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To Benjamin, Mom, and Steve.
























“The secret of remaining young is never to have an emotion that is unbecoming.”


—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray
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Hebe (hee-bee): The Greek goddess of youth, daughter of Zeus and Hera.


At HEBE, we believe beauty is your birthright. You were born perfect, but life drained you of your vibrance. We return your inheritance. From the boardroom to the bar bathroom, HEBE’s products tap into your natural vitality, making you glow from within. After all, the world belongs to those who bathe in abundance.


In 2013, Tree Whitestone founded her blog, The Dew, with the understanding that peering into someone’s bathroom lets you see their soul. She carried that philosophy forward into our curated line of luxurious (and accessible) skincare and makeup. You are what you put on your face, and our products are made from the purest ingredients. No toxins, no parabens, no artificial fragrance. Just the good stuff. Because we think you should look your best—always. Remember: Beauty is possible.
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1


We bathed in their blood to stay young. Slick, fatty liquid kept us alight in our wild beauty. Their blood was the fountain of youth, burbling through our very own veins. Platelets are the secret to radiance. The key to a brighter complexion. Blood, with the fortifying run of an egg yolk’s slow drip, is the opposite of tech. It’s messy, never sterile.


To care for one’s skin is a learned art. Tree famously wore sunscreen every day from age five onward. First applied by her mother before Tree picked up the mantle of self-care when she turned twelve. She was the master and I her apprentice. The world is one assault on the face after another. The bloodbath was all we could do to survive.


AN EMAIL. GHOSTLY at the top of my empty inbox. It’s from Marigold Vreeland, Assistant to the Founder and CEO. Tree will see you in the subject line. The body is blank.


Tree Whitestone’s office is at the end of a long hall. I shake the wrinkles from my first-day skirt. Japanese designer with a complex system of pleats. Borrowed from Dom. I bury my gloved hands into the pockets, posture lifted, and head for the frosted glass door. Stationed out front at a kidney-shaped obsidian desk is Marigold, her hair a center-parted bob swishing on either side of her freckled face like the panels in a car wash. She works her flat lips into a mirthless grimace. No teeth.


“Hi, I’m—”


“The new Creative,” she finishes. “Welcome. I’m Marigold, Tree’s assistant. You’ll work with me to schedule appointments with the founder and CEO.”


She extends an arm. I shove my right hand, sheathed in flimsy lace frayed at the seams, into hers and we shake. Marigold pumps with a propeller’s force. “You may go in.”


A Lucite desk, the transparent mirror of Marigold’s, is the centerpiece of the room. Through it I see Tree’s cigarette trousers tapered to crossed ankles, the impressive bend of her knees, which are pressed together, calves set neatly to the side like a ballet dancer in repose. Her eyes are closed, the wall behind her splashed with old campaign imagery. Light spills through the tall windows. A quiet bell chimes.


I take a tentative step and clear my throat.


Tree’s eyelids unfurl like electronic window shades. She stares and stares and then—she smiles. She says, “Soph.” As if she has been waiting decades to hold my name in her mouth. “Please. Sit down.”


Tree gestures to a pink velvet settee and moves over to a beverage dispenser on a rattan table in the corner. I sit on the couch, taking in the room: the collaged photos of dew-soaked women behind the desk, the faux-bohemian accents, the product prototypes with naked, malformed packaging spread on a teak and gold tray. I must be one of the first in the world to see them.


Beside the desk is a library cart with two rows of books, the spines battered. Some are old. Binding peeling away from the pages. I can’t read the titles from this distance.


Tree’s narrow torso blocks my view as she hands me a glass of lemon water and rests on the opposite domed cushion. “Soph,” she says again. No one has ever felt the need to shorten Sophia before. “Welcome.”


I balance the glass on my knee. The gloves affect my grip so that I’m often on the verge of dropping something. Richard, my boyfriend, calls me butterfingers. Inside my left pocket, my index nail worries a dent in the thumb’s knuckle. The urge to bite is strong. I rub the uneven ridge through the glove’s lace weave.


“I’m so happy to be here,” I say. “This is my dream job.”


“You’re already a vital member of our team,” Tree replies. “You’ve been given a computer? And the products? Everything you need?”


“Yes, thank you.”


Tree waves. “No need to thank me, I have moisturizer coming out of my ears. And everywhere else.” She winks.


I blush and force an echoey laugh. She is, indeed, incredibly moisturized. Her forehead flashes, a boom light. Her shoulders glimmer in her sleeveless top. I feel it coming off of her in waves, a hissing mist. Tree laughs heartily, from the gut. She laughs and laughs. Slaps a knee.


I sit there, smile frozen, an ache burning my cheeks, clutching the glass.


Her white-blond hair, parted down the middle, grazes her shoulders as she shakes her head. “Loosen up. Beauty is fun. That’s one of HEBE’s guiding principles.”







Hebe. The Greek goddess of youth. Serving ambrosia to the gods and goddesses of Mount Olympus.


I laugh, softening into it, and settle farther into the couch’s embrace. I’m suddenly tired; I could nap. I touch the water glass to my inner wrist, hoping for a jolt, but it’s lukewarm.


“Let’s talk business for a sec. Your first major project will be next Wednesday; Gem will fill you in on the details, but we have a shoot for a new launch. And please, come out for drinks with us tonight! My treat.”


Gem is Gemma. HEBE’s Lead Storyteller, my boss. She hates the word boss, Tree said in our final interview. I do too. It’s so masculine. Call me your True North. She plucked the final word from the air with a finger curl.


“I would love to, but—”


She cuts me off. “Ah, time for my next appointment. Take your time settling in. The real work starts soon!”


I’m nodding, hard. Picturing my head rolling off my neck. I see it plunging onto the creamy rug, dripping the wrong pink for the color scheme. There’s a light knock and we both turn toward Marigold’s spooky face pressed to the door, summoning me.


It isn’t until I’m back at my desk that I realize I’m still holding the glass of water, tight enough that I’m surprised it doesn’t break.


DRINKS ARE IN the bar of a hotel around the corner from the office. I’ve walked down this street countless times and never noticed the entrance, an industrial door framed by a coat of ivy. Tree, Gem, and I tunnel through the archway of greenery. SoHo recedes, the leafy walls narrow, rustling and mobile, until they spit us into a dark room. A smell like new leather, like flowers on fire. Santal 33 by Le Labo. I’m wearing it too. We’re all wearing it—Tree and Gemma and the plush and slim-shouldered women milling about the candlelit bar, pencil rubbings coming to life as I adjust to the dark.


The maître d’, reedy in a black dress, straightens at our approach. “Ms. Whitestone! How are you this evening? May we seat you at the usual table?”


“If it’s available,” Tree says. Magnanimous, but also like she might unhinge her jaw, snake-like, and swallow the maître d’s head whole if the table is, in fact, not available.


Tree’s usual table is in the back corner of a smaller, quieter dining room. The table doesn’t seem large enough to fit the three of us, but we manage to fold our limbs underneath. It’s not comfortable. If I move slightly to either side my knee will graze one companion or the other. I aim to stay completely still, legs pointed forward, back straight, breath held. Already there is a twinge, a muscle jumping near my tailbone.


“Have you been here before?” Tree asks. “It’s my favorite place near the office.”


I shake my head. “First time.”


The server drops three menus. The beverages are named after yoga poses. Downward Dog. Warrior One. Upon closer inspection, I realize they don’t contain alcohol. I haven’t had a drink since I was a junior in high school, and it’s such a relief not to be saddled with water at a bar that I order at random. The Namaste. Moments later the server returns with our drinks and a bowl of rosemary-dusted almonds. In my glass, a lavender sprig floats serene on a foam cloud.


Tree shakes her drink. She raises the glass. Gemma and I lift ours in return. “Beauty is possible,” Tree says.


We clink, swallow. The Namaste is slightly gritty; my throat resists as the drink eases down. In the candlelight, Tree’s lips are slicked wet patent leather. The second sip of The Namaste is not nearly as shocking as the first. I start to enjoy myself.


“So,” Tree says.


“What brings you to us?” Gemma says.


The conversational volley feels like another interview. Maybe I dreamt signing the offer letter, the placid pink office, a stretch of marble with a sticky note denoting a nebulous square as belonging to me, the bags of makeup weighing down my overstuffed purse. “Well, as you know, I majored in fashion merchandising at LIM—”


Tree looks at Gemma, back at me. “Tell us what’s in your heart.”


The women, my coworkers, stand out in the swampy dining room. Hair and skin and cheeks and teeth. The moment I knew I wanted to work for them took place on the corner of Prince and Crosby. I waited to cross so I could meet Richard at the outdoor café across the street. I spotted him at our favorite table in a blue shirt, reading a book with the cover rolled back, and smiled at the sight of his natural state, how he was when he thought he was alone. The weather was warm but not yet hot, and SoHo bubbled with the Friday afternoon rush. My happiness, as it always was when it came, was restless. I checked my phone as a sleek car with tinted windows passed, imagining someone famous inside, maybe Brad Pitt, maybe Margot Robbie, maybe Viola Davis. These were the celebrities that came to mind.


Then, a bright splash on the horizon. A billboard. The image: serene pool blue transposed over the HEBE logo on a white background. Beneath: Coming Soon. Such a calm, blank space suspended above the downtown throb was arresting.







“The company branding stuck with me,” I say to Tree and Gemma. “It’s like a visual meditation. That’s what we need, isn’t it? To be soothed. To find a moment of peace among all the . . .” I toss my hand toward my phone, screen up on the table. “Noise. I want to give that to people.”


“Aesthetics are so important. That’s why I founded a beauty brand in the first place. When you look good, you are good. You know?”


And Tree must be the absolute best, because she is breathtaking. Her white hair and geometric eyeliner, the ceramic tone of her skin, the backless dress. Was she wearing that before? I don’t recall. She drains her cartoonish drink, pulls a compact and a tube from the bowels of her Staud handbag, and applies the tiniest rub of HEBE balm to her bare lips. I study her mannerisms, try to memorize the delicacy with which she handles the tube, tosses it into her bag, and snaps the closure shut, after which she calls, “Waiter!” and waves an arm. “Another round, please.”


Three fresh drinks appear. But my first languishes near the bottom of the glass. Foam streaks the sides.


“Drink up, Soph!” Gemma says. My cheeks turn warm. Sophia is a recent grad with a secondhand Louis Vuitton Neverfull in her closet, an obvious blow-out, and dry skin on her knuckles. Soph is a spotless professional. Her clothes and hair and teeth exude money.


There is no harm in drinking another Namaste. Nothing in the drink will turn me sour-mouthed and vicious. Only calories, which the other women don’t seem worried about. I take the largest sip I can manage, swallowing hard and chasing with water. Lavender floods my sinuses. I blink and a tear drips down my cheek.







Tree grabs my wrist with one hand. The other cups my chin. She wrenches my face so that I’m staring right at her.


“Oh, honey,” she says. “Don’t cry.” She releases me, presses an index finger to the single tear, absorbing the liquid into her skin, lifting the damp finger to her lips. Her pink rabbit’s tongue darts out and licks. “Mmm, salty!” she says, and giggles.


I should be disturbed. My new boss just touched my face. Just licked my tears right from the palm of her hand. But my new boss is Tree Whitestone. And she’s smiling like a maniac, like she’s been waiting for me all her life. And the funny thing is, I feel like she has. I feel like I might have something that she needs.


As if in answer, she says, “We’re so happy to have you.”


THE DEAD BOLT on the apartment door is kicked out and nestled against the frame. What time is it? Some minutes ago, Tree put me in an Uber XL. The driver offered a mini Fiji, an organic breath mint I sucked on merrily as we threaded through lower Manhattan. Not drunk but shadowed by the memory of drunkenness, I am loose and spilling over my edges.


I push the door open. It slams against the wall. “Fuck! Dominique!” I twist the dead bolt. It retreats and the door slots into place. I lock it behind me. On my bedroom floor, legs splayed in a lazy straddle, hair a dark beehive held in place with a scrunchie, Dom, my roommate and best friend, does her makeup. She’s taken the full-length mirror off the wall and placed it against the bed in a characteristic display of dominance that I resent.


“Full name. I must be in trouble.” Dom keeps eye contact with her reflection.







“What are you doing in here?” My eyeliners are scattered on the rug. She’s wearing a black lace thong and a striped tube top, as if she got distracted in the midst of dressing.


“Going through your makeup.”


I throw my bag on the floor, sit down next to it, and shed my gloves. “Like you don’t have enough of your own?”


Dom’s blog, MAKEUPSEX, is popular enough to keep her as rich in eyeliner as she is in everything else. She started publishing her writing online during her one semester at the School of Visual Arts. All the great artists kept diaries, but hers needed a hook that would keep others interested; she chose to tell the story of her life through makeup, which she used as a window to parties, dates with semi-famous people of all genders, and her various drug addictions. A post on the best liquid lipsticks to wear while giving a blowjob went viral, and she dropped out of school to devote herself to the project full-time.


Now she makes a modest income from ad revenue and sponsorships, and she would make more, if she bothered to update the site regularly. Her lifestyle of expensive pills, Prada and Margiela clothes, and nightly dinners at a rotation of Michelin-starred restaurants is bankrolled by a substantial trust fund. Our Lower East Side abode came as part of her inheritance when her maternal grandmother died.


Dom and I lock eyes in the mirror. She crawls toward me on her hands and knees. Closes her eyes and tells me to guess. One wing is sharp, with a dried-down glossy finish. The other, smudged like a remnant from Ash Wednesday.


I point to one eye and then the other. “Stila Stay All Day, Urban Decay 24/7 Glide-On.”


“YES!” Dom rests on her heels, flinging her arms. Collapses onto her hands and knees, elbows straight, and kisses me on the forehead.


I examine her up close. Rheumy eyes and a constant low-level sniffle put her at about a four-and-a-half, maybe a five, on the sobriety scale. Dom is never completely clean. She can’t handle raw-dogging reality, as she puts it. She needs a constant hazy scrim between her and what she refers to as all that shit. In other words, life.


It’s not too bad tonight; she’s holding herself upright. And her eyeliner is perfect.


“Where were you?” A suspicious twist to the mouth, as though biting lemon pulp.


“Work. Remember? First day.”


“Work! Yes! With Tree Whitestone. How was it?” When Dom is like this, fully awake, she fires one question after another.


“Good? They didn’t give me much to do. But we have a big shoot in a few days. I’ll learn more then. And we went out for drinks after.”


Dom crinkles her brow. “Drinks?”


“Non-alcoholic. Tree told me pretty much everyone at HEBE is sober. And vegan.”


“Sounds like sooo much fun.” She flips onto her back, head in my lap. “I’m working too. I’m going to dance till dawn, make out with someone sweaty, sleep on non-silk pillowcases and see how my wings hold up in the morning. Wanna come?”


“Sorry, babes, I have to wake up early. Work, remember? That’s how the plebes get by.”


I shake Dom off and climb into bed. Lavender Namastes thrum in my system, lulling me, baby-like, toward sleep. A flicker of guilt when I think about my nighttime skincare routine, but the pillow is calling and I sink.







“Earning an honest living, I respect it.” Dom stands, picks with pinched toes at the rumpled fabric of her skirt on the floor where I left it, then picks it up and hikes it over her curved hips, tugging at the zipper.


“Thanks for letting me wear that today,” I say, drifting.


“Anything for you, sweetheart.” She blows me a kiss and leaves.
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After school with Mona. Knee propped on the sink while she applied eye makeup in the bathroom, the ball of the other foot dug into the linoleum, skirt hiked around her upper thighs. She wanted to be sexy for the boys who passed while we sat on benches in the town square, far enough away from school so as to be outside faculty jurisdiction and halfway between our two houses. Those boys wore their dads’ leather jackets and their older brothers’ cologne, a cheap musk that couldn’t hide the smell of stale cigarettes and skunky weed, the scarier ones sucking on chewing tobacco, working it with their teeth. These were the boys on whom we harbored crushes; the ones we would let touch us at parties. We felt we had the power to change these boys, to make them men. Mona, with her saucy cat eyes and her foisted-up tits, and me with a white T-shirt tied high and a schoolgirl skirt circling.


She’d hold out the brush tip of her eyeliner pen. “Let me do your eyes?”


I never let her. It frightened me, the power of ink. The harsh lines Mona carved with a Q-tip traced her pale skin, making her older in the wrong way, like the waitress with a smoker’s cough at the twenty-four-hour diner where we choked down black coffee to feel cooler, more adult, than we really were. The tugging required to wash it off on nights when she didn’t fall into bed with makeup on, waking in the morning with racoon smudges under her eyes, the liner clinging, as much a part of her face as her nose or freckles.


I could see, already, how this would age her. How these habits would be sexy and endearing until, one day, they were not. Even though Mona was more beautiful and free-spirited, everything we were taught men and boys wanted, I felt superior. When I closed my eyes, I saw a woman, many decades older, wearing my face. The skin a bit slackened on the bone, yet smooth. Plumped. I never smiled in these visions, but it was there anyway, the suggestion of a grin.


I didn’t touch makeup besides my grandma Lucy’s lipsticks and a cake-scented gloss swiped from the drugstore, until the Homecoming dance when Mona told me I’d be practically naked in the photos, helped me apply a cast of foundation, a sweep of smoky shadow, body glitter on my cheeks and shoulders. She was right; I liked myself in the bedroom mirror, and later, when the photos were uploaded, I was a woman on the arm of my date, who wore a busted leather jacket over his white shirt and tie. Feminine and sweet. Pliable, like a doll.


But, for now: Mona in the bathroom. Mona, radiant amid the grout grime. Her girlish movements, flick of the wrist, tilt of the chin, a self-possession born and not made. She remains there, trapped in the amber of my memory. An innocent fly, beating her wings. I visit her often, whenever I close my eyes.
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Pigeon calls pull me from princess-sleep. Feet to the floorboards, I stretch my neck muscles while looking at the calendar on the wall across from the bed. If I flipped forward two months to July, my thirtieth birthday would be circled in red pen. Thirty on the 31st.


I perform a few yoga poses on the mat I keep sprawled on the floor. I read once in a magazine that to encourage exercise in the morning, you should have everything you need ready to go as soon as you wake up. My spine moves nimbly through cat and cow, curling into downward dog. In child’s pose I turn onto one cheek and inspect my face in the mirror. No breakouts. Plump lids. Smooth planes. But a flash of decay lurks. Mirrors are portals to the future; my wrinkled face overlays my young one.


I bury my forehead onto the mat and breathe.


The routine goes as follows: cold shower, a scream as I step under the spray, counting to ten before I slowly introduce warm water until the temperature is tolerable. I address keratosis pilaris on my arms and thighs with a lemon and walnut powder exfoliating bar, use two pumps of HEBE neroli body oil to cleanse. Heady floral steam fills the shower’s narrow column. Next, I wash my hair with charcoal exfoliating shampoo followed by a deep conditioning mask that stays on while I shave my underarms, legs, and bikini line with men’s shaving cream from the drugstore and a pastel razor from a company that sends replacement razorheads in the mail every three months. Then I stand under the water for an extra minute, blast the hot water for a second, let my raw cuticles sting.


I towel off and mist oil onto my damp skin, comb knots out of my hair. I wish I could afford a silk pillowcase like Dom’s to make sleep frictionless and clean. Sometimes she lets me borrow one she isn’t using. I dust the mid-lengths and ends with texturizing spray, wrap my hair in a second towel exclusively for this purpose, demarcated by a urinal hue from scalp residue. By this time the body oil has absorbed, and I coat my limbs with colloidal oatmeal moisturizer and slip on my robe. The shower opens my pores, leaving me generally pliant and unfurled. I can appreciate my unfocused reflection within the haze of the just-wiped mirror.


This morning, the HEBE skincare range forms a curvaceous army on the sink’s rim.


I skip cleanser—over-washing increases oil production and thus breakouts—and apply three pumps of rosewater toning mist directly onto clean skin. Serum (a vitamin C and ferulic acid blend followed by hyaluronic acid) comes next. I fan my hands to hasten the dry-down, then distribute a pump of eye cream between both ring fingers. Pressing semi-circles around the orbital bone, I massage until the white cast disappears. It’s sealed with a generous dollop of sunscreen that leaves a flypaper tackiness.







When I’m alone, like I am this morning, Richard at his own apartment and Dom surely passed out elsewhere, if she ever made it to sleep, I prepare my coffee pour-over style. Feeding the boiling water into the cone, watching the level sink—akin to meditation.


I bite the nails on my unoccupied hand and scroll Dom’s late-night messages while the coffee brews:


I heart


Sixteenth and


Remember when?????/


Sparkly tootoo


Or wait TUTOO


TUTU GODDMANNIT


Between the sentence fragments is a text from Richard, asking about my first day. He apologizes for not calling when he got home late from client drinks at Russian Samovar. Richard works in advertising and paints on the weekends. He is thirty-two and graying at the temples.


I add a scoop of chaga mushroom powder to the coffee and take it to my bedroom. There, I do my makeup sitting on the floor in front of the mirror where Dom left it: oil primer for a clean-girl glow. Concealer on the bruised cavities under my eyes. Fleshy powder to cut the shine of my T-zone. I don’t need blush—I have a natural flush—but I open a new tube of HEBE’s cream highlighter from my work bag, apply it to my cheek- and brow bones. Lip balm dapped in the center of my mouth to cheat thin lips to fullness.


I once came across a tagged candid of myself online, lips bare, mouth open, an alarming, ringless hole under my nose, a portal for spirits to fly through.


All that effort adds up to not much. I am myself made holy. My reflection is a dewy dumpling. A baby angel glows at me in the mirror. Worthy of love and saving.


A true answered prayer.


MARIGOLD DROPS A turmeric latte in front of Tree, leaves the conference room, and stands guard with her back to the glass. Gemma has the upcoming launch, the subject of Wednesday’s shoot, in an acrylic box under the desk. She clutches the lid so that I cannot make out more than a few splotches of pink, terra-cotta, white, and purple. My own hands, latticed in my lap, hidden in the white lace gloves I wear every day, mirror her tense grip.


Gemma places the box on the table to a rattling chorus, the sound of heavy marbles rolling inside. She pops the lid and I tip closer, peering at the contents. Pill-shaped vials, each capped with a different color. A shudder inside me, the sensation like a baby kicking.


I knit my hands tighter across my stomach. I coo, indeed the way I would whilst bending over a newborn, and compliment the packaging, lifting one chunky pill from the box. The colorful half comes off to reveal a tiny nozzle. “What are they?”


“Love Flush,” says Gemma.


“Multi-use stains,” Tree says. “Eyes, lips, and cheeks.”


The customer is low-maintenance. She does her face in the back of a taxi, at her desk before happy hour without a mirror. Always without a mirror, unless she is at home, taking her time. Applying her makeup over a glass of wine before a date. That’s the only time she deigns to look at her own perfect face. She is young forever by accident, a confluence of genetics, luck, and SPF. And the right products. Our products.


Terra-cotta liquid spurts from the nozzle. On the side, the shade name and fluid ounces are printed where milligrams would be on an actual pill. Warm bronze drips down, bleeds into my glove like runny flesh. A bitch to wash out, but for now I don’t mind.


“Collagen. That’s the secret,” Tree says.


“It will come in eight universally flattering shades,” Gem adds.


The door creaks. Marigold wheels an easel on which rests a collaged canvas filled with inspirational images. Impressionist paintings I recall from long-ago art history classes: Monet, Degas, Cassatt. Blurred ballet dancers, flowering fields, women in high-necked blouses with bonnets tied at the plumps of their chins. Dusky-cheeked girls brimming with hydration.


“They’re very pigmented,” Gemma says. “You have to be careful.”


“Gemma will take the lead on tomorrow’s shoot, but don’t be afraid to jump in with your ideas. We don’t have room for wallflowers at HEBE,” Tree says.


Gemma shows me headshots of the models for the shoot. One girl has an acne scar in the shape of Marilyn Monroe’s birthmark. A spray of light brown freckles shower another girl’s nose. All of their necks are cocked at broken angles. Wide-awake corpses, freshly killed.


The girls are something more than beautiful. Accessible, but further elevated by this quality. Like I could look like them, with the right moisturizer. I do look like them, a little bit. We all do.


And they all look like Tree.


RICHARD IS AT a two-top facing the door when I arrive at the restaurant, a bottle of my favorite mineral water on the table by the bread basket. He waves when he sees me. I kiss him on the cheek and hang my bag off the chair.


“Have you been waiting long?” I ask.


I hadn’t wanted to go out the night I met Richard, but Dom had tickets to a Chairlift show in Williamsburg and was in a wild mood, flying on molly, wearing a ruffled pink onesie over a turquoise bra, eyes aflame and limbs liquid. I didn’t want to leave her alone, but she charged into the crowd the second we entered the venue and I quickly lost sight of her. Richard found me at the bar, sipping seltzer with lime. He had on a mesh long-sleeved shirt under a cardigan. “I lost a bet,” he said when I inquired, and charmed me with a cheeseball wink. “Your friends ditch you? Mine too. Let’s get out of here?”


Before we went home together we ordered giant slices through a window at the pizza place next door, ate them standing on the corner. I suspect this is the Sophia Bannion he has in his mind, the one with vivid grease dripping off her chin and a sense of abandon in the press of her jaw. Not long after we met, I went vegan.


“I dreamt about this meal,” Richard says when the food comes.


I force myself to chew each bite of whole wheat pasta with lemon and oil twenty-five times. Richard asks about my first week, jerking his chin supportively every third sentence or so, like he’s timed his response.


If, as a child, I had drawn a diagram of my dream man, Richard would be the blueprint. Foppish sandy brown hair. Body defined by muscle yet cushioned enough to lie on. A caring gaze, artistic aspirations, family money. Under a tailored jacket, he’s wearing a $200 T-shirt with a bear on a skateboard. He chews his lasagna like each bite is the last he will ever eat and fully lowers his utensils onto the plate. He never takes his eyes off me.


It can be suffocating, this focused attention.


The waiter clears our plates. I turn down a box for leftovers, deny Richard’s attempts to cajole me into sharing tiramisu, and order an oat milk cappuccino. Richard’s eyes and mouth tighten, but he doesn’t argue.


Instead he updates me on the progress of the Harry Styles triptych he’s finishing for his application to an emerging artists’ grant. This year’s theme is “The New Masculinity.”


The waiter brings two spoons for the tiramisu anyway.


I KEEP MY face neutral, light, girlfriendly, in the cab home. Richard doesn’t understand that I’m on a wellness journey. If I didn’t know better, I might accuse him of ordering the tiramisu to rile me. But he’s incapable of deception. He probably just wanted dessert, and thought maybe, this time, I might want some too.


Besides, I can’t stand Richard’s face when we fight. The flesh becomes doughy and his cheeks droop toward his jowls. His eyes do this melting chocolate chip thing. His sweetness further enrages me, a hot flare in my chest, and I want to slap him, claw at the pillow of his mouth until it bruises and swells. Violent urges that occasionally grip like iron fists on my spine.


Richard squeezes my knee. “Everything okay, babe?”


Hands curled into fists, nails biting palms, I say, “Fine. Just tired.”


A dark figure is slumped on the sidewalk in front of the building. It’s Dom, attempting to light a cigarette with a battered Bic. Her finger skids uselessly over the spark wheel. Her hooded lids drift to the open cab door as I climb out, and she yells, “Baby!”


Behind me, Richard slams his door. I feel him tense when he spots Dom. He disapproves of her, though he’s too kind to admit it.


“What’s going on, babes? Did you forget your keys again?” Hiking up my skirt, I squat and gesture for the lighter. Cigarette dangling from her lips, Dom leans toward the flame, waits for the end to catch. Leans back and takes a long pull. She removes the cigarette from her mouth and tries to put the moist end into mine, but I move away just in time. “Thought you were trying to quit,” I say.


She rolls her eyes. “Okay, Mom.”


“Hello, Dominique.” Richard stands close to the curb, hands in his pockets.


“Richie! Help me.” Dom spiders her arms. Her palms are clammy. She’s wearing a lace bra as a top. Ribs convulse as she breathes.


Dom rests on my shoulder in the elevator. In the apartment, she flees to the kitchen. By the time I reach her, she’s valiantly attempting to jam a corkscrew into a bottle of wine. She gives up, puts the bottle down, sits on a stool, and starts rolling a joint. Her fingers move with incredible precision.


Richard pops his head in from the hallway. “I’m turning in. Sophia?” An invitation to leave Dom with her bottle and continue our night in private. She will pass out on the couch in five minutes, tops. But there’s that nagging voice that says catastrophe could strike. And then there’s the part of me who just wants to be a girl in that way you can only be with other girls.


“I’m gonna stay up for a bit.”


Richard leaves without protest, but his disappointment echoes with the sound of his shoes. I hear him slam the bedroom door. I grab the discarded corkscrew and open the wine. Like a pro, even after all these years. Dom licks the seam of her joint and produces the lighter from inside her chain mail purse. I’m poised to assist, but she draws flame on the first try. Inhales like she’s dying.


I take a swig of lukewarm lemon water from the S’well on the counter. Water bottles are scattered all over the apartment. Sometimes I open one and take a sip before I see it’s stuffed with moldering fruit, reeking of sweet rot.


An extended silence, scored by the wine as it slaps the cords of Dom’s throat, the dry scratch of breath as she smokes, descends. I strip off my gloves and set them on the kitchen island’s marble, shed snake skins. My hands crunch as I stretch them.


Dom places the joint carefully on the edge of a heavy silver ashtray, her focus sharpening. She gets up; her footsteps creak the floorboards, I hear a door open—the linen closet—and she returns with a glass vial of cuticle oil. She spreads a paper towel and reaches for my hands. She begins to rub the oil on them in steady circular strokes, working finger by finger. It smells of almonds and vanilla. The scent intensifies with friction. She hums an old Italian hymn that her grandmother taught her.


This is our ritual. At the end of a long night, I take off my gloves, let Dom see the scars while she massages my hands back to some semblance of normalcy. Not even Richard is allowed to touch them with such intimacy.


I could cry, not from the pain, which only makes me drowsy, but from the exquisite pleasure of being known. Almond mixed with vanilla. I rest my chin on my breastbone and start to nod off. When I open my eyes, I’m at the table alone and the room is cold.
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The interns are dew fresh. The interns are blond, brunette, redheaded. They have waves, bobs, ringlets. Glossy lips and eyelids. Dresses with side cutouts and patterns of flowers, of fruit, of space. They are turning their faces to the sun. They are scaling back, into the shadows, afraid of damage. The interns are wearing hats.


The interns have French saloon art and velvet fainting couches in their one-bedrooms. The interns live next to the Brooklyn Bridge, in the East and West Villages, on the Upper East Side. The interns wear matching lingerie and vintage door knocker earrings, tiny cardigans with nothing underneath, unbuttoned to the pastry swell of their small breasts. How do their nipples not chafe?


The interns carry our lavender satin drawstring pouches with phone, keys, and matte lip stain inside. Matchbooks from Balthazar or Jimmy at the James. Receipts from Dimes. No wallet. Not even ID. If they are killed, if their bodies are found, they will be Jane Doe.


They don’t care, they are dancing in backless dresses. They don’t care, they have nail art. They don’t care, they have a new rib cage tattoo, do you wanna see?


The interns didn’t read that, but they posted the books so you know they would read them if they had the time. There is never enough time. The interns love the artist, want to be the muse. They say, draw me. They say, paint me. They say, sing me.


The interns have symmetrical faces.


The interns carry our lip balm, a status symbol, candy-colored tubes jutting from pockets and rolled shirt sleeves like packs of cigarettes. The interns wink and say, Got a light? Smoking isn’t cool anymore, moisturizing is. Health is the new smoking. The interns understand this, and they keep their vices locked tight. They drink green juice and eat kale salad for lunch. They reach for ephemeral ethical consumption with reusable grocery bags and recycled bamboo sundresses that disintegrate in the wash.


And our products. Gilding their cheekbones, kissing their lips, telling them they are perfect and holy and worthy. They are beautiful, luminous, and we make them more so.


The interns, they want and want and want. We give them what we can.


MANY RUMORS: TREE is a natural brunette. She’s a natural blonde. Her father is a politician. Her mother, a descendant of Mary Shelley. Tree dropped out of Wesleyan or she graduated Phi Beta Kappa. Tree sleeps for fifteen hours a night. Tree never sleeps. No one can say how old she is, exactly. She sprung from the womb fully formed, ageless.


Someone finds, in the annals of the internet, or a friend of a friend of a friend’s basement, a yearbook photo. Sixteen- or seventeen-year-old Tree, a black turtleneck gripped around her neck, draped with a circular diamond on a delicate platinum chain. Her white-blond flashbulb hair parted threateningly down the center, follicles marching in a succinct line that exposes her skull. Diamond studs twinkle on her earlobes. Wide-set eyes settle under the broad canopy of her eyebrows. Her smile is tight and compact. Why doesn’t she let her teeth show? I know they are perfect. White and square, the kind in toothpaste commercials. Teeth that dentists dream about. Maybe she paid for them later.


But I don’t think so; I think she was born that way. An ideal smile with both rows visible, and noninvasive gums.


DUSK. THE GIRLS from work gather on the roof, sucking anti-inflammatory turmeric root from vape pens. Tree reclines on a lounge chair, leather slides kicked off and legs hidden inside her pleated midi. The party orbits her. She’s freshly bronzed from a week at Amangiri. Not truly tan, though, not burnt.


Gemma appears at her elbow, perches like an exotic bird on the footrest, and feeds Tree a wedge of cashew gouda off an ivory plate. It feels like something I shouldn’t witness, and I look down at the street, leaning on the partition that encloses the deck.


Soft material brushes my arm and I rotate into the turmeric cloud encompassing the roof. A navy headband. One silver hoop earring. Brown eyes.


“You’re the new girl,” says a petite brunette, her face broad and plain as the bottom of a new shoe.


“Sophia.”


“Emily.”







“Nice dress,” I say, and I mean it. It’s black with skinny jeweled straps, rocket ships and shooting stars printed on the fabric. Something I would wear.


“Thanks. Vintage.” It’s not vintage; I saw it on a mannequin in a shop a few blocks from the office. Considered trying it on. But I couldn’t afford it, so I didn’t bother.


Her lie lands as a blatant challenge. I let it settle, the weight of her fib and my sympathy for her need to seem cooler than she is. Taste, real taste, is curated, not designed.


We nurse mocktails. Nothing I think to say sounds interesting, even to me, so I say nothing for a minute, two. Then, because the silence is oppressive: “Nice night.”


Emily snorts. “Yeah. A dream.”


“So, what do you do?”


“I’m Senior Editor of The Dew. I took over the blog when Tree switched gears to launch the product line.” Emily pauses, sips amber liquid from a plastic coupe. “I was the first intern,” she adds. The phrase has the stilted, rehearsed cadence of something she’s repeated so often that it’s been stripped of its original meaning.


HEBE’s origin story is well-publicized. Tree started taking grainy DSLR photos of her glamorous friends’ bathrooms when she was nineteen, quoted them at length about their beauty routines, and published the results on her website. She saw the appeal in voyeuristic glances at the innermost quarters of the borderline famous. Borderline being key; these women could not be garishly notable. A pop star or a legendary actor would defeat the point, which was the attainability illusion. The women she profiled—sought-after DJs, infamous party girls, fashion bloggers, magazine editors, and the occasional novelist—were, in a way, less reachable than the household names, origin stories shadowed, wealth and connections concealed.


The site’s most-viewed article was a profile of a reclusive best-selling author. I had memorized the salient details ahead of my HEBE interview. My favorite part is the author’s response to Tree’s question about how she maintains her signature chin-length bob: I trust my hair to stay out of my way and, mostly, my hair listens. The profundity of beauty that has the decency to leave you alone.
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