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            It seemed to me that if she could remain transient here, she would not have to leave.

            MARILYNNE ROBINSON, HOUSEKEEPING

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Onboarding

         

         There was the assassin. There was the child. There was the marketing and the fundraising and also the development. There was the keeper of the donor list. There was the shredder of the master list. There was the washer, and there was the dryer, and there was she who dispensed the dryer sheets. She donned them like veils, then dropped them in the machine. There was the folder of socks. There was the dropper of bombs. There was the knocker of doors. How many people live in your home, and would you like to support our cause? Will you buy some citrus fruit? Would you care for some literature? There was the house with the doors that opened and closed. There were solutions that needed managing. There was the shepherd of pamphlets. There was the checker of facts and, later, the checker of spells. There was the learning on the job, and the lying on the job. There was late for work, and there was early. There was even right on time. The box of stamps and the corkboard calendar and the pink book of message sheets to tell you what happened exactly, specifically, in detail, While You Were Out.

      

   


   
      

         
            City Work

         

      

   


   
      

          

         I have a shorthand kind of career. Short tasks, short stays, short skirts. My temp agency is an uptown pleasure dome of powder-scented women in sensible shoes. As is customary, I place my employment in their manicured hands. With trusty carpal alchemy they knead my resume into a series of paychecks that constitute a life. The calls come on Mondays and Fridays, flanking each week with ephemeral placements. Like clockwork, like something sturdier than time, the agency allots my existence. After I prove reliably discreet and efficient, I am sent to various priority clients. Personal assistant jobs. Jobs assisting with personal things. “There is nothing more personal than doing your job,” something I read on a granola bar wrapper on my way to work. It’s a sentiment strong enough on which to hang my heart and purpose.

         My boyfriends call these positions A Great Opportunity, but they’re company men. They carry comedic mugs to their offices and leave them on their desks overnight, little pools of sludge staining the ceramic bottoms. In the coffee grounds I divine their fortunes: my boyfriends will go gray at these same desks while purchasing cubicle-sized funeral plots. 

         I worry about those poor, abandoned mugs. How sad they must feel, how lonely, left to sit in their own filth. I worry about living the life of an unwashed vessel. The mold that fissures the leftover coffee, floating like a lily pad on forgotten dregs.

      

   


   
      

          

         “But what’s your dream job?” my earnest boyfriend asks, his chin cupped in his hands.

         “It’s hard to explain,” I say.

         “Try!”

         I consider my deepest wish. There are days I think I’ve achieved it, and then it’s gone, like a sneeze that gets swallowed. I’ve heard that at the first sign of permanence, the heart rate can increase, and blood can rise in the cheeks. I’ve read the brochures, the pamphlets. Some temporaries swear it’s that shiver, that elevated pulse, that prickly sweat, the biology of how you know it’s happening to you. I worry I’ll miss it, simply overlook the symptoms of my own permanence arriving. The steadiness, they call it.

         “When you know, you just know, ” the lucky temps say. “You can’t rush these things.”

         Some temps never go steady, and they die before digging into the footholds of life.

         “My dream job is a job that stays,” I tell my boyfriend. “It might not happen tomorrow, or overnight. One morning, I’ll wake up and be just like you.”

         “Baby, you can be whatever you wanna be!” He smooths my hair with both hands, and it poufs back out again in the wake of his touch. 

         My earnest boyfriend does not live with me, he who plucks the spiders from my rug and tucks them onto window ledges. None of my boyfriends live with me, but some of their weekend sweaters do—pilling, furry creatures in my closet of corporate attire. I occasionally return the wrong sweater to the wrong man, but they don’t notice. We aren’t anything long-term, they know. They have their nights of the week, their weeks of the month, a chain of open sweater arms spreading toward Sunday like woolen paper dolls.

         I introduced them to my mother but only once, following the prescribed rules of the temporary life. She reviewed their pictures in advance, the photos unfurling from my wallet in a slim accordion that grazed her kitchen floor.

         “This one,” she said. “Nice eyes.”

         “My culinary boyfriend.”

         “Your tummy will always be full. Good girl. And him?”

         “My tallest boyfriend.”

         “Hmm. Doesn’t look very tall.”

         “Well, the camera cut him off a bit.”

         “Hmm.”

         “This one’s my favorite,” I said, shuffling the selfies and headshots. She squinted to assess his particular grin. “Do you approve?”

         “What do I look like, a matchmaker?” she asked, tossing the pictures on the table, disappointed in this gesture I’d made at constancy.

         In my mother’s kitchen, the mugs were clean and dry and stacked in a far cabinet. Her dresses were starched and pressed, and her lips were colored with something called a stain. Even when she wasn’t feeling well, she wore her favorite earrings.

         “Be reasonable,” I can still hear her say, “and tell me about your jobs.”

      

   


   
      

          

         Farren is my primary contact at the agency. Her face is fresh and lip glossed, a properly moisturized beacon of confidence and self-care. Her nails are always painted with a sparkly glitter polish, fingertips flashing from below her neutral sleeves like hidden constellations peeking through the clouds. So these are the hands reaching down from the sky, I think, shuffling forms and contracts to guarantee me some honest employment.

         During our initial interview, she hoisted herself atop her desk and seated me in her comfortable chair. The arrangement felt as strange and unsettled as if she’d scaled the ceiling and harnessed me to a system of ropes. I wondered if it was a test and struggled to maintain an alert position.

         “How’s this?” she asked, shoving a pile of papers to the side with a flourish to make room for her legs.

         “Wow, Farren, this is just great.” The lumbar support immediately put me at ease, into a trance, or both.

         Did I fall asleep? Maybe.

         What happened next, I’m not entirely certain. Perhaps this was the specific moment of ergonomic telepathy, the agency’s chance to divine my pure internal mechanism. The secret gear, the hidden nut or bolt at my core that revealed the truest rhythm of my potential for labor. And then: a shiver, a swift unease, like a swiveling chair that tips back a notch too far. Maybe this is what the steadiness feels like, I thought, my mind careening forward down a narrow, hopeful lane. I checked my pulse. I listened for a tune or a bell or another oblique sign that I had been granted permanence.

         But no—provisional employment rushed back through my veins. Everything was familiar and fleeting again.

         “You OK?” Farren asked. She handed me a form and touched my elbow with a cold, outstretched tip of shimmering nail. Just the nail, not the finger. I couldn’t tell if it was meant to soothe or scratch.

         “I’m fine. Thanks, Farren.”

         “Good! Because I wouldn’t want you to miss out on this dream placement!”

         I didn’t want to miss out either. I don’t. I’m filling out forms, always. I’m shaking hands. I’m gainfully employed, again and again and again. The surest path to permanence is to do my placements, and to do them well.

      

   


   
      

          

         Everyone knows Farren’s priority clients are top of the heap. Heads of state and heads of house, leaders of industry, leaders of followers.

         I worked my way up like anyone else, starting with the bottom-barrel business, those city-living jobs that make a city pretty.

         I shined the shoes of important showmen and watched them tap and hoof themselves all the way through Grand Central. They taught me a few moves on the sly.

         I washed the windows on skyscrapers that truly scraped the skies, those cloud-raking tines of weather vanes, satellites, rods of steel like stilettos. I could squeegee and dance my way down the sides of the buildings, shimmy shimmy shake, falling for what felt like miles. “From roof to Duluth,” my fellow washers would say.

         “From the sky to a slice of pie” was the usual response, and then we’d all go grab some coffee and apple crumb, or cheesecake, or whatever was on special.

         Next I tried my hand at directing traffic. The stop and the start of it all. Then I tried my feet at pounding the pavement. But literally, with a jackhammer. And filling in for the mailman. Filling in for the mural artist on Tenth Street. Filling in for that woman who hails a taxi every afternoon at that huge intersection, you know the one. She hails that cab with such gusto, and the tourists love it to death. But I don’t ever hop in the cab. I just hail it.

         Finally Farren sends me to fill in for the Chairman of the Board at the very, very major corporation, Major Corp.

         I sign documents I don’t understand, sit in on conference calls, stack memos and stamp the dates, fiduciary and filibuster and finance and finesse and fill the office walls with art selected from a list of hip emerging painters, and finish each assignment before anything can be explained in full. Everyone has a parcel of work they don’t want to do themselves, and what can I say? I’m a purveyor of finished parcels.

         As Chairman of the Board, I wear a fashionable dotted scarf with my suit, knotted around my collar so it resembles a tie. “Details count for something,” my mother used to say, “but not for everything.”

         “And what of today’s vote?” my assistant asks. The boardroom is lively, and all are in attendance. I take my place at the head of the table.

         “Well,” says a shareholder, “might I encourage a show of hands?”

         “No, no,” says a more significant shareholder. “An anonymous vote or no vote at all.”

         “Spoken like someone who hasn’t been to a meeting in a year,” mutters the first shareholder.

         “I have various commitments!” 

         “I propose a new kind of vote,” says an entirely insignificant shareholder, “in which we vote the way we think our grandmothers would’ve voted, contrast this against the votes our unborn grandchildren might make, then, using a system of charts and graphs, concede to the hypotenuse of the two hypotheticals, in the name of our forbearers and our descendants.”

         “That shareholder is entirely insignificant,” my assistant whispers to me.

         “Can I ask,” I say, clearing my throat, “what are we voting on, exactly?”

         “We are voting on the frequency and content of future votes!” everyone chants in unison.

         “Or,” says a man at the far end of the table, “you know, maybe we could just put a pin in it?”

         At the suggestion of pins, there are audible sighs of relief. “Yes, yes, yes,” the room agrees. From their briefcases emerge a proliferation of tacks, which they stick into the leather flesh of the briefing books. And the meeting is done.

         
            *

         

         The Major Corp office building is one of great proportions and minor distinctions. The coffee is hot and the soda is warm and the snack pantry is plentiful, boasting a bumper crop of bananas and candies and granola bars. There is a microwave that smells of popcorn. Cigarette breaks are long and recommended, so I learn to smoke my mandatory smoke, knowing that someday, for another job, I’ll probably need to unlearn the habit, knock the bitter twist from my lip. I put that knowledge in the bottom of my bag like a receipt. 

         Smoking my very third cigarette ever, I see a woman standing near the exit. She weeps, loudly, and I consider that in one of my morning meetings, I probably put a pin in her employment. Or worse. I pass her my dotted scarf to dry her tears and enter the role of comforting stranger, which isn’t a paid placement but one I feel fit to cover nonetheless.

         “I’ve worked here for twenty-four years,” she says with a large sob.

         “I’ve worked here for twenty-four hours!” I say, squeezing her shoulder. She laughs and receives the comfort with real class. It’s a real good deed to let someone else comfort you, because the comfort goes both ways. I’m grateful to her for letting me perform this function. I give her shoulder one more squeeze, then a third miscalculated squeeze, then a fourth and truly unadvisable squeeze. She has magnificent arms. What brand of idiot would fire someone with such magnificent arms?

         “Um, OK,” she says. She smiles over her potentially injured shoulder as she walks away. She probably thinks I’m nobody, and I am.

         I stay after hours on my last day at Major Corp. I like to loosen the boundaries of my employment and remain longer than I’m needed. I can feel my necessity slipping away with every extra minute; it’s a rich, complicated sort of sensation, like napping, or dying.

         And how I love an office building in the evening! I can pee in the bathroom anonymously. I can clean dirty mugs, construct rubber band booby traps, paper clip trapezoids. A motion sensor controls the overhead lights, so when my colleagues have gone home for the night, I retreat to the dim, postfluorescent glow of my temporary corner office. There is nothing lonelier than lights extinguishing themselves at the end of a long day, no one left to do them the simple kindness of snuffing out.

         On my final snack pantry excursion, between the towers of Twizzlers, I find I’m not alone. A man sits at the rear of the snug enclosure, shelling pistachios one-handed.

         “Are you quite done?” he asks. “With your work?”

         “Nearly,” I say to the real Chairman of the Board. I recognize him from his portrait in the lobby but not from the portrait in his office, which does him no justice. He’s a string bean in a suit, with a full head of white hair and a pocket square in his coat. I maybe recognize him from somewhere else too. After all, he’s a prominent figure, both numerically and physically.

         “Why are you hiding?” I ask.

         “I’m not hiding, I’m dying.” He shells a nut and eats it, then eats each half of the shell. “Now that you’re done replacing me,” he asks, “are you available for a new job? I have an unusual request.”

         I direct him to the agency, to Farren, but they’ve already been in touch. Life moves faster than protocol. It’s in this way that a small box arrives on my stoop. In the box is an urn, and in the urn is the man, and the man is dust.

         “You are meant to carry him with you,” Farren explains, “so he can be about town. See, he was a man about town, and now he still is.” 

         “When does the assignment end?” I ask.

         “When does anything end in this infinite world?” asks Farren. I can hear her starry fingertips tapping on her desk.

      

   


   
      

          

         It’s a messy task to transfer the Chairman into the necklace charm. With the help of my handy boyfriend, I construct a miniature paper funnel and pour the remains in an unsteady stream.

         A repurposed gift from my handy boyfriend, the necklace trinket once held a tiny bubble of his favorite bourbon. I remember his chapped face on the cold night he presented it from his pocket like a rabbit from a hat, so resourceful and kind, his eyes welling with satisfaction. Jewelry, a sign of attachment, I’ve been told. Also pets, plants.

         “I made this for you!” he said, a sliver of expectation gilding his voice.

         He undid the clasp with thick, gloved fingers, the kind of minor feat that usually charms my socks off.

         He expected me to wear the necklace always. The expectation puddled in his every pore. He was ever lying in wait for congratulations on this one nice thing he did this one time. Luckily, since I didn’t see my handy boyfriend more than once a month, I could construct a fable in which I wore the necklace every day. In this story I wore the necklace noon and night, and I didn’t by any means take it off each time we parted ways.

         It’s pretty. It looks antique, like something with history. It isn’t that I don’t love the necklace. I just don’t love giving anyone the wrong idea, or even the right idea. I don’t want to give any ideas at all. I certainly didn’t want to hurt my handy boyfriend.

         Now, funneling ashes on my apartment floor, he shows no real sign of distaste for the task, no indication of anger. But a quiet, burgeoning grimace tempts the corners of his smile, as if to say, Well, this isn’t what I expected.

         After several spills, a heap of ashes on the rug, a consultation with a vacuum, and a visit from the lint brush, we succeed in transplanting a sample of the Chairman and securing his rightful place on my person. I lift my hair from the back of my neck in preparation for the chain. I lift my shirt in preparation for my boyfriend.

         Later, while my handy boyfriend snoozes on the couch, I tuck the rest of the Chairman’s remains back in the box. Back in the rear of my closet, back into the square foot where the closet extends beyond the door like a burrow in the wall, a snack pantry, a catacomb, a tomb, beyond my corporate chain-link purses, studded clutches, striped shells, and slitted skirts, furry sweaters standing guard.

         What about a funeral? What about his family? I wonder.

         The first payment from the Chairman’s estate arrives in my bank account the next day. The necklace starts to burn the following week.

         “So this is how the other half lives!” the Chairman says. He’s standing on my couch, touching the ceiling, until he jumps down and sits on the floor. 

         “How?” I ask. “How are you here?”

         “I’m a man about town,” he says, like this is all very obvious.

         I look at my necklace, then look at him. “Do you grant wishes?” I ask.

         “What do I look like, a genie?” he says, vanishing into thin air.

         The boyfriends grow used to these antics. Me, suddenly staring at an empty chair. Me, talking to myself at the dinner table.

         “I see the Chairman has decided to join us tonight!” my agnostic boyfriend says, cracking his knuckles and dying for a debate about death.

         “Is he, like, really tall?” my tallest boyfriend asks on occasion. “Like taller than me?”

         “Close,” I say.

         “What have you told him about me?” my favorite boyfriend asks, and I lie. The truth is, I haven’t told him anything at all.

         “When are you going to take me about town?” the Chairman sometimes complains. “I’m a man about it and we never go anywhere. We never do anything!”

         I put on some sneakers and take him for a run in the park, but the dogs distract him. He tries, and fails, to pet every single one.

      

   


   
      

          

         When the Chairman leaves for the day, I put my sneakers in the hall. The shoes I’m hired to fill are constantly switching in size.

         A certain woman who needed her closet of shoes arranged kept me in her employ for years.

         “Yes, there’s the old woman who lived in a shoe,” Farren explained, “but these are the old shoes who live with a woman.”

         “I think I can manage that.”

         “That’s the spirit!” Farren said. “If you do well with this, I can assign you some of our other Mother Goose listings.”

         I almost laughed, but Farren wasn’t kidding. I know a temp who worked a couple shifts doing curds and whey. Farren tried to send her back for a three-month placement.

         “No whey,” the temp said. “Take your tuffet and stuff it.”

         In confidence, I learned that she had a better offer from an agency out west, working with wheat and chaff. Still, with that kind of attitude, I’m sure she docked herself a few years on the road to permanence.

         The woman who lived with her old shoes had a large uptown apartment with ceilings higher than I’d ever seen. She unearthed from the back of her storage space a marvelous bronze shoe rack, shaped like a nautilus shell. It is the same shape found in the angle of flight the hawk employs to devour its prey. The hawk, with her eyes spread out on the sides of her head, dives down to earth in a heavy spiral so she can always keep her target in view.

         “See, they fit like so,” the woman said, and she took a bright orange loafer and fed it into a slot. “You can arrange them by heel height, or by color,” she explained. “Your choice!”

         She delegated this bit of freedom with the implied philanthropy of an angel investor.

         “What about arranging them by frequency of use?” I asked.

         “Oh, I never wear these shoes,” she laughed. “That’s a different closet for a different day.”

         I never saw that other closet, not once.

         The woman who lived with her shoes didn’t live with another living soul. I permitted her a range of unsavory behaviors as concession to this fact. She liked to change the parameters of my job such that each task’s completion was just a later task for undoing. A box moved to would later move fro. The groceries carried upstairs were left to rot, molt, and travel back down the stairs and into the bin. At first I considered this a kindness, a way of manufacturing work when there was none. I now understand it to be a sort of game, the kind of constant undoing that leaves no actual accomplishment, that makes a person question her very existence.

         You might think I took out my frustrations on her shoes, but that would be a misdirected rage, and my aim is true. I cradled her shoes with the utmost care, warding off scuffs and blemishes, wiping the dust with a damp towel and dry cloth. Waxing, polishing, smoothing. I admit to performing a tap dance with my hands stuffed in a particular set of patent leather kitten heels, a holdover from my days shining shoes at Grand Central Station. But I didn’t dare stretch a single pair with my own large feet. When my employer left for lunch, I touched a pink suede pump to my cheek, and it was as soft as a pet. It smelled new and old at the same time.

         My grandmother had a musty closet of sturdy wedges, not nearly as satisfying as these of the woman who lived with her shoes.

         On weekends, I was filling in for the mannequins at a local department store to earn some extra cash. The window designer arranged our limbs in fanciful tableaus.

         “Rest your arm on this cupcake,” he’d say, lifting my elbow so it sat on a life-sized dollop of frosting and cherry. “Make me believe that this sponsored bakery product is providing you solace,” he’d say, adjusting my palms toward the sky in supplication. “Give me dessert eyes.”

         For the holidays, we mannequins stood silent as snow in a diorama punctuated by glitter and tinsel and light.

         My mall rat boyfriend often came to visit me at the food court for dinner. Pretzels, takeaway dumplings. He had a car, and sometimes he would drive me home from work. I liked the feel of the cracked upholstery on his passenger seat, the kind of damage that suggests aggressive comfort. So much luxurious comfort I’d start snoring now and then, seat belted to protect from collapsing into the dashboard.

         “I like it when you stay in costume after work,” he said once. I was wearing a lion-tamer getup, heavy on the tassels. “Give me lion eyes,” the window designer had said, “like you’ve tamed the lion and now you are the lion, but also, not.”

         One evening, on my way to meet my mall rat boyfriend, I made a detour through Women’s Fashion, and there she was. My employer, the woman who lived with her shoes. She sat knee-deep in sneakers, slip-ons, stilettos, mules, boxes and sizes and styles aplenty strewn around her tiny form. If I’d left a moment sooner, I might not have seen her walk away in a pair of crisp moccasins, down the aisle, and straight out the exit without paying for her purchase, leaving her own old oxfords stacked neatly near a cushioned bench.

         This is why, later that week, I felt comfortable swiping a particularly lush pair from her closet. A size too small for me, but still, a shoe for a shoe. I couldn’t bear to watch them waste away in disuse a moment longer.

         Now, at the bar with the tallest boyfriend, I wear the pair in question: high zipperless boots that slide on and off only with great difficulty. The labor is always worth the result; they transform my limbs into calligraphy. On the phone with Farren, I click my heels against the stool. She has a new job lined up, just for me.

      

   


   
      

          

         “What are the particulars?” I ask. My tallest boyfriend has commandeered the bartender’s attention on account of his height, and he secures for me a vodka soda.

         “That depends,” Farren says with a hint of ellipsis. “Do you have experience with, or training in, seasickness?”

         “Seasickness,” I repeat. My tallest boyfriend raises an eyebrow, which somehow makes him taller.

         “It’s not on your resume, so I had to check.” Farren says. “Answer honestly.”

         When Farren says to answer honestly, it really means to please be more comfortable lying. I try to feel comfort with this skill every day, practicing mostly on myself.

         Seasickness, I think, but not out loud. I touch the Chairman of the Board where he hangs around my neck.

         “Remember,” Farren says. “Sometimes you have to leave home to earn permanence. There are opportunities for diligence and efficiency in many realms. This is your chance to find the steadiness. The world is infinite, and the work is, like, endless, am I right?”

         Within the hour, I’m shuttled away from the bar in a black van and placed on a large boat. The pirate captain hands me time cards and a confidentiality agreement, and so the whole affair starts to feel official. We spit on our palms to seal the deal. The boyfriends come to the dock to say good-bye, and I can see them running from separate points toward the water, waving in the distance, little specks with arms in the air, my men.

      

   


   
      
         

         
            The gods created the First Temporary so they could take a break. “Let there be some spare time,” they said, “and cover for us, won’t you? Here are all our passwords and credentials. Here is the keycard, and here is a doohickey to clip the keycard to your purse. See? Oh, sorry, here is a purse. Go on, fill it to the brim! Fill it a little more. Yes, it’s supposed to be heavy. Here is your contract, and here is our copier, and here is the shared binder for all known manner of things.”

            The First Temporary fell from the husk of a meteor and glowed with no particular ambition. The gods had to pin her down so she would not float away, so distracted was this new kind of soul, so subject to drift. To be fair, they had not yet invented gravity. This was back when toads without occupation soared straight up to the clouds, back when employment was the only kind of honest weight you could apply to a life.

            The Temporary spent her first day of work reading the shared binder for all known manner of things. She familiarized herself with each section, each document. Birds, bees, mitochondria. She noted how overfull the binder was even then, even when the world was mostly long stretches of empty surface. What looked blank was actually cluttered with microscopic tendencies toward life. There were infinite itemizations to complete. If the world was already so stuffed, would there ever be room for the First Temporary? The word placement meant something very different back then. It was not a job or a gainful assignment of employment. It was simply a place for each thing, a place to belong. The First Temporary assigned placements for trees and sandy shores, for fossils and tassels. She wondered about her placement, its unsteadiness.

            “Can I stay? Permanently?” she asked, and the gods just laughed and went to lunch.

            At the end of the day, when the gods went to their god homes, the First Temporary thought, What should I do now? The office had a smell that happened only at night. “That’s the smell of innovation,” the gods had explained. She found one corner of the office that didn’t smell so much and sat there for a while. It wasn’t really an office, not the way most people today would picture an office. It was a collection of matter and inertia that suggested the sensation of work.

            She activated her keycard and swiped herself into existence.
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