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The public is unrepentant, for it is not they who own the dog—they only subscribe. They neither set the dog on anyone, nor whistle it off—directly. If asked they would say: the dog is not mine, it has no master. And if the dog had to be killed, they would say: it really was a good thing that bad-tempered dog was put down, everyone wanted it killed—even the subscribers.


—Søren Kierkegaard, The Present Age







Journalists justify their treachery in various ways according to their temperaments. The more pompous talk about freedom of speech and “the public’s right to know”; the least talented talk about Art; the seemliest murmur about earning a living.


—Janet Malcolm, The Journalist and the Murderer


















PROLOGUE


SEVEN HUNDRED PEOPLE DROWNED WHEN a boat carrying migrants sank in the Mediterranean. The most popular story on our website was about a potato that looked like Elton John.


The Scoop occupied the seventeenth floor of an office building in Midtown. If there was a stomach-flipping view of New York City to behold from up there, I’m not sure I ever saw it. I worked at night, and at night there was no view. At night, the windows became a mirror, reflecting only the gray carpet, the endless rows of desks and chairs, our glowing computer screens, ourselves—a sight I found to be stinging and unwelcome, like bile in the throat.


A sense of urgency pervaded the newsroom at all times. Even in the middle of the night. Even though most of the stories we wrote were trivial, stupid. This was because we were judged not by the quality of our work, but by the length of the list of published articles I emailed to David at the end of each shift. Length as primary measure of worth—at Johnson News, the hypermasculine culture reached down to the most minute details.


We worked furiously, whether there was any real news to report or not. A love triangle among staff at a German zoo had resulted in the kidnapping of an endangered owl. The “armpit vagina” was the new muffin top. Sometimes a long-awaited pun opportunity would at last materialize, like if the actor Jon Hamm was photographed leaving a butcher shop. Fingers battering and clattering on our keyboards, we unconsciously adopted the performative flair of concert pianists, heads bobbing up and down, faces full of concentration. As though when we finally stopped, an audience might rise and give us a standing ovation.


To stay alert, we drank cup after cup of the bad office coffee and made ample use of Visine drops; the combination of the late hour, the air-conditioning, and the brightness of our screens meant that our eyes were always dry, sore, and in danger of closing. We joked that in order to stay awake until the end of the shift, we needed eye clamps, like that scene in A Clockwork Orange. The harsh fluorescent lighting in the newsroom was a drag, but it was even worse when, if none of us got up from our desks for a while, the smart lights, sensing nobody, switched off, shrouding us in darkness except for the glow of our screens.


Each month we were expected to produce more traffic than we had the month before. That was the only goal. Somehow, we had to elicit more clicks from people as they scrolled on their phones on the train, on the bus, on their cigarette break at work, on the toilet, during a commercial break, in bed in the middle of the night, staring, faces aglow. And so we had to be faster, more outrageous, faster, more shocking, faster, more terrifying, faster, faster, hurtling into the void. There was no endgame. There was no end.


It was not supposed to turn out this way. I was not supposed to turn out this way. I did all the things you’re meant to do to avoid a life working through the night with the taxi drivers, supermarket shelf stockers, and sex workers (occupations that are all more noble than journalism). I went to college, moved to New York City, wore the right clothes, got a job at the right magazine, lived in the right neighborhoods (the East Village, and then a tasteful late-twenties move to Brooklyn), read the right books, went to the right bars, dated the right men. At the magazine company, I kissed the right asses. But then the social media age hit the industry as we knew it like an asteroid, turned everything upside down. The asses you were supposed to kiss changed, but nobody told me. No, that’s not true. I was told, repeatedly. But I refused to listen, and then it was too late.


Some nights at my desk, a sensation came over me, strange and uneasy. It was like a portal to an abyss had opened up in the air in front of me. It paralyzed me for a moment, overtook me like a daydream, a roaring in the ears. Everything around me evaporated—my desk, my colleagues, the newsroom, New York City, the planet—and I was in the dark. I felt a dull, unnamable ache somewhere inside, in the rough location of my spleen, but deeper. Sometimes in this brief but all-consuming state—it would last no more than a few seconds—I’d have a vision of myself walking up to a stranger on a subway platform who was staring at their phone screen, transfixed. I’d take them by the shoulders, shake them, yelling, “We’re all going to die one day!”


Sometimes it was a stranger. Sometimes it was my dead mother.


Everyone was always talking about leaving. We all had a plan, which we would share with one another in low voices as we watched Tupperware containers turn lazily in the kitchen microwaves. Or as we stood outside on Seventh Avenue, furtively indulging in the smoking habit we never needed until we started working there, stubbing the butts into the garden bed in defiance of the sign that implored us not to leave our toxic waste in the shrubbery. We were getting out of there, we insisted, always at a loosely defined time in the not-too-distant future, before summer, after the holidays, next year, in the spring.


Whether any of it would ever happen—the plan to train as a Pilates instructor, to become a florist, to go to wine school, to backpack through Southeast Asia should an ailing grandparent be generous enough in their will—was beside the point. We spoke with the air of the incarcerated, waxing hopefully about life on the outside, the fantasizing itself a coping mechanism necessary for day-to-day survival. Except ours was a prison with the door wide open, all of us free to leave at any time. Which made it all the more curious that so many of us did not.
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THE RETIRED DETECTIVE BEING INTERVIEWED in the documentary about the murdered child beauty queen was describing how an undigested piece of pineapple was found in the girl’s stomach. This fruit clue, he explained, helped investigators establish a timeline of her death. I shoved another sticky red handful of Swedish Fish into my mouth, considering as I chewed: If I were to die right then on the couch, what would the medical examiner think of what they’d find inside me?


Twenty-nine years old and eating cereal and candy for lunch, I imagined the doctor saying, tsk-tsking as their gloved hand fondled my small intestine, my secret shame exposed in the most undignified and unlikely of ways.


I swore to start eating healthier.


The intercom rang. Audrey—she was early. I peeled myself off the couch, the backs of my limbs sticking to the leather in the sweltering August-in-New-York-City heat, buzzed her in, clicked off the TV, closed the window, and turned on the window AC unit, even though Patti and I had agreed to use it only to sleep. (“The city’s electric grid is more fragile than most people realize,” my climate-activist roommate had said. “Also, I’m saving for Europe.”) But Audrey grew up rich, and so wasn’t hardy enough to handle such a hot afternoon with only the squeaking ceiling fan for comfort.


I opened the door to see Audrey clutching the banister, panting after climbing my walk-up’s four steep flights of stairs, blowing strands of blond hair out of the pale oval of her face.


“I wasn’t expecting you until—”


“You were so upset on the phone,” Audrey said, still out of breath. “I was worried.”


It made me cringe to remember how, two hours earlier, I’d called Audrey on the verge of hyperventilating, babbling garbled words through tears, unable to bear my moment of need and grief alone.


I stepped aside to let her in, feeling sheepish. Audrey was a Manhattan girl—she lived in the West Village and worked in Midtown—and often acted as though the part of Brooklyn where I lived was in another state. It touched me that she’d take the subway across boroughs for me.


“You took the 2/3?” I asked as I went to the sink and poured a glass of water, feeling bad it wasn’t cold as I handed it to her. She dropped her bag to the floor and kicked off her shoes.


“God, no. I took a car—I’ll expense it.”


Oh, the casual excesses of the gainfully employed. Meanwhile, I’d spent the morning googling How often can you donate blood plasma? and What happens if you donate too much blood plasma? and How much money for selling my eggs? and If I sell my eggs, could my genetic descendants find me in the future?


I went to the fridge and took two of Patti’s cans of Modelo, adding them to the running list in my head of her things I’d used and needed to replace (I saw it as “keeping the tab open”—not that Patti had agreed to, or knew anything about, this tab). I put one of the cold beers on the coffee table in front of Audrey, who had collapsed dramatically on the couch and was fanning herself with a copy of The New Yorker, and collapsed rather dramatically myself on the other end. Audrey didn’t really like beer, but at least it was cold, and I wanted an excuse to drink. Audrey didn’t ask if I had something else. She knew I wasn’t well. That’s why she was here.


“You didn’t have to come,” I said pathetically, a performance. We both knew she had to come.


“What happened?” Audrey asked, putting The New Yorker down, looking concerned.


I took a large swallow of beer, let out a deep breath, felt the tears threaten to start again.


“I thought this was the one.”


Audrey reached across the couch and patted my arm.


“I thought I was done. Done looking, done with the apps, done with doing my hair and makeup, putting on my best outfit, and going to meet a stranger, hoping to feel a spark, and instead knowing after less than five minutes of stilted conversation that it’s not going to work.”


“I know you did,” Audrey said, voice full of sympathy.


“Done with trying to prove my worth, prove I’m good enough. Done with trying to be enthusiastic and hopeful, while trying not to get too attached because of the risk of rejection. Done with waiting days, sometimes weeks, to hear from them again, only to receive some trite message saying that while they think I’m great, they’ve decided to go with another candidate.”


Maybe I was overreacting to the news I’d missed out on the role of editor at The SuperYacht Times, a boutique magazine for boating enthusiasts. But it had been three months since the layoffs at Marie Claire, when I lost my job as features editor and Audrey lost her job as senior features writer, only the latest round of jobs to be slashed across the media industry, and I was starting to worry. Unlike most of the white people I’d met working in magazines, I wasn’t rich. In fact, I was broke. The measly severance payment was almost gone, the state benefits I’d been receiving would soon run out, and I barely had enough in my bank account to cover a month of rent and bills. Then there was the matter of my several maxed-out credit cards, the total of which had recently blown out to five figures, on which I’d stopped making payments months ago (I’d had to block the numbers of Discover and American Express just to get some peace).


I couldn’t ask my parents for money. My mother had been dead seven years, and I was estranged from my father, who left when I was twelve to move to Hawaii for a woman he met online (when she was still alive, my mom joked he had to go all the way to Hawaii to find someone who didn’t know what an asshole he was). I got a one-line email from him every five years or so, presumably to check I was still alive—less often than a Pap smear, and more uncomfortable. I had no siblings; the only family I was in touch with were an aunt and uncle in San Francisco who sent a card every year on my birthday, which always included lots of warm sentiment, but never any cash. I didn’t know what I would do if I didn’t find a job soon. I’d heard people sold their dirty underwear, or pictures of their feet, and while the prospect of setting my own hours was appealing, I was the kind of person who worked best in a team. Also, I had a journalism degree and still believed that meant something.


Audrey nodded, pouted sympathetically, but she didn’t get it. She was doing so well, couldn’t have been doing better. Within weeks of the layoffs, she was announced as The New York Times’ new media reporter, a position that was either her birthright or nepotism, depending on how you looked at it (growing up, I’d watched her dad anchor the nightly news and saw her mom’s head atop a national newspaper column). The day Audrey called to tell me about her new job, I was glad she couldn’t see my face as I did my best to hide my private torment, like I’d accidentally bitten into a chili at a wake, smiling politely through the burning pain. I wanted to be a good friend, wanted to embody a generous spirit, wanted to believe there was plenty to go around. But the success of someone so close to me as I smarted from the hot sting of rejection, after rejection, after rejection, felt like a spotlight shone cruelly on my own failures. I could hardly stand it. I’d swallowed down my envy, hung up the call, and screamed into a cushion.


“This is ridiculous,” Audrey said now, indignant on my behalf. “What reason did they give? You’re a Marie Claire journalist, for god’s sake. You would’ve been doing them a favor.”


It hurt to remember Susan, the recruiter from the small publishing company I’d been dealing with through weeks of calls, interviews, and writing tests. Forget any relative living or dead, ex-lover, or guy that ghosted me, lately my thoughts had revolved around one person and one person only: Susan. It was Susan I longed to hear from, Susan to whom I sent messages both electronic and telepathic at all hours of the day and night. I felt sick as I told Audrey about Susan’s email. It had started off well, thanking me for my “patience and enthusiasm”—the praise, from Susan of all people, had made me beam—but that was the end of the good cheer. Susan regretted to inform me, but informed me nonetheless, that they had gone with another candidate, “someone with more boating-industry experience.” She had signed off by wishing me luck in my future endeavors. Insultingly generic, I thought, given all we had been through.


“More boating-industry experience?” Audrey repeated, almost offended, as if Susan had talked shit about her mother. “Please, any chump can learn about boats. Starboard, port, nautical—”


“I think there’s more to it than wearing striped T-shirts,” I said.


“I hope the next time Susan goes boating someone pushes her overboard.”


“Audrey,” I scolded, though after the way she had betrayed me, it was hard not to take pleasure in the image of Susan flailing about helpless in the open seas.


“You’re too good for them anyway. Moving on. What other jobs have you applied for?”


I led Audrey through the haunted house that was trying to get a job as a journalist in the summer of 2014 when you hadn’t been born into media royalty. Aside from the one editing a magazine about superyachts, there was a gig at a weird lifestyle website writing oddly specific lists: 47 cheese puns for Instagram captions or 72 sweet things to text her in the morning. Cheat codes, I assumed, for people who outsourced their personality along with their laundry.


Then there was the writer role at Surviving Cancer, a small medical magazine.


“We need someone to write the short, snappy articles that keep things light in between the features about chemo,” the editor had explained on the phone, weariness in his voice.


“Celebrities with cancer, bizarre misdiagnoses, that kind of thing. The editor in chief is a difficult man, so you do need a thick skin. But you’d have job stability. More than five thousand hospitals subscribe, and chemotherapy is a long, boring process, so we have a captive audience.”


“Unless they find a cure for cancer,” I’d said, my attempt at a joke. He didn’t laugh.


“Grim,” Audrey said when I was finished.


“Or is it hopeful?” I considered. “The magazine is about surviving cancer.”


“It’s still a magazine about cancer.”


“True.”


“What about BuzzFeed?” Audrey asked.


“Hiring freeze.”


“HuffPost?”


“They just made a bunch of hires.”


“Have you talked to Abigail at New York Magazine? She’s great. Maybe she can help.”


“I got her out-of-office reply. She’s on some long summer sojourn. Does she think she’s French?”


“Summer is the worst time to look for a job. Everyone is at the beach.”


“I wish they would wash the sand out of their cracks and come back already.”


I didn’t want to admit it, but I was losing hope. I was coming to the realization I was part of a micro-generation in the media, those of us who graduated around 2008. We were too young to have a steady enough foothold to ride out an era of such tumultuous change, but also too molded in the old ways (and too expensive) for entry-level digital roles, the only kind opening up with any regularity. My magazine editor pedigree increasingly meant little in a digital world.


Because she was a good friend, Audrey pivoted the conversation to one of the few things that could cheer me up: people who were doing worse than I was. We spoke like octogenarians at a wake, somberly trading names of recently deceased acquaintances. Alex from GQ is writing SEO content from his parents’ basement in rural Ohio. Such a loss. Jenna from Elle is telling everyone she’s “freelancing,” but everyone knows that’s just something journalists say when they’re out of work. Tragic. Celeste from Harper’s Bazaar is illegally selling all the samples and gifts she’s been sent from brands, spread out on a rug at McCarren Park on weekends. Just awful.


Audrey also regaled me with a story about a recent encounter with the well-known Vogue and Atlantic writer Elizabeth Waites. As the daughter of media royalty, Audrey often had juicy anecdotes from her rarefied plane of media existence, which I always lapped up greedily.


“She’s involved in this thing, like Avon but more pyramid scheme-y,” she said. “She’s trying to rope half the Upper East Side into a multilevel-marketing network. Can you believe it? Elizabeth Waites tried to sell me an electric foot massager. The woman won a Pulitzer!”


I laughed, but it felt hollow, something about this gossipy offering leaving me not scandalized as intended, but sad. If Elizabeth Waites was forced to sacrifice her dignity to pay the bills, what hope was there for the rest of us? For me? I considered asking Audrey to put in a word for me at the Times, or with one of her parents’ media power broker friends (I suspected this was how Audrey ended up at the Times, though she would never admit it) but I bit my tongue. Audrey had offered to help, once, a few weeks into my job search, but I’d blown off the suggestion, saying I had it handled. Audrey had helped me get my job at Marie Claire, putting in a good word for me with the editor when I was still a junior nobody at Cosmo, and my ego couldn’t bear the implication I needed Audrey to survive in the industry. Months passed, and I’d realized how childish this had been, to refuse her offer to help me, like a toddler on their tippy-toes in an elevator, insistent on reaching up to press the button all by themselves to the chagrin of the waiting adults. Audrey didn’t offer her assistance again, and I was much too proud to ask.


Outside the apartment door I heard the jangle of keys. Patti was home from work.


“Happy Friday, am I right?” she said too cheerfully as she stepped inside, her eyes wide as she took in the scene: her unemployed roommate drinking her beers with an unexpected visitor, the AC running full blast even though it was nowhere near bedtime. She struggled in, carrying under one arm a stack of large painted cardboard signs; I knew she had been at her girlfriend Sarah’s place to paint ahead of the climate march happening in the city next month.


Patti, a lawyer at a nonprofit, had met Audrey only once before, at birthday drinks I’d had in the spring, even though I’d always hated birthday parties (mine, at least), and had organized only because I was newly single and in need of a photo of myself looking hot, happy, and surrounded by people to post on social media for Josh to see, should my ex look me up to try to find out how I was doing after he fell in love with another woman at work. I’d found out thanks to a balled-up note in the clean laundry, which had somehow survived the washing machine and the dryer, the paper disintegrating between my fingers as I unwrapped it but still intact enough for me to read: me too, I am suffering here without you. Found out, Josh had been sorry, begged for my forgiveness, offered to go to couples therapy, to quit his marketing job at the record company, but I wasn’t about to stick around and wait for him to do it again, to “pull a Hawaii,” metaphorically speaking. Two weeks later, I’d found the apartment with Patti and had spent the past year wondering if I’d done the right thing, denying my doubts to anyone who asked.


It would be an understatement to say that Patti and Audrey did not hit it off. Audrey represented everything Patti despised—rich people and their kids who got the sort of opportunities most others could only dream of, and who were largely insulated from the suffering of others. I’d told Patti that Audrey was different, that she understood her privilege, that she volunteered, that I’d spent four years sitting beside her at Marie Claire and could vouch for her good character. But Audrey could sense Patti didn’t like her, and so of course Audrey acted cool toward Patti, which only confirmed Patti’s assessment that Audrey was a snob.


“I came over to check on our girl,” Audrey said by way of explaining her presence.


“What happened?” Patti said, dumping the signs beside the front door and staring at me.


“Nothing. I found out I didn’t get that magazine editor job. That’s all.” I said this with an air of nonchalance, as though I hadn’t been sobbing on the phone to Audrey a few hours ago.


“I didn’t want to say it,” Patti said, calling out as she went into the kitchen, “but I didn’t think that job was right for you. You grew up in western North Carolina, four hours from the ocean. ‘Fake it ’til you make it’ doesn’t work when it comes to maritime jargon and sea legs.”


Audrey scowled, looking like she was about to start prattling on about hulls and jibs and ports again. It occurred to me only then that Audrey’s parents had a summer home in Sag Harbor, that there was a boat tied to the private dock. I’d seen it the handful of times I’d visited.


Patti, probably figuring she ought to drink one of her own beers before they were all gone, not to mention get her money’s worth of the excessive daytime AC use, returned from the kitchen holding a frosty Modelo can in her hand and settled herself cross-legged on the rug.


“Audrey, you’re at The New York Times now, right?”


“Yes!” Audrey replied politely, nodding, though I could see she was already on guard.


“Tell me: what is going on with the climate change coverage at the Times?”


Audrey blinked back at her.


“What do you mean?”


“There’s no sense of urgency in the reporting, despite how, well, urgent it is.”


“The Times has a dedicated climate change reporter, who’s done some great work—”


“But the stories are always buried! It should be on the front page! Every day!”


I watched as Audrey’s smile gradually morphed into a grimace as Patti went on.


“Climate activists are only ever portrayed as loony outlier extremists, even though they’re just everyday people concerned about their families and their communities. It’s the trivializing of civil rights and anti–Vietnam War protesters all over again. Meanwhile, where is the scrutiny of the fossil fuel companies? If the Times doesn’t ask them the hard questions, hold them to account, then who will? And can someone please shake the photo editors? A story on a heat wave will show images of people eating ice cream, when it would be more accurate to show people sick with heatstroke, or dead animals lying by a riverbed gone dry from drought…”


There was nothing I could do to save Audrey. Once Patti got started, there was no point trying to stop her—you just had to let her get it out. As I sipped my beer and watched Audrey squirm through Patti’s polemic, my mind wandered to what Audrey had told me earlier, the story about Elizabeth Waites pestering media elites to join her MLM. The way Audrey said it, the mix of shock and pity, made it sound like Elizabeth was panhandling barefoot outside Penn Station. Audrey had been trying to make me feel better, but wasn’t I just as pitiable? Just as pathetic? Weren’t our industry friends probably talking about me like that? What was I going to do? Should I join an MLM? No, there were so many unemployed journalists around, everyone we knew had surely made enough pity purchases of Tupperware and essential oils to last a lifetime.


“Be right back,” I said, slipping my phone into my pocket and going to the bathroom, ignoring the desperate plea in Audrey’s eyes begging me not to leave her alone with Patti.


Perched on the edge of the tub, I stared at my phone, consulting it like an oracle, thumbs poised. I would figure this out the way I’d figured everything out, alone, for a long time now. I’d been on my own since Mom had died in my final year of college, a heart attack caused by her chronic lung condition killing her when she was only fifty-two, mere months before she would have seen me graduate. The summer after she died, I’d cleared out and cleaned her house and, when it was time to go, slipped the key for the real estate agent under the door. Then I’d sat in my car at the top of the hill, the back seat piled with boxes of her belongings I wanted to keep. The plan was to take the boxes to a storage facility, drive the car to the person who’d agreed to buy it, then take a taxi to the airport and fly to New York to start my new life. After a few minutes of tears, I turned the key in the ignition, ready to go. But the car wouldn’t start. After a few tries, I realized that because the gas tank was almost empty, and I was parked with the nose of the car facing downhill, the engine wouldn’t catch. I sat there, wondering what to do. I could have called AAA, but they wouldn’t have come for at least an hour, if not longer, and if I’d waited that long I risked missing my flight. Nothing was going to make me miss that flight.


Before I could think about it, I released the handbrake. An action that would later frighten me, once I had a fully developed frontal lobe. I didn’t think about the risk of driving head-on into the tree at the bottom of the hill where the road curved, the risk of my skin being cut open by shattered glass, the risk of bruises, broken bones, or worse. The car began to roll forward, slowly at first, then gaining speed. I kept one hand gripped on the wheel and with the other I turned the key in the ignition. As the car picked up speed, I turned, turned, turned it again. The steering wheel was locked. The bend at the bottom of the hill got closer. I was headed straight for the tree. I pressed my foot on the brake, but with the engine off it didn’t work. I gained more speed still. And then, with only seconds to spare, the engine roared to life. I hooked the wheel to the right, pressed my foot hard on the gas, and sped toward the highway. Now, at twenty-nine years old, I was no longer so reckless. But I was no less determined, no less wired for survival.


There was one job I hadn’t mentioned to Audrey, because I knew what she would say. I’d received an email from a recruiter at Johnson News, the conservative media company that owned dozens of newspapers and websites around the world, as well as the infamous cable channel, America Now. I’d ignored it, the words Johnson News conjuring images in my mind of the loudmouthed America Now hosts spouting lies, rumors of sexist executives insisting female hosts wear skirts and dresses, never pants, of Walter Johnson, the company’s creepy elderly cartoon villain of a CEO. But had I been too quick to dismiss it? I reread the email. They were looking for a news editor at The Scoop, a website that had launched the year before. The recruiter wanted to know if I was available for an interview with the editor in chief, David Brown.


I opened a browser window and found The Scoop. I quickly discovered it was about as unserious as a news website could be, as though a group of bored and horny teenage boys suffering from brain injuries was in charge. The top story was about a woman in Australia who had broken the world record for drinking the most beer from a shoe; I reasoned it was important to celebrate women’s achievements in male-dominated domains. Other stories on the home page included a priest in Italy going viral because his knee, from a certain angle, resembled the face of John Travolta, and feverish speculation on whether a certain reality show star’s ass was looking bigger, again (the universe was expanding, and so was Kira Vincent’s butt).


No. I couldn’t, could I? Not Johnson News. I was a Marie Claire journalist. But then I remembered the box under my bed, the one that held the personal items I’d carried out the day I got laid off, still unpacked. Glaring proof that I wasn’t a Marie Claire journalist, not anymore.


I hit reply and started typing. Thank you for reaching out! It sounds like a great opportunity. I would love to learn more.


Audrey knocked on the bathroom door.


“Frankie? You okay?”


I swallowed, my finger hovering over the send button. Was I really going to do this? It was the media-industry equivalent of the weirdest guy in the dive bar offering to buy you a drink. But if you have been lonely long enough, you will probably say yes. It feels good to be wanted.


Audrey knocked again.


I pressed send.
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“SO, TELL ME,” DAVID SAID, eyeing my résumé in his hand, “why do you want to work for us?”


The room was outrageously small, a windowless space closer in size to an airplane toilet than any meeting room I’d ever been in. Later, once I knew David, I suspected it was chosen on purpose. It was an optical illusion, a strategic move to make David—tall, broad-shouldered, though beginning to stoop and slacken with age—appear intimidating, an attempt to overcompensate for his diminishing importance in the world. It only sounds far-fetched if you didn’t know David. That was him in a nutshell: a calculating mind protecting a fragile ego.


That late summer morning, high above Seventh Avenue, sitting opposite David at a too-small round table in what for all I knew was the janitor’s closet with the cleaning supplies hastily removed, I wasn’t sure I did want to work for him. For The Scoop. Still, I ignored the voice inside screaming at me to leave, now, and recited the monologue I’d practiced, the crux of which was: print is but one last resuscitation attempt away from dead, and I, Francesca Miller, Forbes 30 Under 30 List honoree (six years ago, but still) and trailblazing editor, who at Marie Claire oversaw a busy, award-winning features desk, contributing to a year-on-year rise in circulation in a challenging media landscape (this was a bald-faced lie; I prayed he wouldn’t ask for proof), was ready to step out of the crumbling wreckage of the magazine industry and into the digital future.


“Did you ever have any fun?” David asked when I was done, staring down his nose.


“Excuse me?”


“You make it sound so serious. Aren’t women’s magazines all shoes and nail polish?”


It took all the restraint I could summon not to react. I’d barely been there five minutes and already David had said something sexist. I shouldn’t have been surprised; this was Johnson News, after all. Still, it irritated me to hear him dismiss publications targeted at women as frivolous, nothing more than “shoes and nail polish,” for him to trivialize my career by asking if I had “fun.” He might as well have told me to smile. I almost laughed at the irony; it was exactly this kind of misogynistic attitude that made me want to be a journalist in the first place. As a teenager, it was in the pages of Teen Vogue and Seventeen that I first saw a life for women that was different from what I knew: watching my mom put dinner on the table every night for my ungrateful father like a 1950s housewife, hoping he wouldn’t get drunk enough to scream at us or break anything that night, the men who slowed their cars to whistle at me as I waited for the bus. The magazines were a portal to another, better world, one where women had authority. A voice. Power.


Now I took in the sight of David: the receding hairline, the jowls that jiggled when he talked, the paunch that strained the buttons of his shirt, the dark, heavy brow that gave him the appearance of being permanently annoyed, the smug arrogance I considered unearned given the third-rate content on his website, and I knew it had been a mistake to come. On the subway on the way to the interview, someone was reading the New York Post, the cover story about twin three-year-old boys who died after being left by mistake in a hot car by their sleep-deprived mother, who was now on suicide watch. HOW COULD SHE? screamed the headline, and I wanted to be sick. Every time the doors had opened, I’d thought of getting off, taking the next train home. But something had kept me on the train, and that same something kept me there with David.


“Sure, there are shoes and nail polish,” I said. “Alongside more serious features.”


David sensed he’d caused offense.


“You’ll have to forgive my ignorance,” he said. “It’s been a while since I picked up a magazine. I’d be surprised if anyone still reads them. You are right that the future is digital.”


Then he changed direction.


“Tabloids are a special breed,” he said. “Some people don’t like what we do. Or at least they pretend not to like it. People who subscribe to The New Yorker will never admit to reading us, but we’re the first website they check in the morning when they’re on the toilet taking a shit.”


I found David’s needlessly vulgar description of reader loyalty repulsive, but he had a point. Most people shuddered at the word tabloid, seeing such publications—the New York Post, the National Enquirer, TMZ, and plenty more overseas—either as evil enterprises or as simply a joke. And yet, at Marie Claire, it was always the tabloid stories that made us run to each other’s desks to discuss, from the juicy, like a celebrity’s bad behavior at a fellow A-lister’s Hamptons house, to the disturbing, like a murdered woman found frozen solid in a gas station icebox.


“Tabloids show the world as it is, not how we would like it to be,” David continued. “All we do is hold up a mirror. But it’s an ugly world. Some people can’t bear to look. It’s not easy, being the one who holds up the mirror, showing people what they’d rather not see. But someone’s got to do it. At those magazines, you were in the business of creating a fantasy world. That’s okay, people need fantasy. But human beings are flawed, and sordid. They lie, they cheat, they post things online that come back to bite them a decade later. That’s real. That’s real life. And I love it, all of it. I’d rather live an unglamorous truth than a polished lie, wouldn’t you?”


To this I didn’t know what to say, and thankfully, David didn’t seem to want an answer. I was beginning to understand that for David Brown, the purpose of a job interview was not to assess the candidate’s skill or suitability, but rather their capacity to endure his monologues.


“The Scoop isn’t for everyone,” David continued. “We don’t run around on red carpets. We don’t come in late or leave early. There are no slow news days. We work very hard here.”


I thought I detected a question implicit in his words. We work very hard here. As if he was saying, Will you work hard, Francesca? A test, I was surprised to realize, I wanted to pass.


“Great,” I replied, perhaps too quickly, too firmly. “I’m not afraid of hard work. I turned up in New York City from North Carolina, not knowing anyone, and worked my way up the ranks at the most prestigious magazine company in the world. Hard work? That’s not a problem.”


David stared at me for a beat, as if trying to decide if he believed me.


“I grew up in Reading, Francesca,” he said when he spoke again. “I don’t suppose you know where that is. It’s about ninety minutes west of London. Manufacturing town. Working class. Very humble. I was the youngest of six. My father was a laborer. He broke his back carrying bricks for a living. My parents, God rest their souls, lived through World War Two. They felt lucky to be alive, when so many had died. They were grateful just to have a roof over their heads. They thought I should be satisfied with the same lot in life. They didn’t understand when I said I wanted to go to university, move to London, make something of myself. And while I did want it, I never once thought I deserved it. That the world owed me. All of these spoiled brats whose parents shell out for them to go to Yale, or Columbia”—he shook his head—“not only do they get doors held wide open for them, but they also have the nerve to think it’s their God-given right, a place in this industry. That there is something special about them.” He laughed.


Was David implying we were the same, me and him? The suggestion made me flinch. Though, I couldn’t help thinking of Audrey. Her parents paid for her to go to Yale. While her mom had a column in a national newspaper, mine snipped the newsprint with scissors to cut out coupons. There it was, that twisting in my gut again, the feeling I kept telling myself wasn’t jealousy as I thought of Audrey, only a few blocks downtown at the Times. It unsettled me, sitting there with David, to find myself agreeing with him, understanding him, as he talked.


“Our readers,” David continued, leaning forward on the table, “get up at four in the morning to drop their still-sleeping children at their grandparents’ house before they get on the train for a ninety-minute commute to work a twelve-hour shift at a hospital. They sleep in the cabs of the semitrailers they drive across the country for a measly wage. They don’t give a flying fuck about why they should be eating sustainable sea scallops,” he spat with a venom so specific that it made me wonder if David had somehow been wronged by a mollusk.


“If they were to read The New York Times for their news”—he laughed again, morphing from anger to amusement, as if he found the idea ridiculous—“they’d fall asleep in seconds and never read a damn thing. That’s if they could afford a subscription, which most can’t. The American media mostly ignores the working class—a fatal flaw, if you ask me, since it’s the undereducated working class that is most desperate to be heard, and the easiest to influence.”


David had my head spinning. One minute he was talking up his working-class background, ranting about out-of-touch elites; the next he was being elitist himself, saying anyone without a university degree was a backwards hick ripe to be fed lies. His sweeping stereotype of working-class people was maddening. My mom didn’t go to college; she worked as a grocery store cashier and filled orders in an auto-parts warehouse, but she wasn’t stupid. A voracious reader, she correctly guessed almost every answer on Jeopardy!, made people laugh with her wit. Sitting there with David, I remembered how my mother hated America Now.


“Half the people in this town have had their brains rotted by that damn channel,” she would despair whenever we went to a restaurant and America Now was on the TV on the wall. I was betraying her, I knew, by being there in that building, while downstairs in the America Now studio, the maniacally grinning hosts performed like demented circus clowns, parroting made-up facts fed to them by producers scouring 4chan for the latest burgeoning conspiracy theories.


David sensed he’d rankled me, again. He lightened up all of a sudden, changed tack.


“The Scoop is the hot new thing at Johnson News. The eyes of the whole company are on us, all the way to the top. Shine here and you will have your pick of any job in the company: America Now, if television is something that interests you—boy, do they take home some fat paychecks there!—something cushy in corporate, a posting in London, Business Day…”


Business Day. It was the one Johnson News publication you could work at without bringing shame upon your family. The oldest, most respected financial newspaper in the country, Business Day occupied the same rarefied air as The New York Times and The Washington Post. Johnson News had acquired Business Day in a controversial sale a few years earlier; it was like new money buying a historic home on one of the most prized streets in Martha’s Vineyard, painting it a retina-searing shade of hot pink, and turning it into a brothel. Since then, the once famously discriminating opinion section had been dirtied up by hokey writers pushing shady agendas. But for Ivy League graduates, it was hard to shake the emotional attachment. It was undoubtedly still impressive to work at Business Day, to walk into that storied newsroom in an I’m a Real Journalist Now, Daddy! starter kit of specs, cashmere sweater, and loafers.


There are still good people there, parents who had spent $100,000 sending their kids to journalism school reassured themselves, even though all the good people had long since left.


“Ah, now, that made your eyes light up,” David said. “Business Day, the crown jewel of Johnson News. Tell me, what do you think of it?”


“What do I think of it? I mean, it’s Business Day. It doesn’t get much more prestigious.”


Turns out I also was not immune to the fading luster of a legacy media brand.


“You’d want to work there?”


“Are you kidding? Of course.”


“Great,” David said, clapping his hands as if to say, Case closed. “So, you’ll join us at The Scoop for a while. Help us get traffic up, make a name for ourselves. Then, in the new year, I’ll organize your transfer to Business Day.”


David must have been joking. Or I hadn’t heard him correctly. I stared dumbly.


“Business Day? Really?”


“Sure. You’d be helping me out of a tight spot. If I can be frank, I’m in desperate need of a night editor at The Scoop. I can’t sleep, wondering what dog turd of a front page I’ll wake up to. These kids we hire, they’re cheap, fast, and hungry as hell, but the messes they make…” David described a recent incident where a young reporter didn’t know Tupac was dead. In the article, they referred to the rapper, assassinated in 1994, as though he were still alive. Tupac is yet to comment, the young reporter wrote in a story about a Broadway play based on his life. The mistake was caught, but not before some mischievous soul posted a screenshot on social media. The Scoop was mercilessly roasted for days.


But what had David said before that? Something about working at night?


“Sorry, did you say night editor?’”


“The shift is five p.m. until two a.m., Sunday to Thursday. Look, I won’t pretend night shift hours aren’t tough. But I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised by the salary after your employment at those magazines. We pay our journalists properly, no unpaid internships and starvation wages. Plus, health insurance and all that. I know that’s important to you poor bloody Americans. Financially ruined over a burst appendix. I don’t know how you people live.”


The salary was $10,000 more than what I’d earned at Marie Claire, the most I’d ever earned. In my mind I saw myself paying chunks off my credit cards, a steamy broke millennial fantasy, drooling as the balances drained down, down, down. I was almost aroused. Not to mention the health insurance, if I was the next poor bloody American with a medical emergency.


“You’re offering me a job? Just like that?”


David shrugged. “I told you. We don’t waste time here.”


“I can see that.”


Night editor? I felt like I’d been tricked. The recruiter hadn’t mentioned that. But now it was so close: a new job, health insurance, being able to afford my rent and bills… and, unexpectedly, Business Day. Had I found a loophole, a secret passageway to media greatness? A few months at The Scoop—it was August, and hadn’t he said “in the new year”?—and I’d be at one of the most esteemed publications in the country. It was within reach again, the life I’d come to New York to pursue. The life I feared I’d lost forever after Marie Claire. The life I had begun building before I ever knew Josh. The one I’d closed my eyes and promised my mom, weeping that day in the car before I drove off from her empty house, I would never give up on. Maybe I wouldn’t be the next Elizabeth Waites, the next tragic, washed-up joke of a journalist, after all.


David watched me, waiting for an answer. I felt the walls of that weirdly tiny meeting room closing in. I never could have imagined I would say yes. But how could I say no?


I had only one question.


“When do I start?”
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THERE ARE THINGS YOU CAN get away with at night that you can’t during the day. Graveyard shift at The Scoop was like a child’s fantasy of being locked in somewhere you’re not supposed to be after dark, like an amusement park once the gates were shut for the night: going on rides as many times as you can stand, gorging on cotton candy until you’re sick, and, once spent, curling up to sleep in a bounce house—only if it was a sad, office-themed amusement park. I walked around barefoot, ate a greedy number of cookies from the jar in the kitchen, helped myself to a tube of expensive hand cream I found on someone else’s desk. It was eerie, lonely, but oddly liberating.


Unlike a child trapped in a fun park after hours, there was no search party looking for me, no worried parent soon to arrive and take me home. No one was coming to save me, not from any of it: the watery, burnt-tasting Keurig coffee; the rows of empty desks and chairs that felt almost postapocalyptic, as if they’d been abandoned in a hurry; the stuffy air and strange silence after ten p.m. when the AC was shut off (because Johnson News refused to pay the overnight fee that would have kept it on); the row of clocks on the wall showing the time in capital cities around the world, reminding me of all the places I could have been instead; the jetlag feeling of being under the fluorescent lights after midnight when my body begged to be in bed asleep.


David wasn’t there in the newsroom at night, his spot vacant at the head of the long desk where, in daylight, he’d shout orders at the tabloid’s top editors sitting side by side, packed so tightly their elbows almost touched, David like a coach at the front of a rowing boat, screaming at his subjects to paddle faster, faster, faster. But I still had to deal with him. He called my desk phone often throughout the shift, the shrill, bleating ring a constant threat that kept me on edge.


There were also others.


Chris, the news reporter, was a quiet, peculiar man in his late forties. Tall, lanky, and pale, with prominent dark circles that suggested a serious vitamin D deficiency, Chris ate the same thing for dinner every night: a meatball sub from Subway. He would unwrap it at his desk, its spicy aroma filling the air, and proceed to tear hunks off his pungent sandwich, showering crumbs down into the cracks of his keyboard where, I assumed, they would remain for eternity.


Chris seemed to me like the kind of person who had unforgivingly bright fluorescent light bulbs throughout his home and washed his entire body, face to ass, with a bar of Irish Spring.


During my first week, I learned that years earlier Chris had won a Pulitzer. He’d been a young reporter at the Chicago Tribune, part of a team to receive the honor for a series about the mismanagement of city funds. It rattled me that a journalist could fall so far—from Pulitzer to “poop-etrator,” as was the pun in his story about an unknown person in Arkansas who was shitting in people’s mailboxes. Upon learning this, I found it hard to look at Chris, the way you might avert your gaze from an Oscar-winning actor whose face was tragically disfigured in a house fire.


Then there was Jocelyn, the photo editor, a loud, blunt, Italian American woman (she mentioned this often, giving it as an excuse for her loud-and-blunt-ness) about the same age as me, who chewed a lot of gum and was always running her fingers nervously through her brunette bangs. Her energy was like that of a hurricane brewing in the corner, the way she typed and clicked at manic speed, her fingers hammering away on her keyboard in a violent, thundering staccato. The frenzy only stopped when she took a cigarette break, at least once every couple of hours, sometimes more, bringing back with her the scent of smoke and perfume with notes of lilac, the latter I assumed to cover the cigarette smell. I preferred it to Chris’s meatball subs.


On my first day, Jocelyn yanked open a desk drawer to show me the assortment of orange and white bottles, blister sheets of pills, and other pharmaceutical products crammed inside.


“Adderall, Xanax—you’ll need those if you stress easy,” she said, “eye drops, an herbal thing for UTIs… sometimes we get too busy to piss, and it causes problems, if you know what I mean,” like this was totally normal, as if she were merely showing me how to work the printer.


But I liked Yenay, the entertainment writer, best. A twenty-two-year-old recent college graduate, she was at The Scoop in her first full-time job. Yenay wasn’t jaded like Chris, or cranky like Jocelyn. She was bubbly, eager, and had shamelessly grand ambitions; Yenay dreamt of writing celebrity profiles for Vogue, GQ, or Vanity Fair. She would joke that as a Chinese American woman in the media, she felt a duty to break up the white male celebrity-profile-writer clique that overwhelmingly dominated the niche. On her “break” each night (supposedly we were allowed to take an hour, but leaving our posts for more than a few minutes was impractical), Yenay scarfed down her food while watching YouTube videos of Barbara Walters interviewing celebrities on 60 Minutes. She reminded me of myself when I was her age, an ambitious, deeply determined young journalist in New York City, convinced there would be no limits to her success if she just worked harder than everyone else. That that was all it would take.
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