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All I mean is that I was very young in New York, and that at some point the golden rhythm was broken, and I am not that young anymore.


—Joan Didion, “Goodbye to All That,” Slouching Towards Bethlehem
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FOREWORD TO THE SECOND EDITION


When I began updating this book in the fall of 2019, it seemed the most dramatic change to New York City since 2013 was the acceleration of a mechanism that was already in place: gentrification. Powered by racism, sexism, classism, and other engines of inequality, it had warped into what Vanishing New York author Jeremiah Moss has labeled “hyper-gentrification.” New York City has always had a bewitching, intoxicating effect on people, especially those who arrive with big aspirations in publishing or any of the myriad other creative fields of which the city is the unofficial capital. Often, though, at some point, the magic wears off. For some, it happens after their artistic dreams are dashed one too many times. For others, tiny living quarters come to feel too confining. For many, many more, time and time again, the cost of living skyrockets way beyond their means. In recent years, the number of people who could no longer afford to live in the five boroughs increased exponentially. Left and right, people were saying “goodbye to all that.”


But just a few months later, in the winter of 2020, a global pandemic would alter New York City in even more immediately obvious ways. What makes the city special would disappear. Hundreds of thousands of restaurants, shops, Broadway shows, museums, book shops, movie theaters—every “nonessential” business that had been essential to making New York the rich cultural tapestry it has always been—would be shuttered. Midtown Manhattan and other business districts would become ghost towns, as workers were either laid off or sent home indefinitely. The population density that has always made this place feel like a teeming, nonstop-happening-now city worked against it, allowing the novel coronavirus to rapidly spread from resident to resident. New York became one of the pandemic’s worst hot spots in the United States.


Ninety miles north, in my adopted home of Kingston, New York, I feel an irrational pull—an urge to get in my car and return, to applaud each evening at seven for essential workers, to find my place there once again, even though, especially now, it makes absolutely no sense for me to go back. When will I get to visit it again? What will the city be like then? It’s now sixteen years since I left, and I’ve never missed the place more.
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THIS IS A VERY DIFFERENT TIME FROM WHEN THE FIRST EDITION of Goodbye to All That was released, eight years after I left New York City.


In 2005, after we were evicted from our undermarket loft in the East Village and couldn’t afford even a studio at the going rate, my husband and I felt strangely relieved to leave a city that seemed to be changing more rapidly than we could keep up with and where living had become completely unaffordable for us. We moved to New York’s Mid-Hudson Valley, just under two hours from the city.


It was only a short time before we met a slew of other expats. Many of them were fellow writers and editors struggling to stay afloat in the new, shrinking publishing economy, just as I was. Trading the high cost of living in New York City for the significantly lower cost of living in a depressed rural area helped. I’d cross paths with them at cafés (often cafés established by yet other expats), and as we got to know one another, we’d compare notes on what prompted our respective exits from the city.


In time, I started to notice a recurring theme. Regardless of the particular circumstances that finally led to each person’s departure, they had all, after once being enamored with the city and excited by its literary scene (populated by some of the world’s most celebrated writers), over time become largely disenchanted with both. Enough so that they left.


It’s a common narrative arc, but nowhere is it related more evocatively than in Joan Didion’s iconic essay “Goodbye to All That,” included in her 1967 essay collection, Slouching Towards Bethlehem. In telling the story of her own eight years in New York City, from her starry-eyed arrival at twenty to her bleary-eyed departure at twenty-eight, Didion inimitably captures something universal and timeless about coming of age as a young person in New York, particularly if one had literary aspirations. It is considered by many to be the gold standard of personal essays, the one that so many writers count among their favorites and that many aspire to replicate. Didion somehow makes the specifics of her own experience recognizable to even those who lived in New York thirty or forty years after she had.


“Goodbye to All That” seems to remain relevant to one generation after another no matter how far in time we get from 1963, the year Didion left Manhattan for Los Angeles. It feels even more appropriate to revisit it now, given the effects of Covid-19 on the city and how the pandemic is forcing more and more New Yorkers to consider leaving.


Back in the days when my departure from the city was fresher, Didion’s essay came up so many times in conversations with my upstate colleagues that it occurred to me it might be interesting to get a bunch of writers I admire to write their versions of “Goodbye to All That,” their stories of loving and leaving New York City and how the time passed before them in between. At first, I was going to reach out only to writers who had left New York City permanently, as Didion had, and as I seem to have—“permanent” being a relative term. Didion lives there now, again, and if I win the lottery, you can bet the first thing I’ll do is get an apartment there, as well. But as I shared my idea with city-based writer friends, many of them asked to be included, too. They wanted to write their versions of Didion’s famous essay—about how they left New York for a time, thinking they were done with it, but then, like Didion, eventually returned. Or about their love-hate relationship with literary life in the city, and how the challenges make them frequently contemplate saying goodbye.


And so you have before you an updated version of the personal essay collection that initially emerged from those conversations. In addition to existing essays by writers like Cheryl Strayed, Roxane Gay, Dani Shapiro, Marie Myung-Ok Lee, and Melissa Febos, there are seven new pieces. In “The Assistant’s Loft,” Leslie Jamison writes about her time working as an assistant to a famous writer (with an amazing apartment) whom she admired and feared in equal measure. In “Eleven True Things,” Ada Limón revisits her early days in Williamsburg as a broke graduate student, living among a “family” of friends, before her native California called her home. In “Shelter in Place,” Emily Raboteau considers the effects of Covid-19 on life in New York. In “Homemaker,” Rosie Schaap pays homage to a South Slope apartment she initially thought was just temporary but then settled into for twenty-three years. In “Fondly, Marie,” Lisa Ko recalls first leaving New York for San Francisco and then later returning to Brooklyn. In “Goodbye, Hello, Goodbye,” Carolita Johnson writes about getting tossed amid various waves of gentrification from Queens, to Paris, to Kingston, and back to Queens again. And in “Brooklyn Summer,” Danielle A. Jackson looks back at her move from Memphis to New York and the events that eventually sent her back to the South.


With their very personal New York stories, these writers all join me in paying homage to one of the most resonant and memorable personal essays ever published. I count myself lucky to have wrangled them all into the reissue of this passion project and to join them here.


—Sari Botton














HOMEMAKER


Rosie Schaap


Brooklyn? I didn’t want to live there. It was 1996. I was twenty-five. Brooklyn was where my parents came from, and for all their oozy nostalgia (Ebbets Field! The Wonder Wheel! Ebinger’s Bakery!), it was the place from whence their own parents had fled with them as quickly as they could. Brooklyn was not for me.


But my favorite college professor lived there and liked it, and she knew I had to leave the apartment I shared in lower Manhattan. She also knew there was an apartment open in the building next door to hers, in an unfamiliar (to me) and unloved (so far as I knew) neighborhood that was maybe Park Slope South or South Slope or something. She urged me to come take a look. I could see no harm in that.


To get there, I walked one block uphill from the nearest subway station, past a row of handsome brick townhouses and dignified brownstones. And there she was, without contest the ugliest house on the south side of the street: a squat stunted stump of a building sheathed in bruised white aluminum siding. I considered turning back.


Behind that siding, however, it was a different story. The vacant second-floor apartment had high ceilings and six tall windows, three of which faced north onto 17th Street and the chimneys of the Polish delicatessen around the corner on Fifth Avenue, through which billowed the meaty incense of freshly smoked kielbasy. The other windows faced south onto the pocket gardens and workaday backyards of 18th Street, and sunlight soaked through them, light that stirred my vestigial Dutchness, light that felt like lowlands light, de Hooch light, Vermeer light, clean and generous. But then, this was a borough brimming with Dutchness, at least in its place names: Boerum, Bushwick, Flatbush, Utrecht, Brooklyn itself.


There was a bathroom with a window, a claw-footed, cast-iron tub, a black-and-white tile floor, and a linen closet. What twenty-five-year-old person had her own linen closet? In an alcove beside the kitchen, there was a deep pantry. And, next to the bedroom, a narrow chamber that could make a cozy office. If I moved in, I would need more linens. More dishes, more pots and pans. I’d need office things. Adult things.


The rent for the apartment was less than half of any I’d viewed in Manhattan, none of which I could afford, and the place was easily twice the size—even at no more than 450 square feet.


When Susan, the friendly, chatty landlady, whisked me into her apartment one flight below to talk money and review the lease, I saw a poster of the New York City Labor Chorus on one of her kitchen walls and on the opposite an even larger poster of Nelson Mandela and thought, maybe this place will be all right. I signed the lease and resolved to suck it up for a year, save some money, and then move back to Manhattan, where I was born and raised and rightly belonged.


Unsurprisingly, for all their schmaltzy sentiment about the borough, my parents saw my move to Brooklyn, even if it was temporary, as a sure sign of generational downward mobility. They were not wrong.


I hired an all-woman moving company to shift my small inventory of belongings across the East River: bed, desk, chair, books, rug, some pots and pans. The crew comprised a small, strong forewoman and two gangly, punk-rock Dutch girls on an extended holiday lark. “Never leave this place,” one of them said as she deposited the last box of books on the bedroom floor with a soft thud. “It has a good feeling.” Her colleagues agreed. I did, too. It did have a good feeling. It would be fine. For a year.


Twenty-three years later, I swept the kitchen floor for the last time. I zipped up three duffel bags and two suitcases, lugged them downstairs, handed Susan my keys, and hugged her. Then I stood on the stoop and waited for a taxi to take me away.
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ACQUISITIVENESS IS A BIT OF AN EMBARRASSMENT TO A twenty-five-year-old Marxist, who is supposed to be a Materialist in a big M, dialectical way—not in the contemptible little m way—and not supposed to concern herself with the amassing, collecting, and displaying of stuff. And yet, I could not help myself. Give me a room, even one I might occupy only for a single, fleeting Vermont summer, and I will find things with which to fill it. There is a strain of self-psychologizing I could go into right now—my family moved around a lot! we never really had a home!—but I won’t. I think it is more pertinent only to confess that I like things, and I have always liked things, even if this has sometimes created both philosophic and emotional discomfort, seeming as it does to be at odds with other, greater concerns, like social justice and the destruction of the natural world.


When I say I like things, I do not mean expensive, luxurious things, although of course there are some expensive, luxurious things I like very much, just as there are things I have found discarded on sidewalks and things I have rooted around for in curbside trash cans, chancing contact with dog shit and discarded needles, that I love as much if not more.


I’m talking about things that give me pleasure; things I like to look at and touch and think about; things that do not breathe, that are not living, but which nonetheless make life better and more interesting—which is the job of style, which is why style is a good in itself. Those who disagree, who underestimate style, who dismiss it as unimportant, do so, I assume, because they do not have it, and I am sorry for them.


I will take Bad Taste over No Style any day. Bad Taste bestows its own funny kind of joy. No Style is ungenerous: it gives nothing, does nothing, says nothing. Bad Taste tells a story, sometimes even a poignant one. No Style has only the kind of meaning that is against meaning: it borders on the nihilistic; it is sad.


In decorating my Brooklyn apartment, my role models were my aunt Ellen and uncle Bill, bohemian radicals of the old school, who lived for most of my lifetime in a sprawling warren of rooms right where they belonged, one block west of Washington Square Park, in the heart of Greenwich Village. If they—who had aided the Black Panthers, who had exposed the activities of CIA operatives around the world, who had counseled war resisters at home and abroad—if they could love beautiful things and have beautiful things, surely it was okay for me to love and have them, too.


Antique Persian carpets covered most of their creaky wooden floorboards. In the narrow front hall, a gallery of framed portraits of their heroes lined the yolk-yellow walls. Sacco and Vanzetti. Emiliano Zapata. John Brown (about whom a friend has aptly said, “He was crazy. But he was not wrong”). I called their apartment the People’s Palace.


Red silk that had aged and softened to persimmon was pinned to the walls of the living room—but to call it a living room is careless. It was a salon, where, save for just a few intrusions of modern life—a television and cable box, a few framed photographs that couldn’t have been taken before the 1970s—I could easily imagine Emma Goldman and John Reed arguing the respective merits of anarchy versus Bolshevism, while draining a bottle of absinthe beside the fireplace to which my uncle had painstakingly applied a faux finish resembling malachite, under the Victorian tiger’s-eye glass chandelier, the huge Cuban oil painting, the ceremonial masks from West Africa and Indonesia, and the massive, hand-painted old placard picked up in New Orleans that advertised Princess Zina—whose method of divination was “flowerscopes,” who might have read your fortune in bougainvillea blossoms and birds-of-paradise from a stall in Jackson Square, for a fee.


In the study a few steps up from the salon, a récamier stretched out in the center of the room, dressed lavishly in cushions and coverlets, under a ceiling from whose center cascaded a tent-like canopy of silk panels. At the back of the room, a glass curio cabinet contained a collection of skulls—wooden, beaded, clay, ivory, metal. “I am fighting a war against minimalism,” Bill liked to say, “and winning.”


More marvels filled the small kitchen: the massive, brass-hinged, oak apothecary cabinets Ellen discovered on the side of a road in the Catskills, their shimmery, old glass fronts still intact and hardware still in place; the delicate porcelain oyster plates side by side with sturdy French copper pans on the walls; the vintage, industrial Wolf stove with six burners and a salamander at the top, which I long suspected was leaking gas and might possibly kill us all the next time someone lit a cigarette or joint but, fuck it, what a way to go.


I scavenged and bargained and bought and bartered and haunted the local thrift shops for things that would make my little apartment feel like a miniature version of the People’s Palace but also entirely my own. I stripped linoleum off the floors and sanded and sealed the wide, softwood boards. I replaced ordinary doorknobs with antique ones, plastic light-switch plates with painted ceramic ones, lackluster lighting fixtures with a beaded Moroccan chandelier here and a Danish paper number there. I painted the bathroom walls delft blue and the ceiling the yellow of van Gogh’s sunflowers—the Dutchness I detected before moving in always maintained. I embarked on collections: small floral still-lifes and souvenirs related to Tintern Abbey, a place invoked in the title of my favorite poem. And I came to believe that how one felt about my apartment was a reliable measure of how one felt about me. Love me, love my home. Sometimes I brought home the sort of person who resented its repleteness and mistook it for clutter, who disliked its colorfulness and confused it with chaos. That such people were judging me, in the form of my apartment, was self-satisfyingly obvious to them; that I was judging them back—as dull and unimaginative and fearful—well, I doubt they had any notion.


I started to love that apartment so much that it grew painful to think of leaving it so soon. I had no choice but to stay and hope that I would come to love the neighborhood, too. I did.
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I MOVED IN AS A TWENTY-FIVE-YEAR-OLD SINGLE WOMAN WHO spent most of her time in bars. I lived there when I got to know a good and thoughtful man who loved cooking and loved Wordsworth, and not long after our first date, he moved in.


We lived there together when the planes hit the towers. And when, not long after, my father died. We got engaged there and married. There were dinner parties. Holiday parties. Cassoulets and rib roasts and shrimp boils. So much wine. Too many cigarettes.


Much laughter. Much love. And not the dissolution of love, but its shifts and tempers, its deviations, degrees, digressions.


Jobs in publishing, in social services, in academia, in bars and shops. No jobs at all. Years with plenty of money, years with next to none. At the kitchen table, I wrote a book. In my bed, I wrote another. We raised no children there but the greatest of all cats.


I lived there when we separated, and when he got sick and we unseparated. In February 2010, at thirty-nine, I became a widow there. And that’s when it was time to move out, but I couldn’t afford it. One year later, still there, I became motherless, too. My husband and my mother are both buried close by, in Green-Wood Cemetery, where I could visit them, easily and often.


A few years later Bill and Ellen died, too, and I helped to clean and empty and shut down the People’s Palace—a dusty, dirty task that took many hands and many weeks. When I was sure I’d cleaned and priced what had to be the last tchotchke, the last pearl-handled demitasse spoon, the last Bakelite brooch, something else materialized from some closet, some drawer, some long-forgotten public-radio tote bag.


So much stuff. There was no end of stuff. And from this stock I inherited my favorite furniture and objects: Bill’s scuffed and scarred glass-fronted barrister bookcases, some Persian rugs, the oyster plates, Princess Zina. My apartment became as much like theirs, and as beautiful, as it ever would—but also less my own. It looked exactly as I’d always wanted, but its energies and frequencies had altered. Every corner, every surface, exposed reminders of who was gone, where I’d never noticed anything before. The greatest of all cats—she, too, was gone by then, but the phantom of her jumped on the bed many mornings, as if to wake me for her phantom breakfast.
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WHEN I WAS TWENTY, I SPENT A SUMMER IN IRELAND AND had, since then, always wanted to live there longer. Almost thirty years later, and after many more visits, a way in which that might happen presented itself. I had by then come to believe that to contend with loss, to grieve properly in a way I had not been able to manage at home in New York, I would have to be in Northern Ireland, and I would have to write about it. It took a few years, with false starts and false endings and other setbacks, to figure out how to make good on this plan. And then, in late August of 2019, I was issued a visa. I would have to arrive in Belfast three weeks later and then proceed to Glenarm, the small coastal village where I would live for the coming year.


That gave me less than a month to clear out my home of twenty-three years. And when I told people—friends, acquaintances, coworkers, family—that, yes, I was finally leaving, the first thing most asked was: What are you doing with your apartment? Which is the New Yorkiest possible reaction. Any other details, or questions, or well wishes could come later.


I considered subletting. I considered letting a friend move in. But I knew that, really, I was ready to let it go. And when I told my friends, acquaintances, coworkers, family that that’s what I was going to do, most said, in one way or another, you’re crazy. When and if I returned from Ireland, I was warned, I’d never find such a good deal again. Maybe that’s true—but I knew that if I ever wanted to move back to New York, I would find a way.


At the same time, I was surprised, and moved, by how much more sentimental about my apartment, and my stuff, my friends were than I was. In the weeks before I left, many came over to help me pack the small portion of things (I’d crammed a lot of things into those 450 square feet) I had decided to keep: some kitchen gear, a couple hundred books (after I’d donated, sold, and given away on my stoop about a thousand), a few paintings, and small pieces of furniture. They helped me clean. They helped me run moving-out sales. They helped me lug junk to the curb. And although it was strange and stunning to see how quickly what had taken me two decades to fill with things that gave me pleasure, to make a home, could be emptied, it didn’t make me sad. I was happy to be leaving, and I was ready. I was more than ready—I was late. It should have happened sooner.


But even though it didn’t make me sad, it did make me remember something that had stung me, once, long ago, maybe two years after I’d moved in.


An adventurous friend had come to visit. He had lived in the Amazon rain forest in his youth. He had lived in a village on the Nile as an adult. He had wandered. He had never settled. For someone who was great fun, he had an ascetic streak. Material possessions meant nothing to him. Faith mattered to him and friendship. Not stuff.


He came over for coffee one afternoon. He hadn’t seen the apartment since right after I’d moved in—when he had turned up to install a mezuzah on my doorpost, which I had not asked him to do, but I did not stop him—and by now I was proud of the place. I showed him around.


“It’s so nice,” he said, and I was overjoyed. But his expression quickly hardened, and he added: “I find it depressing.”


Shame filled me like a cold, heavy liquid, and I was too ashamed to ask him what he meant. But I believed it had something to do with my love for my things—that this was a shallow love and that my attachment to them was wrong. I said nothing but searched in my thoughts for supports and consolations. There were memories of Bill and Ellen, who loved things but who had done so much for others. There was William Morris, whose ideas and productions I relied on to confirm my hope that style was substance, not in conflict with it. I had filled my home with things that I knew to be beautiful and believed to be useful. And if perhaps I had persuaded myself that some of those things were useful only because they were beautiful, that was fine.


They are only things, I remember telling myself, after my friend had issued his judgment. And although I love them, I could live without them. Afterward, I often wondered if I’d told myself the truth. Two decades later, I discovered that I had.














STRANGE LANDS


Roxane Gay


Recently, after years of avoiding New York City—or, more accurately, not being able to afford it—I traveled there from the small middle-of-nowhere midwestern town where I teach writing. I was going to give a few readings, meet my new agent, and hang out with friends. I was terrified. I knew I wouldn’t be chic enough or thin enough. In the car on the way to the hotel, we were stuck in traffic. Radios blared and exhaust filled the air. Certain things about the city never change. My driver was on the phone having a heated conversation in a language I couldn’t recognize. He was clearly on the losing end of the argument. I called my mother to tell her I had arrived safely.


In the 1970s, she and my father came from Haiti to New York separately, my father by way of Montreal. They met at a wedding in New York. They fell in love in New York. They married in New York. I was even baptized in New York, though I’ve never lived in the city. Back in the day, my parents lived in the Bronx, when the borough still bore the evidence of how it had been ravaged by fire. I remember this detail because they remember this detail, quite vividly. They had little nice to say about the borough, but when they first came here, they were overwhelmed—new place, new language, so much cold and concrete.


My mom asked me how things were going, and I said, “Well, the traffic is interesting.” She laughed. She said, “Your father can no longer tolerate that city for long periods of time. He doesn’t understand why people would live on top of each other like that.”


For a moment, I felt this pang of… envy, or maybe wistfulness, because so many of the important moments in their lives happened in New York, because some part of me very much understood why people would live like that.


Throughout my childhood, even though we sometimes visited family in New York, the city seemed more like an idea than a real place—an idea I very much wanted to be a part of—bright lights, big city.


Because of my father’s job, we moved often and always lived in suburbs or rural places that bore little resemblance to the sights and sounds of the city. We were in Nebraska or in the suburbs of Chicago or on the outskirts of Denver. We were in the land of sprawling malls and new construction and chain restaurants that advertised with catchy slogans. There was more: we were always the only people who looked like us in our neighborhoods, at school. Not only were we of a different race, but we were of an entirely different culture—Haitians in the middle of America, strangers in a strange world.


My mother has a sprawling family, nine brothers and sisters. My father has four brothers and sisters. When their families immigrated to the United States, most of them settled in New York City, in close proximity to one another. They were determined not to be strangers in a strange land, alone. We’d fly to the city on holidays and cram into my maternal grandmother’s apartment, so many of us, my grandmother at the stove cooking Haitian food, making fried plantains in a manner no one else can replicate (the secret is to soak them in salt water before frying), and clucking over her children and grandchildren with great fondness.


Her couches, covered in plastic, the air in her apartment thick with life, us kids always being shushed so we wouldn’t disturb the neighbors, as if it were possible not to disturb the neighbors when there were twenty or thirty people in a small apartment. New York was my cousins, who all seemed so sophisticated, who knew the latest slang and wore the latest fashions—Girbaud jeans and leather high-tops and baseball caps. They had sharp haircuts and talked fast, so fast, my brothers and I could barely hold on to anything they said.


New York, then, was Flushing, Queens. It was the 7 train when graffiti flourished—spray-painted bubble words and images stretching from one end of a subway car to another. New York was the Busy Bee market, which was little more than a chaotic swap meet—bright, loud people with thick New York accents selling knockoff bags and shoes, hideous costume jewelry, off-brand toys, cheap electronics—things I had absolutely no use for but considered treasures and embraced, arms wide open. New York was eating real Szechuan food for the first time and understanding that Chinese food prepared anywhere but in New York was not really Chinese food. New York was Times Square, on the cusp of being cleaned up by an ambitious mayor, still dirty enough to be terribly interesting to a young girl.


Men on corners thrusting squares of glossy paper into my hands, bright shining lights, throngs of people as far as the eye could see. Filthy sidewalks and overflowing trash cans, homeless people asking for money and breaking my tender heart. Broadway, the marquees, the names of amazing performers in shining lights, The Phantom of the Opera, a boat floating across a stage filled with illuminated candles, voices soaring through the theater and right into me because tragic, somewhat unrequited love is the best kind of love. There was Starlight Express and actors roller-skating onstage.


More than anything, New York was seeing people, so many different people, so many beautiful shades of brown, so many different voices, a place where my brothers and I could actually see reflections of ourselves in others, where we didn’t feel so strange in a strange land. New York was everything, and the time we spent in the city was never enough.


In high school, I became determined to attend college there. It was something of an obsession. If I went to school in New York, surely all my problems would be solved. I would learn how to be chic and glamorous. I would learn how to walk fast and wear all black without looking like I was attending a funeral. In adolescence, I was becoming a different kind of stranger in a strange land. I was a theater geek and troubled and angry and hell-bent on forgetting the worst parts of myself. In New York, I told myself, I would no longer be the only freak in the room because the city was full of freaks.


I applied to six or so universities, and one of them was New York University—NYU, the only three letters that existed for me for a time. I was going to go to NYU and major in technical theater and premed. It made no sense, but that was the plan. When I was accepted to NYU, with a merit scholarship no less, I was thrilled. My perfect future was within my grasp. Soon I was going to be in the city. I was going to be part of it all. I was going to find my people.


Alas. My parents had other plans for me. They worried that in the city, I would be distracted from my studies, and the point of college, in their minds, was to study. They were worried about safety. They were just plain worried. I remained in a very deep state of denial even after they made me agree to attend a different university, a fancy one even, that I was damn lucky to attend—a state of denial so deep I still haven’t recovered from their denying me the choice to attend college in the city. I feel a pang of… something whenever I see an NYU T-shirt or read about the school. I wonder what would have been, though I am fully aware that nothing in my life would be measurably better. The school is my mythical beast, my unicorn. The city is the one that got away.


In college, New York was just a couple of hours away by train, Metro North, New Haven to Penn Station. New York was spending the weekend at my roommate’s family’s apartment and eating bagels from H&H and gourmet delights from Zabar’s and reading the New York Times (in New York!) and men shouting “Dianetics” and thrusting the books of L. Ron Hubbard into my hands and a Haitian woman mistaking me for a well-known voodoo priestess on a sidewalk while my American friend looked on, bewildered, and Limelight and dancing all night and having hungover breakfast at Time Café and walking through Greenwich Village wide-eyed and Broadway, the performers so glamorous, glittering from the stage, their voices clear and bold, and me, always watching, always wanting desperately to be part of it all, always feeling like “it all” was still just beyond my grasp, wanting so desperately to feel a little less strange.


I wrote my first story when I was four, on a napkin, and eventually advanced to using paper like a normal person, and as my writing ambitions grew so did my fantasies of living in the city, in a lovely apartment with brick walls, lined with books. I’d spend my days in cafés and coffee shops, with a well-worn notebook and my laptop and the latest important book. I would attend readings and rub elbows with the writers I admired most. I’d have cocktails with the editor of the New Yorker, and he would be so besotted, he’d ask to see some of my work and I would finally catch my big break. Then I was an adult, or so I was told. I was a writer and finally reached the point where other people knew I was a writer. I was finally more comfortable in my own skin, had finally learned how to feel less strange in a strange land. I had learned the difference between being a writer, which can happen anywhere, and performing the role of Writer, which in my very specific and detailed fantasies could only happen in New York.


New York City is the center of the writing world, or so we’re told. New York is where all the action happens because the city is where the most important publishers and agents and writers are. New York is where the fancy book parties happen and where the literati rub elbows and everyone knows (or pretends to know) everything about everyone else’s writing career. At some point, New York stopped being the city of my dreams because it stopped being merely an idea I longed to be a part of. New York was very real and very complicated. New York had become an intimidating giant of a place, but still I worried. If I wasn’t there as a writer, was I a writer anywhere?


During my most recent visit, I stayed at a hipster hotel, the Ace, because it was the most affordable, which is to say it was not very affordable at all. There appeared to be an unspoken requirement for all staff to look impeccable in expensive jeans and adorn their bodies in tattoos. The lobby was like a nightclub at all hours of the day, loud music, expensive but delicious drinks, a place to see and be seen, whether you wanted to or not.


Somewhere in New York was my agent’s very chic office. It looked like a set for an agent’s office on a television show or in a movie. The chairs were modern and fancy, and it seemed complicated to even sit. I felt very out of place, though I had a good reason to be there. My agent was as chic as her office. I couldn’t stop staring because she is very pretty, magazine pretty, and I hadn’t realized. I felt that way almost every moment of every day in New York, the writer from the middle of nowhere, surrounded by glamorous and well-dressed people with interesting eyewear.


My agent and I talked for more than an hour as if we were old friends. I left feeling I was a Writer For Real. I felt fancy. And then, I was walking around trying to find a certain street and it started raining, and I was lost and miserable and confused and no cabs would stop for me. The fancy feeling quickly wore off.


That’s what New York was becoming now that I could choose to be in the city or not. There were teaching jobs and other opportunities in New York. I had, just before the visit, turned down an editorial position at a magazine because I couldn’t fathom living in the city on the offered salary. In my thirties, I’ve found that I am not as interested in struggling or suffering as I once was, at least not from one day to the next. During that recent trip, I realized I need at least one part of my life to be easy. I may hate living in the middle of nowhere, but there’s a lot of wide open space for that hate to thrive in. For every lovely moment with lovely people in New York, there was a deeply humbling moment—getting lost, trying to hail a cab in the rain, dealing with the constant crush of people, feeling desperately out of place among so many sophisticated, beautiful people. These moments revealed just how big and overwhelming the city was. They showed me how New York was always more than an idea, even if I wasn’t able to see that. New York was a strange land, and I was still a stranger and would always be one. Overall, that visit was fun. The city was good to me, and I looked forward to returning and soon. But. There was nothing for me to say goodbye to in New York because I never truly said hello. I became a writer without all the glamorous or antiglamorous trappings of New York life I thought I needed.


When my plane took off and I knew I was returning to the middle of nowhere, a different kind of strange land, I realized with startling clarity that my small town in Illinois felt less strange than the city. I was relieved. I was going home.














THE ASSISTANT’S LOFT


Leslie Jamison


She had a name, but in this essay, she will just be she. When I started working for her, she gave me a nondisclosure agreement to sign, but she didn’t handle any of her own paperwork, so she never knew I’d never signed it. She had a beautiful brownstone and a once-beautiful geriatric dog who peed frequently on the beautiful parquet floor, which was better than when he peed on the expensive Oriental rugs. She was a writer who’d built her empire on self-help books for women, and she’d made a lot of money doing it. Not enough. Shortly after I began working for her, I realized that part of the reason she kept six different phone lines was to keep throwing creditors off her scent. I hadn’t known that someone so wealthy could owe so much money. I hadn’t known that anyone could earn $75,000 for writing a single magazine article, or that this same person could also care so much about getting refunded for an unused Jitney ticket to the Hamptons that she would pay someone $25 an hour to keep calling the bus company until she got it. That someone was me. I’d been told the job would involve “substantial archival research at the New York Public Library.” That happened, twice.


But it seemed impossibly exciting to work for an Actual Writer. Most days I worked as her personal assistant in a loft above her palatial living room, which was full of upholstered couches and heavy brocade curtains. The room seemed to be asking you to call it a parlor. The assistant’s loft hadn’t been purpose-built. But it had been occupied by an assistant for so long—decades—that she had begun to think of the Assistant, whatever her name was, as yet another piece of parlor furniture. Later, I would learn there was a small group of former personal assistants who still met sometimes for cocktails—like an informal support group—to discuss the harrowing emotional experience of working for this woman. She was powerful but felt powerless. She cared quite a bit about her floral arrangements. She did not like her coffee any way but Very, Very Hot. She yelled frequently at the people she employed. Sometimes it seemed like she employed people so she could yell at them. She had an ill husband who was in a nursing home uptown. In my mind, they were so powerful—by virtue of their careers and their money—that it was hard to imagine the ways they might be suffering. I was twenty-three years old, and it was hard to understand that the people who had the things I wanted most—bylines, long marriages, stature in the literary world—might be lacking other things I took for granted.


When I started working for this woman—for her—I’d just moved to New York from Iowa City, where I’d been a student at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, an ostensibly academic experience that involved a decent amount of writing and a lot of late-night talking about writing and also a lot of late-night drinking (and early-evening drinking and late-afternoon drinking) and a lot of daydreaming about what the Life of a Writer might look like. Many of these daydreams had involved New York, where most of my friends from college lived. When they spoke about their subway commutes and their local bodegas and even their terrible bosses, it all sounded simultaneously glamorous and actual; this was the grit and grain of living. Now I was living it. As a kind of homework assignment, I’d read The Devil Wears Prada, a best-selling novel written by the woman who’d been Anna Wintour’s personal assistant. My job wasn’t at Vogue, but it felt Vogue-adjacent by virtue of coming attached to a similarly difficult personality.


On a daily basis, my job involved picking up Very, Very Hot Coffee, and also dry cleaning and also gifts for loved ones and also theater tickets for exactly the right seats at Lincoln Center. Occasionally, it involved long lunches that included several bottles of wine. It involved booking car services and Jitney buses and answering the phone and lying about whether my boss was home or even lived there anymore. It involved listening to her rant about documentary filmmakers who had stolen her ideas. It also involved crying. Honestly, it involved a tremendous amount of crying. At the time, I believed this said a lot about my boss—and it did—but looking back, I can see it also said a lot about me.


My boss yelled at me about every mistake I made or anyone else did. When other people came to the house, she spoke about me in the third person as if I weren’t there: “I don’t understand why Leslie can’t seem to get this straight.” I was intrigued by the fact that I didn’t seem to be developing “a thicker skin.” I just crumpled each time, usually escaping to the large bathroom, which always stank faintly of dog urine on marble, so that the flushing toilet could mask the sound of my crying. I flushed it over and over again.


I told myself I liked working for a writer, but eventually I had to admit that the appeal was just as much about the job’s proximity to money. Wealth cast a velvety, vaguely soporific spell over my days in the loft, like the lotus flower in the Odyssey, seducing its isle of indolent men. There was a tin lunch box in my desk drawer full of “petty cash”—hundreds of dollars that I was allowed to spend each week, was even supposed to spend each week, on lunch, wine, and “supplies,” defined with a delicious, capacious vagueness. (Could it also include the beautiful camel-colored fur-lined coat hanging in the window of a nearby boutique that probably cost more than the rest of my wardrobe put together?) The petty cash amounted to far more than I would ever reasonably need and seemed like a gratuitous display of excess when it wasn’t even clear there was excess: all those creditors kept calling on the extra phone lines.


Before I started working for her, I honestly hadn’t understood that someone could be incredibly wealthy and carry tremendous amounts of debt. Mainly I just saw the size of her brownstone, the decadent upholstery of her living room furniture, the robust stable of employees that supported her life and felt the secondhand high of getting close to her money, to that expansive sense of ease and possibility that New York can hold, always underwritten by wealth, if not explicitly then implicitly—a wealth that has disappeared its own seams. There can be a sudden, clarifying vertigo to realizing that the seduction that didn’t seem to be about money is actually all about money, like when Jay Gatsby and Nick Carraway are talking about Daisy’s endlessly appealing voice: “‘Her voice is full of money,’ he said suddenly. That was it. I’d never understood before. It was full of money—that was the inexhaustible charm that rose and fell in it, the jingle of it, the cymbals’ song of it.”


Which is all to say, showing up at my boss’s brownstone each day made me hear the charm and jingle of Manhattan money, its supple siren call. I had grown up middle-class; I went without want. But this money was different. It wasn’t that I admired it, exactly. It was more like I wanted to have sex with it, as a friend of mine once said. Even being close to it was thrilling, like inhaling pheromones, that sense of being close to power, being at the epicenter of Where Things Happen. This was even better than being a writer, perhaps. Perhaps. I told myself I’d moved from the place where the stories got written to the place where they were actually lived.
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EVERYONE IN NEW YORK WHO WASN’T BORN IN NEW YORK has a story about moving to New York. My story involved a fifth-floor walk-up with an entryway that always smelled like noodles left out overnight. Our kitchen had a skylight that always made out-of-towners say, “Must be wonderful to get this light,” and city dwellers ask, “Have you ever tried to store your suitcases up there?” If you lived in New York long enough, you got obsessed with space: how to find more of it magically hidden within the limited space you had. I lived with one of my best friends, and our favorite bodega was even called Space Market, as if you could buy more space there. It was right across the street from Washington Square Park, and we got salads there almost every night. In time this started to feel like the whole of Manhattan held in a single awning: Space Market. We were all just looking for footing in the city, trying to find some square of land—some sense of purpose, vocation, belonging—to call our own. It was part of why people were so obsessed with real estate: Where is your apartment? How did you find your apartment? How much does your apartment cost? And always, but usually unspoken: How do you pay for it? All of these were ways of asking: What feels like home to you in this infinite city?


Life in Iowa had been full of parties that lasted until dawn—at an old farmhouse out in the cornfields or else someone’s basement studio with shag carpets and a bathtub full of PBRs on ice. New York was probably also full of parties that lasted until dawn; I just wasn’t getting invited to them. I found myself going through the motions of a tidy parade of time-boxed dinner dates at restaurants where we mainly talked about other restaurants we might go to. Drinks lasted from six o’clock to eight o’clock instead of six o’clock to whenever the cocaine ran out.


If New York was supposed to make me feel like I was living at the center—supposed to, as if it had made me some kind of promise—then in actuality it made me feel more peripheral than anywhere I’d ever lived. It made me feel as if there were a center—close enough to sense but always out of reach, like the salt smell of an unseen ocean. Everyone else had always just taken the subway to the beach. It all felt like an extended version of the more acute disappointment I’d felt as a little girl visiting my older brother after he’d moved to New York for college, when the hole-in-the-wall vintage stores I’d imagined were nowhere to be found. The outside of the Seinfeld diner did not lead to the inside of the Seinfeld diner!


It wasn’t that I thought the city had failed me but something like the opposite: it felt like I’d failed the city, by failing to have the experience I’d imagined. It felt like trying to locate the secret doorway of a bookcase that might swing open if you knocked on its hollow books three times, revealing the sparkling inner grotto of the city I’d imagined: dim, cavernous shops stocked with paisley jumpsuits from the late 1970s and subterranean speakeasys where people read poetry that wasn’t afraid to reach for a shimmery sincerity on the far side of rigor. And also maybe pastry shops full of exotic macaron flavors? So far, I’d only managed to find the exotic macarons. Eating expensive or unusual foods seemed to be the main way aspirational people in New York convinced themselves they were alive—or rather, that they were Living. It wasn’t that I judged this—I wanted to Live, too, with capital-letter emphasis—I just couldn’t get to that sensation through high-end restaurant culture. I needed to get there by talking about provisional epiphanies in midwestern dive bars through thick clouds of cigarette smoke.


Here in New York, my life was supposed to be iconic and transformative enough to justify the job that made me cry almost daily in the palatial bathroom. But instead, life mainly felt vapid and saturated by money—by both its presence and its absence—a daily grind of morning commutes on subway cars crowded with other people who didn’t want to be going wherever they were going and my own futile attempts to wake up at dawn and deepen the inner lives of the characters who populated my novella, or else arriving home from work at 7 PM and trying to rejigger their narrative arcs so that they actually had narrative arcs, except I was too weary and blank-headed to do anything besides binge-watch Gilmore Girls on DVD, my brain bleached by the intricate logistical hydraulics of a wealthy woman’s life.


The best part of my New York existence was my home: that fifth-floor walk-up on Thompson Street that I shared with my dear friend Charlotte. We had a two-person book club. We had an antique pie chest full of every episode of Sex and the City. We had rice crackers and soft Australian licorice in our pantry. We made lemonade pie on a sweltering August night. We threw a South Pole party where everyone decorated pup tents made of gingerbread. We had all these luminous details to share about our lives, but in truth I was lonely. It wasn’t really the loneliness of being single, though I was single, or the loneliness of wanting to get drunk every night, though I did want to get drunk every night, I just couldn’t really afford to, or even the loneliness of having too many acquaintances and not enough friends. It was the loneliness of wanting to write and not writing. I tried. I tried to wake up early or stay up late. But it all felt perfunctory and dead on the page. It mainly just made me tired. That’s part of why I wanted to throw a South Pole party; I wanted to make something. I was trying to make my life into a string of anecdotes, a charm bracelet, because I wasn’t making art—the only thing that really felt worth making.


In New York, most of the people I knew seemed to define themselves not by what they made but by what they consumed: the food they ate, the museums they frequented, the movies they saw at Film Forum, the bars they liked, the neighborhoods they preferred. One night I got drunk with an old friend and threw up my hands, exasperated, disgusted by my entire generation. “I see everything they buy!” I said, gesturing at the lit-up city all around us. “But what do they create?” As if I were creating anything. And what could I do about it anyway, besides buy another drink?
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AT THE END OF EACH WORKDAY, I WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR SUBMITTING something called an EOD, an end of day report. It was basically just a typed list of all the things I’d done. After a few weeks I realized that the primary objective of the EOD was to make it as long as possible. More than my boss actually wanted things to get done, she wanted to feel like things were getting done. She wanted to look at a set of stapled pages listing my completed tasks, or even my in-progress tasks, which I included for thickness, and know that things were happening in the Assistant’s Loft. These daily ledgers helped her understand herself as the leader of a tiny but prosperous empire.


Part of me wanted to dismiss the entire job as an absurd farce, but it wasn’t. In two weeks, I learned more about the world of magazines than I had learned in two years of graduate school. My boss could turn a pitch into an assignment in a matter of hours. We’d cycle through the whole submission process by late morning: researching the pitch (me), drafting it (me), critiquing it (her), revising it (me), and emailing it (her). She had worked with editors for long enough to know things like what time of day was best for sending it to each one. We’d usually have a response by early afternoon. The turnaround astounded me. In my midwestern MFA program, we still tucked our stories into manila envelopes and took them to the post office to mail to literary magazines. We worshipped the people who’d spent ten years on their novels, even if we didn’t exactly want to become them. Duration was feared and fetishized. Here was a world where writing happened on another time line entirely. What did they say about a New York minute? Everything could change. Here, the creative process wasn’t insular and rarefied. It was expedient and pragmatic, directed toward an immediate concrete end. Writing got made. Like a widget. It wasn’t conjured, and it certainly wasn’t perfected.


I didn’t particularly admire my employer’s work, but there was something I admired about the way she refused—or leaped across—the very same gap between vision and execution that often got invoked as a kind of holy, impossible threshold in the midwestern bars where I’d been drinking. Of course, leaping across the gap between vision and execution was easier when you had a brownstone, a lot of disposable income, and an entire stable of paid employees to whom you could outsource the elements of your existence that most vexed you. But you couldn’t, not really. I was starting to suspect that was what so much of my crying was about, on some primal level: she was offloading her pain onto me. It was part of my job to absorb her frustration and her anger, the same way it was my job to chase down her opera ticket refunds.


My boss, like so many employers of Ivy-League-credentialed entry-level workers in the city, simultaneously treated me as someone with intellectual capital (it felt good to say her assistant had gone to Harvard) and someone who deserved to be doing menial labor (it felt even better to know her Harvard-educated assistant was picking up her dry cleaning). In the afternoons, I traded emails with two friends who were also personal assistants. One worked for one of the most famous chefs in the city; the other worked for the editor in chief of the New Yorker. My boss was tilling the fertile soil of women’s conflicted feelings about aging. At least my friends’ workplace degradations were in service of acquiring genuine cultural capital. Mine seemed to be in service of getting a few laughs or sympathetic smiles at a bar lit by flickering votive candles. It often felt like I hoarded up horrible moments from my day, ready to share them with whomever I was meeting that night, and then I felt the same hollow comedown after I’d delivered my short parade of anecdotes—what had they been good for? They hadn’t changed my life, or excavated any meaning from it, or even brought me closer to the person I was talking to. They felt rehearsed and perfunctory, but underneath them was a desperate yearning—more like a scream and far less possible to express—for another life entirely.
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ONE FRIDAY MORNING IN NOVEMBER, MY BOSS WAS SCHEDULED to give a talk at a conference that was an easy walk from her house. Still, she wanted me to book her a town car for a half hour before the talk.


Gently, I suggested that if we were going to book a car, we should probably book it for a bit earlier. “There might be traffic,” I said quietly. What was my “might” about? There would definitely be traffic, obscene traffic, in Midtown Manhattan at rush hour on a Friday morning. Maybe it was a strangled, deceptive attempt at generosity—as if to suggest that it wasn’t completely misguided to book a town car, simultaneously indulgent and inefficient, because who could truly foresee the whims of the NYC traffic gods?


In any case, my boss didn’t want the car booked for earlier. She didn’t even want to go downstairs once the car arrived! Or rather, she wasn’t ready. She was indignant, even, at the number of things she had left to do before she could leave—at the audacity of the driver for arriving before she had time to do them.


Sometimes you can foresee every whim of the gods, and the seemingly endless car ride to the conference played out as I might have expected: my boss was livid we were running late. Why were we stuck in such traffic? She was yelling at the driver from the back seat, literally leaning forward and yelling, while I tried to catch his eye in the rearview mirror to tell him with my gaze: I know this isn’t your fault. I know this woman is insane. It was almost a relief when she started yelling at both of us: This was an important speech and how had we failed to fully grasp that? It was clearly my fault because I’d booked the car, but it was also clearly his fault because he was driving. We were running more and more late by the minute.


Every time I caught the driver’s eye in the rearview, he looked away, and I realized that to him I wasn’t an ally at all. How could I be? I was simply part of the machinery of this woman and her various shades of monstrosity—another well-paid mercenary serving the cottage industry of her hybrid journalistic self-help empire. Something shifted in my molecules that day as new knowledge took root: whatever you are paid by, you can’t get it out of you. You have to own that it sustains you.


Before my boss went onstage to give her lecture, she screamed at me in the lobby outside the auditorium about how much I’d gotten wrong that morning, how I’d almost ruined everything. Getting yelled at wasn’t terrible because it felt personal but precisely because it didn’t—it felt utterly impersonal. It was like I wasn’t even human; I was just a hologram upon which her frustrations could be unleashed—a projection of everything in the world that had ever failed to understand her needs or honor them. What happened between us in that lobby felt less like an interaction between two sentient beings and more like the ritual flogging of a corpse. There was frustration, and it needed to hurl itself at something, like water finding its level. I was also fundamentally unnerved by people who weren’t ashamed to get angry at other people in public; and it felt deeply embarrassing to be yelled at in front of strangers—as if some primal vulnerability had been exposed, like I’d peed in my pants and then walked around with the dark stain showing.


While my boss gave her lecture, I called my mom and said, “I don’t think I can do this.” She said, “You don’t have to.”


Looking back, I don’t think she literally meant, You don’t have to do this for another minute, but that’s how I took it. My boss flew to a speaking gig across the country that afternoon, while I went back to her brownstone and posted an ad for my own job.


Because the job sounded great and the pay was decent and there were countless people in the city who were just like me—young and hungry, as they say, eager to get close to power and prestige in any form, no matter how compromised—I had about two hundred résumés within an hour, including one from the personal assistant of the woman who’d written the best-selling book about being a personal assistant.


After printing ten of the strongest résumés and leaving them on my boss’s desk, along with my keys and a note telling her that I was done, I took the rest of the petty cash (severance pay) and walked out the door. On my way to the subway, I used the petty cash to buy the beautiful fur-lined coat.


Nearly fifteen years—and several not-inexpensive tailoring repairs—later, I still have it. I still love it. But whenever I wear it, I feel the smallest twinge of shame. The fact that I just walked out, so impulsively and suddenly, seems to point to some internal deficit: Was I not stoic enough to get yelled at a couple times by my boss? Was I such a fragile flower? So convinced I deserved something better? Why couldn’t I just suffer through, as her other personal assistants had done, for decades?


But I also feel a deep tenderness for that younger self, who quit so impulsively and irresponsibly. She sensed a great darkness, and she wanted to remove herself from its grip—from its payroll. She was a quitter, and a survivor. She had a coat that all her friends admired.
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