freud and Adler, married at twenty, and never received a dollar of wages in her life – was also a woman who took difference as a slight. Anyone not living a life that fit the mould of her own – wifedom, motherhood – constituted a personal affront, an implied rebuke, an argument against. I thought Sadie quite bold.

         ‘What a smart girl,’ my mother would say of Phoebe, who (I saw later) must have been so light and unburdened for having only air, and not one thought or care, in her golden head. Mother, stroking my own red-gold hair, meant only that Phoebe’s frock was smart, or her little white gloves. Not Phoebe herself. Not smartness of that kind.

         ‘Aunt Sadie’s a smart girl,’ I said only once. To no reply. To my mother, gritting her small neat teeth, pearly and needle-like, reading that day’s card more loudly than usual:

         
            
               
                  A cosy seat, a dainty treat

                  Make Phoebe’s happiness complete

                  With linen white and silver bright

                  Upon the Road of Anthracite.

               

            

         

         Sadie, career girl, and Phoebe, socialite, embedded inextricably into one another in my mind. Both of them expressed the inexpressible, suggesting that sex appeal existed but probably ought not to be named while one was living at home. Suggesting not so much a passenger train as speed and freedom, not so much a gown as style, not so much a hairdo as beauty.

         Mother saw Sadie as wasting that last, working as hard as a beast of burden as a nurse in a hospital in New York City. Though now I know that Sadie can’t have been living the life of Riley, I wanted to move there and join her. What a smart girl.

         My mother resented Sadie like a stepsister resenting Cinderella, but she was polite. She did her no social violence. Was always hospitable and gracious on Sadie’s visits, both as a point of pride and because my father would not have abided otherwise. Though he, too, a lawyer, thought Sadie’s work beneath her.

         My devotion to both Phoebe and Sadie has remained constant over the decades. When I think of either, I also think of lofty mountain chains and cool delights.

         The New York I moved to eventually was empty of Sadie, though I’ve since walked by St Vincent’s, the hospital where she worked, I don’t know how many times. She died in the influenza epidemic of 1918.

         Phoebe, deathless, simply faded from public consciousness like a once-popular song. Anthracite, needed to fight the Great War, was not to be used on railroads any more. The world changed, and Phoebe disappeared forever:

         
            
               
                  On time the trip ends without a slip

                  And Phoebe sadly takes her grip

                  Loath to alight, bows left and right,

                  ‘Good-bye, Dear Road of Anthracite.’

               

            

         

         But I never forgot her. I didn’t want to be her, so much as to have her – to create her.

         Sadie led me to Manhattan, but Phoebe led me to poetry, and to advertising. So enrapt was I at her entrancing rhymes that when the time came to apply for jobs, I rhymed my letters and my samples alike:

         
            
               
                  To work for you

                  Is my fondest wish

                  Signed your ever-true

                  Lillian Boxfish

               

            

         

         Fifteen enquiries. Five favourable replies. Including one by telegram from R.H. Macy’s. This was the one I chose: my first serious job in New York City. A job which in some ways saved my life, and in other ways ruined it. What a smart girl.
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            NEW YEAR’S EVE

         

         The only man I ever birthed, though not the only one I mothered, is on the other end of the line, and he is giving me news that is sad and bad and that makes me jealous. Julia, my ex-husband’s second wife, has been hospitalised after a heart attack, her third. She will likely not survive. She is much younger than I – fifteen years if you go by my age as I’ve been lying about it forever, sixteen if you go by my age as I am pretty sure is correct. Either way, she is 68.

         Either way, it is 1984, and she is with them, and I am alone on New Year’s Eve in New York City, and it’s too warm. I wish it were snowing, but gently, gently, like sugar falling on a great, grey cookie.

         Unlike Julia, my health is and always has been – physically – impeccable.

         ‘She was struggling in all this Maine snow, when there’s none in California,’ says Johnny, says Gianino, my Little John, says my son, says Gian, as he asked to be called back in junior high school, when it occurred to him that he had the wherewithal. ‘She collapsed coming up the driveway after taking the kids to the library. It’s pretty grim this time, Ma.’ 

         ‘Ma’, he calls me – incongruous, ugly – but I enjoy it. Max, my ex-husband, taught him that: the harsh monosyllable sounding working-class, hardly our income bracket. But that was part of what I loved about Max. The blue of his collar to the white of mine. I was not entirely un-maternal toward Max. Of course when, finally, I needed his unconditional support, he could not afford the same care to me.

         ‘Dreadful,’ I say. ‘I hope the ambulance didn’t founder getting out to Pin Point.’

         Gian spends his time between semesters at Pin Point, the summer home Max and I bought in the thirties; perversely, he likes it in winter, too.

         ‘No, they made it all right,’ he says. ‘I’m at the hospital now. Claire’s mom took the train up from Boston to help out with the kids so I can stay here with Julia. The university’s not back in session until the third week of January, so this honestly couldn’t have happened at a better time.’

         This announcement that Gian is calling from the hospital forces me to revise the image of him in my mind, an image I wasn’t even aware of until I knew it was wrong. I picture him now in an overly bright lounge among grim institutional furniture, murmuring into an oft-disinfected courtesy phone. He rests his free hand atop his shaggy head in his distracted fashion – the absent-minded professor, father of three, black hair threaded with grey at the temples, forty-three years old next month – and that imagined gesture recalls another, from what seems like yesterday: Gian placing a flat palm on the crown of his skull to measure his height against his bedroom wall.

         The line goes quiet: He’s stopped talking, and I realise I’d stopped listening. ‘How are the kids taking it?’ I ask. I picture the three as last I saw them, the day after Christmas, bundled up like ornaments in red and green coats, and boarding the train north. I want to know how they will react when I die. 

         ‘They’re upset. They’re old enough to understand that this is it. That death is it. They’re excited, though, that their aunt is going to fly in from California. We can’t move Julia back there because she’s too sick. She’s going to be buried here anyway.’

         I imagine Gian’s much younger half-sister, the second child Max wanted, then got, standing graveside with him there in Maine. I’ll be buried in that same boneyard. On Max’s other side. It galls me to share. But where else would they put me? By then I won’t care.

         ‘If you want to send the kids back down here while you’re dealing with this, you should,’ I say, knowing he’ll never take me up on it, wishing he would. I only got to see them for a week at Christmas; there’s so much more I could show them in the city, and I like when this apartment feels crowded – when they stay here to save money and avoid the fleabag hotels.

         ‘I think they kind of ought to stick around, Ma, since their grandmother is about to die. They’re grown up enough to go to a funeral.’

         ‘Step-grandmother,’ I say. I am interested in politeness; I am not interested in propriety. ‘And I don’t know how character-building a funeral is for a young person, or how much that will help Julia, past help as she’ll be.’

         ‘Thanks anyway, Ma,’ he says. ‘How are you doing?’

         ‘You just saw me. Healthy and hardworking as a Central Park carriage horse.’

         ‘Is that lady who comes to check on you still checking through the holidays?’

         ‘Vera moved to Texas with her husband when he got that oilfield job six months ago,’ I say. ‘I’ve told you three times.’

         ‘Who’s taking care of you now?’

         ‘Vera is my friend, not my caretaker. Rest assured that if I should drop dead I won’t be reeking in the apartment for weeks, with the cat gnawing my carcass. There are a few people who would miss me. Not many.’

         ‘I wish you’d just come up to Brunswick for good, Ma. We’ve got the room. Murray Hill’s not what it used to be. The city’s not what it used to be. You’re not safe.’

         I had hoped that the impending death of the false mother, of Julia, would have spared me another round of his entreaties to migrate permanently to Maine, if only because these efforts would be unseemly, would cast him in a bad light: my Gian, the Bluebeard of mothers. Once Julia’s been in the ground for a few weeks, I’d reckoned, his Vacationland campaign would resume in earnest.

         But no such luck. ‘I’m not leaving, Gian,’ I tell him. ‘The city has been unsafe for twenty years, and I’ve survived.’

         ‘Well, you’re twenty years older now,’ he says. ‘And the city’s getting worse. It’s never been such a cesspool. The crime and disorder. The murders. The Subway Vigilante, Ma! It’s out of control. What if you’d been on that train? What if you’d been on it with the kids?’

         This, more and more, is Gian’s attitude when I speak with him: a skittishness about the city’s numberless perils. It strikes me as odd: He was never a nervous child. But as his own kids have grown older and more independent, his inventory of potential threats has steadily expanded – as, apparently, has his authority to give advice on such matters. Like many parents in middle age, he’s quick to spot changes in the world, slow to note shifts in his own perspective.

         That said, he is not incorrect. The city I inhabit now is not the city that I moved to in 1926; it has become a mean-spirited action movie complete with repulsive plot twists and preposterous dialogue.

         Last week a man – neatly dressed, wearing wire-rimmed glasses – snapped on a downtown 2 express. Mid-afternoon, on a train full of people. Four teenagers surrounded him, asking for five dollars; people have been killed for refusing less. The paper says he says they threatened him with sharpened screwdrivers. The man pulled a gun from his waistband. I have five dollars for each of you, he is said to have said – as if he had practised – before shooting them all. Two women collapsed at the end of the car in fright, and like a gallant gentleman, he helped them up before fleeing into the darkness of the tunnel at Chambers Street. Mayor Koch has said vigilantism won’t be tolerated, and it seems he is right: Callers have been flooding the tips hotline the police set up, but their calls congratulate the shooter, thank him, offer to pay his bail if he turns himself in. The Subway Vigilante is not being tolerated; he is being idolised.

         Gian just about about-faced the family back to Maine when it happened, even though we’d been uptown at the Museum of Natural History at the time, safe beneath the blue whale hanging by its dorsal fin, unarmed and pacific, silent as ever, a sentinel in the lurid tabloid nightmare this city’s been dreaming.

         ‘I walk everywhere, dearest,’ I say. And it’s true: I like the exercise, and the subway cars are graffitied with so much text it’s like being screamed at, like the voices inside my head and everyone else’s have manifested their yelling outside, ill-spelled with spray paint. ‘And we weren’t on that train. And he isn’t shooting elderly ladies and adorable tots.’

         ‘But guys like the guys he shot are everywhere. Hoods. Gangs. Toughs. Whatever you want to call them.’

         ‘I would not resist if young thugs approached me for money,’ I say. ‘I would acquiesce. I agree with Governor Cuomo that a vigilante spirit is dangerous. Rude, too.’

         ‘Rude?’ he says.

         ‘Yes, Gian. Incivility is not incivility’s antidote. I don’t know whether I believe that vigilante really had reason to think those young men were going to harm him. It sounds to me like he planned to shoot someone regardless – like he’d seen those I Want Death movies one too many times.’

         ‘Death Wish?’ says Gian.

         ‘One of those young men is paralysed. Eighteen years old. Never going to walk again.’

         ‘Maybe they deserved it, Ma. The city’s a sick place. People are sick.’

         ‘This city may be a rotten egg,’ I say, ‘but I’ll still be the last one out. What have I got to lose?’

         ‘Ma, you sound depressed again.’

         ‘Of course I do. This time of year is depressing. New Year’s Eve is a bigger thug than any mugger, the way it makes people feel. Being old is depressing. The Subway Vigilante is depressing. But I love it here, this big rotten apple. I’m near my old haunts, my sycamore trees, my trusty R.H. Macy’s.’

         ‘I will never understand,’ Gian says, ‘why living near Macy’s is more important than living near your grandkids. You haven’t written an ad for them in twenty-five years.’

         ‘It’s not just R.H. Macy’s, Johnny,’ I say, though I’d miss the department store like I’d miss a parent; the company gave me a life that I would not have lived otherwise. ‘In Murray Hill I don’t have to drive. I don’t have to rely on anybody. If I came to Brunswick, my brain would waste into a raisin and I’d break both my hips.’

         He goes on, and I listen, but he won’t persuade me. I’m not leaving this city no matter how far it falls in its hell-ward slide. Over the years I have entertained the idea of moving. I adore my son, the kids, adore the idea of usurping the fake mother. And yet.

         ‘Gianino, darling,’ I say. ‘I thought this call was about Julia, not your old ma. What will you do with the evening? I imagine this heart attack has quashed your plans?’

         ‘We’re going to let the kids stay up until midnight this year. They’re all old enough. Even though I’ll be at the hospital – just being awake will be enough of a treat for them. What are your plans?’

         ‘Same as always. Dinner at Grimaldi at five, and then early to bed with a book.’

         ‘Veal rollatini with green noodles?’ he asks.

         ‘As ever,’ I say. ‘Alberto’s specialty.’

         The Grimaldis were family friends of Max’s family. Max, whose full name was Massimiliano Gianluca Caputo. The restaurant is just around the corner on Madison Avenue, and I’ve been going there since they opened in 1956. Max and I had divorced – why say it that way? Max had divorced me – before then, but because I got to keep the apartment, got to keep the city, I also got to keep the restaurant and that set of friends. It’s been my New Year’s Eve standard since the late seventies, back before pasta became the rage of the age.

         ‘Tell Alberto that Massimiliano Gianluca Caputo, Jr, sends his regards,’ says Gian. ‘Tell Al junior that I say ciao.’

         ‘I will to Alberto,’ I say, ‘but I can’t to Al. He absconded to Palm Beach to serve tortellini to the snowbirds.’

         I think of my rollatini, and I don’t feel hungry.

         ‘I bet his new place won’t require jackets in that Florida heat,’ says Gian.

         I’d bet he’s right, and though I’ll never set foot in Florida, I resent that, just as I resent our summertime tourists who underdress, who take no pride in looking any better than bovine, in their shorts and their neon hues and their fanny packs. Even were Alberto no longer to require it, I would dress for dinner.

         ‘If I’m out when you have news, I’m at Grimaldi,’ I say. ‘So don’t worry and just leave a message.’

         I used to use a service, but Gian and the kids set up an answering machine last week, one of their Christmas presents. The leave-a-message message speaks in the voice of Lily, my youngest granddaughter – my favourite voice, and not just because they named her after me, but because she’s musical, a singer like her father. She’s called me every day since they left, to record a reply to her own recording before I pick up and we talk a bit. Our new game: Lily ringing Lily, then speaking to Grandma Lillian.

         ‘All right,’ says Gian. ‘Be careful out there. Love you, Ma.’

         I replace the Bakelite receiver in its cradle and look down at the kitchen table, where I’ve been sitting.

         Dark, glimmering crumbs, like potting soil, are strewn across the table top beneath my elbows, my face. I have just devoured half a package of Oreo brand cookies manufactured by Nabisco while on the phone with Gian without even realising it.

         I never do that: Buy manufactured cookies. Eat that way, like an animal. I don’t even especially like Oreos. My mouth, which moments ago was obliviously munching, now teems with their industrial-strength sweetness. My fingertips are greasy with creme filling – creme so-called, as opposed to cream, because it must be just powdered sugar and lard, unless I miss my guess. I suppose I must have been twisting them apart, eating them disassembled, or how else would I have made such a mess?

         ‘Phoebe!’ I say to the cat, creeping along the back of the sofa, staring at me green-eyed. ‘Why didn’t you say something?’

         Phoebe rotates her pert ears away and plops to the floor, pretending she hasn’t heard me, in much the same manner a cultured person responds to audible flatulence.

         I am, for the life of me, unable to fathom why I even had the vile black sandwiches. Did I buy them while the grandchildren were here? I’m sure I did not. My week prior to their visit was a Tartarus of sheet pans, spent in the creation of a Christmas-cookie fantasia; had the little goblins at any point asked me for packaged cookies, I’m quite certain I would have shipped them back to Maine with stockings full of coal. Wherefore, then, this evil visitation? The episode is enough to make me fear the onset of a condition that until now I’ve mocked: this Alzheimer’s disease that’s evidently plaguing the aged. Or so I’m told; I don’t often mix with the aged.

         No time for such fretting now: Worst of all, I have only a little more than an hour before I’m to be at Grimaldi. I doubt I’ll be famished again by the time they seat me, but I have to show up, or Alberto really will send a cop to look in on me. I couldn’t abide that. Plus, I have my dinner attire picked out, and I don’t want to stay in; I’ve been in all day. The weather, unwholesomely clement, dissuaded me from taking my usual stroll. The mercury hit sixty-five yesterday – 30 December in New York City – and the forsythia in Central Park thought it meant that they should bud. Tonight the low is supposed to be a more reasonable thirty degrees, so I can dress as befits midwinter.

         Most days I don’t see many people, per se, but in Manhattan, when I go for my walks, seven million sets of eyes – fourteen million eyeballs, potentially – stand to land upon me. Someday soon I may not be able to dress myself, so I intend to try to look stylish until I can’t any longer. Julia in her blouses with bird appliqués, in her colourful sweaters with knitted pom-poms – such is not my way.

         Phoebe follows me into the bedroom and watches as I dress. I used to always wear nylons – real pantyhose, nude – but my legs have grown pale and veiny. I put on a pair of mustard-yellow Coloralls. They are warmer than nylons, and I appreciate their optimism. But though the ads suggest treating them like hosiery and underwear all in one, I do wear underwear under them. I am a lady, after all; plus I don’t want a yeast infection, and who cares if I have a visible panty line? I wore leg makeup during World War II because of the stocking shortage. I even helped advertise it: ‘As sheer and gauzy in effect as the most beautiful nylons, and so much more economical.’

         I like to think I do not dress like a typical old lady. I have some old pieces, yes, some classics that still fit me, but I like new clothes and have the money to buy them, so I do. I do not eschew the shoulder pads and jewel tones I see on the mannequins, silly though they may be. Everything in fashion these days seems so childlike and bellicose, bright yet aggressive, a cute positivity that recasts every woman as a cross between a majorette and a Sherman tank. My dress tonight is dazzling green velvet with long sleeves, pleasingly boxy.

         I sit at my vanity. I am a vanitas. My hair of yesteryear was glossy red-gold. All the old photographs – from the society pages and the ad-industry trades – are black and white, so in those I look brunette, like film stars do in pre-colour films. But it was red-gold, friends, brassy and dyed though it is today.

         I’ll wear a hat, too, a wide-brimmed fedora of navy blue.

         If you love something, know that it will leave on a day you are far from ready. I apply my Helena Rubinstein Orange Fire lipstick from one of the tubes I stockpiled in the 1950s. When I heard it would be discontinued, I bought twenty-five. One more reason, I’m sure, that Max thought me crazy. That lipstick fascinated me then, it fascinates me still: its colour, its spiral stripes, its waxy fragrance and ineffable taste. No cosmetic has ever suited me better.

         Women in my day spent $150 million on cosmetics annually. I helped get them to do it. Tonight on the street, under orange lights, women will walk by, their arms through the elbows of their men in overcoats, their eyes lined in blue. The blue pencil I used in my day was to mark up copy, ad copy.

         I finish with a bit of mascara, plain black, then sit back and gaze at what I’ve done.

         I think I look all right. But who’s to say? The insouciance of youth doesn’t stay, but shades into ‘eccentricity’, as people say when they are trying to be kind, until finally you become just another lonely crackpot. But I’ve always been this way. The strangeness just used to seem more fashionable, probably. 

         I pet Phoebe’s fur of purest white and walk to the foyer.

         Now for footwear. The snow’s mostly melted following yesterday’s freak heat, but I’m not going to risk a fall, not me. Not these hips. I put on my riding boots, from when I used to spend time on horseback in Maine. With some socks inside, between boots and tights, they’re just right for me, a cold old lady.

         I top it all off with my mink coat, obviously. The seams aren’t done the way anyone’s been working them for years, but I don’t care. I bought it for me. Myself. In 1942. It was not a gift from Max. I used my own money. I have enough to buy another, but this one is the one.

         In my girl-poetess days, I wrote the lines:

         
            
               
                  I’d rather have a fur coat now

                  Than crumbs at fifty anyhow.

               

            

         

         Why is Ogden Nash remembered when I am forgotten? The funny thing is, I was closer to fifty when I wrote that than anyone realised. That poetic sentiment now seems very early twentieth century. The only century I’ve known. Or so I claim – born in 1900, I always say. I’m lying, though, because my real birth year, 1899, made me sound like a grotesque relic, even when I wasn’t. A woman can never be too rich or too thin or too young, truly. So I revised.

         I descend in the elevator, bid the doorman goodbye and return his ‘Happy New Year’, and then I am out in the late afternoon light.

         In the air hangs the scent of dampness and birthday candles blown out, which I have always associated with the presence of ghosts.

         Since Max and I moved here almost forty years ago, I have felt at home in Murray Hill. The name sounds like a person: Mr Murray Hill. Cheery Mr Hill, a living friend, stalwart Murray who has not yet forsaken me. 

         I have a little under an hour until my reservation. Perhaps I can walk off the abominable Oreo cookies I savaged and dine happily after all?

         Off to traipse the Century’s corpse outleant – or 1984’s, at any rate – I head east on Thirty-Sixth Street toward Third Avenue. Maybe I’ll walk by one of my old apartments, the second one I lived in after I first came to the city from that much duller metropolis, Washington, DC.

         That I was a success is not apparent now; that I would be a success was not apparent then.

         Within a few steps, though, I feel that it’s hopeless. I can’t walk this fullness off by five. How am I still making stupid mistakes in my eighties? Whenever somebody says to me, ‘Maybe it’ll come with age,’ I want to say, ‘I wouldn’t count on it.’

         Gian is not wrong about the great decline. Even Murray Hill is shabbier than it should be. The sycamores looking sickly, trash gathered at their roots.

         I have half a mind, next time we talk, to ask Gian to secure as my epitaph that most poetic of the signs planted in the parks back when I first arrived in this city:

         
            
               
                  Let no one say and say it to your shame

                  That all was beauty here until you came.
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            YOUR BRAIN IS SHOWING

         

         In my reckless and undiscouraged youth, I worked in a walnut panelled office thirteen floors above West Thirty-Fifth Street.

         When I arrived in Manhattan in 1926, I scrimped along on help from my parents and pittances from ballet performances until I landed the job at R.H. Macy’s: Forty dollars a week as a lowly assistant copywriter.

         From the first moment I took to my desk and touched a needle-sharp pencil to a steno pad, I felt a sense of correctness that I have never known before or since. I would look down at the streams of strangers moving up and down Seventh Avenue, at the fog of their breath beneath their black and grey and brown hats, and I knew by instinct just how to buttonhole them. In my little walnut nook I was like a human cannonball, snug and ready to be launched above the unsuspecting crowd.

         By one muggy morning in hot, late August 1931, I’d become a salaried institutional copywriter for that great department store, and the highest-paid advertising woman in America.

         I had a front-page article in the New York World-Telegram to prove it: ‘Personality, Understanding, Interest: Those Are Keys to Success Says Mere Girl Who’s Found It’, read the headline. 

         I carried it with me up to the thirteenth floor, lucky number thirteen, with my coffee in one hand and, in my bag, an apple that I’d bought from one of the apple sellers on the street. Lucky, truly, not to be one of them, tattered and desperate in Herald Square, in the midst of the Depression. Lucky to be cast as the plucky starlet of a human-interest puff piece, a spry and spritely gal getting over in spite of everything, making it sound so effortless – making no mention of the drudgery I sometimes felt, grateful though I was to have the chance to be a drudge.

         That headline calling me ‘girl’, even in my early thirties, made me think of my mother back home in Georgetown. I’d be sending her a copy later, because it would fill her with complicated pride: happiness that I wasn’t starving, and disapproval at what she’d perceive as my being showy and immodest.

         Quoth the subhead: ‘Lillian Boxfish, Who Upset Advertising Ideas to Win Executive Recognition Found Personality and Sense of Humour Helped Her to Goal.’

         I resolved, as ever, to maintain my good humour as I approached Chester Everett to ask for a raise.

         The days the copywriters put in, 8:30 to 6, were long, but mine were usually longer, and I was there that morning before almost anyone else, which had been my plan. Chester, too, was already in; as I unlocked my office I could see him wedged behind his desk, morning light ablaze in the thick, white hair of the small, wide head that topped his former-football-lineman’s frame. My boss’s appearance, while not entirely unhandsome, evoked an icebox crowned by a cauliflower.

         Chester was a good egg, by and large. He had no gift for writing copy but knew that about himself. He did, however, have an unerring sense of what would and wouldn’t work: what approaches would attract, inspire, confuse, or offend our prospective shoppers. He was a good manager, too, in an environment resistant to being managed. Our office was a field richly seeded with volatile and mercurial temperaments, and Chester’s firm but gentle hand was adept at selectively pruning them such that they would flourish rather than wither. I liked him because he ran a tight ship; he liked me because I was both creative and even-keeled. Overall we got along well. Then again, overall I rarely demanded much of him.

         I set down my things – all but the newspaper – and headed toward Chester’s open door.

         To my chagrin, he already had a visitor. Olive Dodd – simpering, unctuous, not-quite-evil Olive – was perched on one of his two visitors’ chairs. Too late now to turn around and wait. I walked in.

         ‘Chester, darling, good morning to you,’ I said. ‘Olive, lovely to see you, too.’

         Olive, with her prim posture, her ungainly manner, and her reliance on elaborate fashions inappropriate for the office, strongly resembled a fancy pigeon: a creature bred out of its dignity across many generations. Although pretty enough by the standards of the day, with a voluptuous figure and a pleasant if somewhat shapeless face, she always gave an impression of bigness, as if poorly fitted to any locale. Whenever I encountered her I thought I could detect an agitated quaver, as if she might be on the verge of bursting into laughter or tears or, God help us, song. I hadn’t yet been able to work out whether she was like this all the time or only when I was around.

         My dim hope that Olive might let me speak with Chester alone guttered when I saw what was in her hand: the same edition of the World-Telegram that I held in my own. ‘Oh, Lillian,’ she said, ‘I was just showing Mr Everett your wonderful news.’

         Olive was twenty-eight or twenty-nine if she was a day, but her cloying insistence on ‘mister’-ing Chester made her seem younger – not youthful, but simply unformed. Her early arrival to show Chester the story gave her the air of a tattletale, though I couldn’t see how what I’d achieved might be punishable.

         The store below us had just installed a state-of-the-art air-cooling system, but upstairs we still made do with oscillating fans. The one in Chester’s open window riffled the edges of the newspaper that Olive spread before him.

         Chester wiped his forehead with a monogrammed handkerchief as he scanned the page. ‘Congratulations, Lily,’ he said. ‘This is your finest write-up yet. And I’ll bet you helped them decide to quote your air-conditioning ad. Getting that word out to our simmering mass of sweaty customers seeking relief was a well-timed stroke. Particularly given that it didn’t cost us a red cent.’

         The reporter had asked if they could run a sample illustrating my greatest innovation to the ad industry and the secret to my success. ‘Humour,’ read the story, ‘used judiciously, lifts Boxfish’s ads above the pomp and routine of Macy’s competitors.’

         Being funny – it was true; that was my innovation. Everyone took it and began doing it themselves, but nobody was funnier than I was, not for a long time, not for years. Mine was a voice that no one had heard speaking in an advertisement before, and I got them to listen. To listen and then, more importantly, to act on what they’d heard.

         I’d given the reporter the image that Helen McGoldrick, true friend and crack illustrator, had drawn, an amusing cartoon of a deer sporting eight antlers with a hat perched on each, as well as my verse that had inspired it.

         Chester read aloud from the newsprint in that thunderous voice of his, stentorian and clear as a Roman orator’s, just as he’d done days before when I’d brought him a draft to get his go-ahead:

         
            
               
                  This reindeer finds Manhattan heat

                  A shattering experience,

                  For when he ventures on the street  

                  He undergoes the great expense

                  Of weighing eight straw hats upon

                  His antlers, in the hope that they

                  Will separate him from the sun

                  And keep him cool despite the day.

                  Poor deer, his overhead is quite

                  Absurd. He should be told to go

                  To Macy’s where the Fahrenheit

                  Is like the prices, sweet and low.

               

            

         

         ‘It was also a not-so-subtle signal to the management that maybe they could pump some of that refreshing oxygen up here,’ I said, taking the seat next to Olive and thereby clearing her route to the door, hoping she’d take the hint.

         To my utter absence of shock, she remained unmoved and unmoving. In recent months Olive, a junior copywriter, had emerged as my friend-rival. Not my friendly rival; rather, she was someone who pretended to friendship even as she was being boiled alive from the inside out by seething jealousy. My grinning enemy. Someone who, when Chester would approve my copy yet again, even after a tenacious fight, would smile – teeth gritting – and say, ‘Honestly, Lily, you’re undefeatable as always,’ resentful and obviously longing for my eventual defeat.

         Olive was in the habit of saying ‘honestly’ so often that even a child could see that she must be deceitful. I marvelled at her mother’s prescience in having named her daughter after a green – with envy – cocktail garnish: hollow and bitter.

         ‘It’s hotter than blazes,’ said Chester, ‘so I hope they listen. But look at you, Lily, fresh as a flower, like the heat can’t touch you. Just like in the article.’ And he read again from the page: ‘“A slim, copper-haired girl in a softly clinging yellow dress is bending over a great clipping book, studying the full- and half-page advertisements pasted there.”’ 

         ‘Yes, yes,’ I said. ‘And “green eyes that smile”.’

         ‘Oh, but those eyes are not smiling now,’ said Chester. ‘What’s the matter?’

         Perceptive as always, that Chester. It was he who’d first seen my talent, calling me clever and breezy as he plucked me from the forty-dollar-a-week field in which I’d been toiling – where Olive was still hung down – and flung me into the stratosphere. I had no reason to think he’d accede to my request for more money, at least not easily, but I had to make it. Not out of greed, I hoped he would understand, but out of justice.

         ‘Chester, do you see what the lede of the article calls me?’

         ‘The highest-paid advertising woman in America,’ he said. ‘I should think that’s correct and that you more than deserve it. We owe our loyal advertising readership to you. You’re better than vaudeville.’

         ‘Thank you,’ I said, giving a stagy bow from my seat. ‘But woman, Chester. It says woman. Why not person? I’ve come in here to ask for a raise. We both know I bring R.H. Macy’s more business than anyone else on the thirteenth floor, woman or man. Why not pay me what I’m worth?’

         ‘Lil,’ he said, resorting to the nickname he always used when things between us became strained. ‘About that … I know it’s been on your mind. But I’m afraid it’s been decided that we really can’t do that at this juncture.’

         ‘The passive voice, Chip?’ I said, resorting to my counter-part to Lil. ‘The use of the passive voice to disguise one’s role in the making of a decision is imprecise and obfuscatory. You’re a better adman than that. Active verbs! Why not say “I refuse to pay you fairly”?’

         Chester picked up Olive’s paper, folded it, and handed it to me, though I was still clutching the one I’d walked in with. I could tell Olive wanted to ask for hers back but was too meek to do so. 

         ‘In here,’ he said, tapping the article from behind his mahogany desk, ‘you sound so gracious and unassuming. I wouldn’t have expected we’d be back on this again today.’

         He folded his shirt-sleeved arms – too hot for a jacket – across his barrel chest, their cross echoing the barricade his desk seemed to have become.

         ‘I love it here, Chip,’ I said, looking at him as I handed Olive’s World-Telegram back to her. ‘I love working for you, and I would never speak ill of Mr R.H. Macy or the store that bears his name. Not in print and not in private. But the two-track, male-female pay grades don’t make much sense. While I’m at it, it seems as though Helen should be paid the same as the male illustrators, too.’

         Though I was fantastic at my part of the job, Helen McGoldrick’s visual bravura pushed my words that extra mile into the contested territory of our audience’s minds. Her technique was advanced, anticipating the jazzy, kinetic mid-century style, each stroke a smile, streamlined and forward-thinking. Each image vibrated with such sheer American cheer that even my darker copy came off as droll, the perfect inducement to buy buy buy.

         I knew that Helen, generously paid though she was, wanted to attain a male pay scale almost as much as I did. I also knew she’d never ask.

         Olive, on the other hand, had never been one to understand that her own self-interest might be attached to the interests of others like her. She decided to offer her two cents, like an idiot pitching change into a well that nobody ever said was open for wishing.

         ‘If you ask me,’ Olive said, picking at the corner of her paper, ‘I think you and Helen should be grateful for what you already have. Chester has given you both so many opportunities. There are plenty of people in this very department who would give a whole limb to be like you two.’ 

         ‘Olive,’ said Chester, ‘thank you, but would you mind letting Lillian and me continue our conversation in private?’

         With the posture of one who actually would very much mind, Olive fluttered herself out in a flurry of certainly-sirs, shutting the heavy door behind her with theatrical effort.

         Chester’s transom remained open to catch the trace breeze. I was sure that Olive could keep eavesdropping even after she’d relieved us of her physical presence, but I really didn’t care.

         ‘Lil, you know I think the world of you, and Helen, too,’ said Chester. ‘But that’s just not the way things work around here.’

         ‘It hasn’t been in the past, I know,’ I said. ‘But perhaps the time has come for R.H. Macy’s to free itself from the yoke of historical precedent.’

         ‘Have you been consorting with those communists down in Washington Square Park?’

         ‘Chip, my request is as capitalist as they come.’

         ‘Lillian, I’m sympathetic, but these fellows whose salaries you aim to match have families to support.’

         ‘Nobody asked these fellows with salaries to reproduce themselves,’ I said. ‘And were I ever to have a family, you wouldn’t let me keep working here. Ladies get the boot the instant they show signs of spawning. Not that that matters to me, since I’d sooner die than join the wife-and-mother brigade.’

         Chester had a sign behind his desk – NEVER USE A SUPERLATIVE IN ANY AD HERE. IT MAY LEAD TO EXAGGERATION. – and he insisted that each of us copywriters have a facsimile hung behind ours. But he knew as well as I did that I was not exaggerating.

         I was not on the hunt for my other half. Not only did I have no desire to find a husband, I had negative desire.

         ‘Might I point out, Lil,’ said Chester, ‘that in fairness everyone does at least get an identical bonus at Christmas time? Pure egalitarianism.’ 

         ‘Chip,’ I laughed, ‘the Christmas bonus is a turkey. And I haven’t got a wife to take mine home to so she can prepare it for me.’ Fortunately this made Chester laugh, too, though our laughter differed in character: his nervous, mine not without bitterness.

         R.H. Macy’s kept out labour unions. But among the female sales-clerks in their dark blue or black dresses and the male ones in their stiff collars and dickey-bosom shirts, nuptial unions were common. Even in the upper offices like mine, institutional advertising, employees joked that the store’s real name ought to be Macy’s Matrimonial Bureau.

         I made a point not to reveal too much of my personal life to Chester or anyone else from the office, excepting Helen, but I knew that he knew that while I liked to go out with men, they were never from Macy’s, and I was not on the prowl for a permanent connection. No taxidermy for me; strictly catch-and-release.

         ‘Lillian,’ he said, steepling his fingers in that pose that bosses seem trained to do. ‘Please believe me when I say: I am truly sorry. But right now, in this Year of Our Lord 1931, this is just how it is. Maybe someday things will change. For today, will you at least let me take you to lunch to celebrate? I’ll tell all the waitresses you’re the beautiful lady in the papers.’

         Having already challenged him once on his grammatical evasion of responsibility, I let that one slide, but I was not a believer in things just changing. One had to try to change them.

         ‘Sure thing, boss,’ I said. ‘What are you thinking? Horn & Hardart?’

         ‘Nah, let’s leave the automat to those overpaid guys who skimp on lunch to shore up Junior’s college fund. We’ll go to the Silver Room and have a real sit-down time.’

         And though Chester was an unflappable man, gifted at never seeming to try excessively at anything, I could tell that he was trying hard then to make it up to me. So I agreed. 

         ‘Well, goodness,’ I said. ‘Isn’t that fancy? If living well is the best revenge, I’ve got to start living better more conspicuously. The Silver Room’s a sterling place to begin.’

         
            §

         

         Back in my office, settling into the day’s work, I was trying to console myself with the thought that while I was usually good at getting what I wanted in life, I was not always so good at enjoying it, so maybe it was all right that Chester had denied me. Then Olive knocked her milquetoast knock.

         ‘Are you busy?’ she said, even as she walked in.

         She seated herself in a manner meant as devil-may-care, but it failed to convince. Olive had an enthusiasm that was studied, forced. She was no giant intellect either, though she was far from stupid.

         I thought of the day she’d debuted at the office. I thought of how I’d thought then that she and I could be friends. She started out as I did: assistant copywriter, forty dollars a week. But she did not climb the ladder. Could not. That had been almost four years ago. No one stayed in that job for four years. They either moved up or moved on to a different field.

         Chester was a Harvard man, and Olive went to Radcliffe, which is how she got hired. But as skilled as she was at proof-reading, she had no wit or sense of the place and could not write a quality, well-voiced ad at all. At all. But being an adwoman remained her fixation; she wouldn’t let it go, and the company wouldn’t let her go. Some murky connection, some muddled sense of Ivy League loyalty between Chester and Olive’s father led her to be indulged, kept on in a way she wouldn’t be otherwise.

         I looked at her face, nearing thirty but with something babyish in it. Not fresh, but inchoate: something rudimentary that would never develop. Her sense of humour, I suspected. Olive was pretty, with velvety dark brown hair and huge eyes, but these she spoiled with excessive kohl, and her lipstick was too bright: a sad clown suffering from a lack of confidence. So far in the Macy’s Matrimonial Bureau, Olive had been unlucky – which I would not care about, except that she herself so obviously cared.

         We both had the age-old impulse to be attractive, though – or at least fashionable. She referred to my hair as silken, and tawny, and in abundance, and it worried me, this eerie connoisseurship, like she might sneak up behind me and snip it off. Yet because I found myself wanting, against my better angels, to be cruel to her, I forced myself over and over to be nice.

         ‘Olive, is that a new dress?’

         ‘Yes,’ she said, actually blushing.

         ‘It suits you beautifully.’

         ‘Thank you, Lily.’

         ‘You’re welcome. You got it here, didn’t you? Women’s wear? Summer clearance, to make way for the new arrivals?’

         ‘I did,’ she said, looking at her lap. ‘No one knows the store quite like you do.’

         ‘Well, we are working on the campaign for fall frocks now, aren’t we?’ I said. ‘So I’ve been keeping an eye on the floor, making sure I know what’s come in.’

         ‘That’s why I’ve stopped by,’ said Olive, handing me a typewritten sheet, heavily worked over with strike-through Xes and ink-pen cross-outs. ‘I think I’ve written the ad you asked for. Fun and funny.’

         I tried to twist my anticipatory wince into a grin. I had only given Olive that assignment to make her feel better and to keep her busy, and I had to resist the urge to hold her attempt with two fingers at arm’s length, like something disgusting. Stay, gentle Boxfish, I chided myself. Today may be the day she finally figures it out. 

         I looked at the sheet, intending to read her verse aloud, but got no further than the title before my jaw clamped involuntarily shut.

         
            
               
                  PARDON US, MADAM, BUT YOUR

                               BRAIN IS SHOWING

               

               
                  It’s tactless to be too darn smart,

                  And hiding your brains is an art,

                  But if you’d attract

                  The boys, it’s a fact

                  That beauty appeals to the heart.

               

            

         

         Before I could say a word, Olive had snatched it back from me, saying, ‘Helen could work up some sketches that would really make it sing, I think.’

         ‘Olive, darling,’ I said, ‘our aim is not to antagonise the bulk of the customers who spend their family’s hard-budgeted money here. If you imply that the frock-purchasing ladies of Manhattan aspire to be empty-headed, then it’s likely they might make the logical leap that shopping at Macy’s is itself not smart.’

         ‘That’s not what I meant,’ said Olive, folding the sheet into the tiniest square. I was afraid she was going to cry.

         ‘No, of course not,’ I said, trying to sound reassuring, ‘but that’s how it might read.’ With anyone else I’d have tried to make it into a joke, but with Olive that was the whole problem. ‘Tell you what let’s do. I’ll keep thinking about this. In the meantime, I have all these proofs of ads that Chester’s already approved, and they need to be proofread. Nobody’s better at that than you are.’

         ‘I can do that, yes,’ she said, taking the stack and rising to leave. ‘I guess you just have sort of an advantage, Lillian.’

         ‘Excuse me?’

         ‘At being funny, I mean,’ said Olive, blinking hard. ‘Happy people are just bound to be funnier. That’s just how it is.’ 

         I thought about that, mildly awed by its wrongheadedness. I almost tried to explain what a mistake it was to take comedy for happiness, or good cheer for joy. But it was none of Olive’s business how happy I was or wasn’t, so I didn’t.

         If I had, I might also have told her that she had it backwards. It wasn’t that happiness led to humour, but more that humour could lead, perhaps, to happiness – that an eye for the absurd could keep one active in one’s despair, the opposite of depressed: static and passive.

         Instead I walked Olive out, just as Helen – lovely, ingenious Helen McGoldrick – walked in, blonde as a sunrise and just as warm, lighting the lingering darkness of Olive from the corners of my office.

         ‘Congratulations, sugar,’ she said in her Alabama drawl, pulling a chair around to my side of the desk. ‘And thanks for getting that little drawing of mine in the paper.’

         Then she and I got to work, sprinkling each page of copy, mine and others’, with irresistible little eye-drop-sized points of wit.
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