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When I was sixteen, I traded my prep school in Manhattan for an alternative boarding school in upstate New York’s Hudson River Valley to make Elijah Huck love me.


As is usually the case when one follows an up-and-coming feminist fashion photographer to a remote Quaker boarding school, I was in for a few surprises. These surprises were manifold, but perhaps most poignantly: Elijah broke my heart, I stuffed all my belongings into a vending machine, and I kissed a budding Marxist.


I left for Quare almost three years ago, before Elijah won his one-hundred-thousand-dollar MacDougall innovation grant and opened a gallery on Orchard Street. Before I started my freshman year at this small East Coast liberal arts college in one of those cramped dorm rooms I’m laying out these documents—the letters, journal entries, clippings, forms, and reports that comprise this collection—in chronological order on the floor.


Back then Elijah was a freshman at Columbia who worked part-time in the history department of the Bowen School for Girls, where I was in tenth grade. On an afternoon in late August, three days before the start of classes, I slid into Bowen’s darkroom, on the building’s eighth floor, to search for a bottle of fluid whose name I’ve since forgotten. As I stumbled forward, engulfed in darkness, someone called out, “Hello?”


I froze.


“Hello?” I asked, stopping in my tracks. It was still pitch-black. My heart pounded in my ears. “Who’s there?”


A pause.


“It’s Elijah.”


The voice could have been two feet from me, or it could have been ten; in the dark, it was impossible to tell. I did a quick mental recall of the self-defense techniques I’d learned the previous spring as part of Bowen’s five-step plan to defend its students from predators, and folded my hands into beaks, should I need them to poke at my would-be attacker’s eyes.


“Who’s Elijah?”


Step one was to speak in a firm, confident tone, and I was proud that my voice didn’t shake too much.


“Elijah Huck.”


I paused, hands still in beak formation, waiting for him to elaborate.


“I’m the new history Tutor.”


This rang a bell. Bowen had hired three Columbia University history majors as Tutors for the pilot program of the Bowen Tutorial, modeled off the Oxford Tutorial, which basically meant that we sophomores would meet with the Tutors to explore our individual interests in one-on-one intensive sessions.


We were both quiet. I didn’t know what to do with this information, and I didn’t want to step forward to search for the lights, lest I barrel into him. So I waited.


“Who is this?” he asked.


“Flora.”


“Flora who?”


“Flora Goldwasser. I go here.”


A long pause.


“It’s nice to meet you,” he said.


I couldn’t find my voice.


“I’m holding out my hand.” His voice sounded ready to tip over into a gentle laugh, but no laugh followed.


I unfolded one of my beak hands and held it out tentatively, not sure how close he was. My hand collided with his. It was big and soft, slightly warm. His handshake was firm, almost crushingly so, and when he released me, my own hand lingered in the residual warmth.


“Do you have night vision or something?” I asked.


“I’ve spent a lot of time in darkrooms.”


“Dark rooms, or darkrooms?”


A short laugh. “Both.”


The lights flickered on.


It wasn’t until I saw him that I realized I’d been imagining someone completely different. Someone beefier, taller, someone with thick dark hair and an olive complexion. But there he stood, Elijah in all his five-nine, narrow-shouldered glory. Cuffed jeans, flannel shirt, tiny round glasses. Sandy hair long enough for him to run his fingers through, which he did at that moment.


We blinked at each other. One side of his face curled into a smile.


“Hey,” he said. He held a stack of photographs in one hand, which he now pressed against his chest.


I quickly tightened the band of fabric I’d used to tie my hair back from my face. The fabric matched that of my dress: white, spotted with huge sunflowers. I smoothed the dress, too, and tried to discreetly wipe the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand.


“Hello.”


“Do you come here often, Flora?”


His voice was slightly raspy, like he was getting over a cold. He smiled as though he’d caught me mid-transgression, and a twinge of annoyance shot through me. He, not I, was the clear transgressor here.


“I’m helping Mr. Greenberg,” I said. My words felt heavy and insufficient. “What are you doing here?”


“Just developing some work.” The photos were still pressed against his chest, and I suddenly wondered if they were sexually explicit images of a lover, or something.


“Your own work?”


He nodded, still smiling with half of his face. I pressed my lips together to keep from grinning.


“You’re allowed to do that here?”


“Not technically.”


My heart was racing. We regarded each other. I didn’t know what look to give him, so I settled for half-hearted suspicion. His look was pure amusement.


“I should—” Instead of finishing the sentence, I gestured to the room at large.


“Have fun—” Here he mimicked my empty gesture, but he was smiling so hard that I smiled back despite myself. “See you around, Flora.”


He nodded once, and then he strode past me and entered the revolving door to exit the darkroom. The air behind him smelled like men’s deodorant. It was nothing special—probably the drugstore brand, even—but smelling him, smelling the suggestion of a body that moved and sweat and required deodorant, made my cheeks hot.


I know.


And I promise, it gets way worse.


If I were Molly Ringwald in a John Hughes movie, I would have slid to the ground with my back against the wall, knees at my chest, a hand clutching my throat, and a dazed expression on my face. But I was more of a take-action type of girl, so I grabbed a set of prints that Mr. Greenberg hadn’t asked for and hurried through the door. But by the time I reached the art room, Elijah was gone. I worked for the next few hours in a distracted trance, and when I went home, I organized and reorganized my closet until I was calm enough to slice some strawberries and read Anna Karenina.


When school officially started, I scoured the hallways for Elijah, but it wasn’t until the end of the first week that we met again. This time, a pair of shoes brought us together.


They were sunflower pumps, and they were gorgeous. (In hindsight, maybe it was the sunflower print that summoned him. Maybe, like a bee, he’d been drawn to both my floral dress and my floral shoes.)


The shoes violated the Bowen dress code, which explicitly stated that all students were to wear white-and-green saddle oxfords. All offenders were forced into the Shoes of Shame, a pair of battered, dirt-streaked saddle oxfords left over from the first Bush administration. As evidenced by my tendency to come to school early to help teachers set up their rooms, I was hardly the rebel type. I wore the offending shoes for no other reason than halfhearted curiosity about whether anyone would say anything. At around noon, Ms. Loren, my English teacher, apologetically sent me to the head of Upper School, Dr. Muamba, an ex-ballerina from the Congo, a slightly embarrassed look on her face, as though she, too, believed the whole saddle oxford rule to be ridiculous.
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Oh my GOD, we had another interaction today.


I was sitting in the office of the head of Upper School, feet bare, the sunflower shoes resting in my lap, when I caught sight of Elijah. Dr. Muamba had gone to fetch the Shoes of Shame. Elijah first walked by the open door of the office so quickly that I caught sight only of his narrow back. In seconds, he did a double take and appeared in the doorway. He stood, half-smiling again, peering down at me. I almost passed out.


“Flora Goldwasser,” he said. It was a statement, a confirmation, an affirmation. It was him saying my name. It was everything.


I nodded. My stomach caved in on itself. My chest cramped.


“Those are nice shoes,” he said, cocking his head at my lap and leaning one shoulder against the doorway, knocking one toe of his loafers into the carpet.


I nodded. I was jumping out of my skin.


“Why aren’t they on your feet?”


“They violate the dress code,” I said.


Elijah straightened and took a few steps toward me. My heart jumped up into my throat. The office was small. I held out one of the sunflower shoes, sensing that was what he wanted, and he took it, examining it from all angles: the narrow frame, the slightly pointed toe, the sturdy heel. I stared at him the entire time, not sure whether he’d been a shoemaker in the old country, or something, and was interested in the delicate stitching, or whether he was about to pitch it out the window to start a shoe revolution.





As I’d soon come to learn, Elijah’s emotions were inscrutable.




But he didn’t say anything about crafting shoes in Lithuania, and he certainly didn’t hurl the shoe. When he was done, he handed the shoe back to me gently, like it was made of glass. He didn’t leave immediately, but he retreated back to the doorway and crossed his arms in front of his chest. He smiled wider.


“I knew it was a violation,” I said. “I just wanted to see if I could get away with it.”


He was silent for a few seconds. Then he finally opened his mouth to speak. But at that exact moment, Dr. Muamba appeared in the doorway, just behind Elijah. She held the Shoes of Shame in her left hand. My heart collapsed.


“I’m afraid they’re in a bit of rough shape,” she said, sliding past Elijah and into her office. She looked expectantly at him.


“May I help you?” she asked.


He shook his head.


“Godspeed,” he said, and ducked out.


My heart rate didn’t slow down until sixth period. I’m still kind of wigging out, eating Lael’s chocolate-covered cranberries so fast, my tongue hurts. God, I have it bad.





The next morning, after spending the night furiously exfoliating my feet to slough off all the skin cells that had touched the Shoes of Shame, I dressed in my Bowen kilt and white collared blouse in front of my full-length mirror. Tying a white silk scarf around my waist, I turned to my open closet, fixing my gaze on my shelf of shoes. I thought of the way Elijah had marveled at the sunflower pumps and then at me as I sat with my bare feet tucked around the curved mahogany bar of my chair. I snatched a pair of red velvet flats, shoved them onto my feet, and ran out the door.


By noon I hadn’t been caught.


Let me state again for the record: I was a kiss-ass. I was a straight-A student, the president of my class, the founder of the Bowen Feminists for Girl Power!, and the managing editor of the Bowen Bulletin. The day of the velvet flats dragged on, uninterrupted.


“Are you sure about those?” one of my best friends, India, asked as we washed our hands in the second-floor restroom after lunch. “I mean, they are red.”


The Bowen School had a rule that forbid us from wearing any hue of red or any color with red in it, like orange, purple, or pink; it was something about their not wanting us to look like Christmas trees, what with our green skirts, and all. I shrugged off India’s concerns.


As soon as I opened the bathroom door and stepped outside, Elijah breezed past me. He carried an old-fashioned briefcase, and his tiny round glasses called to my mind a first-year law student at the University of Michigan in the fall of 1962. In my memory, a gentle mist soared past my eyes, clouding my vision, but in retrospect it was probably just a puff of India’s perfume.


He’d passed me but then suddenly turned sharply, just as he had the last time we’d met. His eyes immediately shot down to my feet. My chest tightened. I silently berated myself for staring at him, but I couldn’t look away. His eyes returned from my shoes to my face. He studied me.


“The revolution marches on,” he said.


“It marches,” I said.


We hadn’t broken eye contact in what felt like four minutes. My heart pounded. I didn’t know what to do with my shoulders, my hands, my knees. My whole body felt like it was hanging wrong. So I cocked my head, turned on the non-heel of my flats, and strode away, heart hammering. India scurried behind me, quietly exclaiming, “Oh my God! Oh my God!”


Readers, I was acting more confident than I felt. Maybe it was because while exfoliating my feet the night before, I’d listened to the Shangri-Las and felt empowered. Maybe it was because, even then, I could see that although Elijah looked like a baby bird, a) he was a man, b) he was my teacher (sort of), c) those things, in combination, were a certain amount of thrilling, d) the whole baby bird thing was, like, intentional and also a look that suggested emotional depth and intuition, and e) I was extremely into it.


In the beginning of October, the Tutorial debuted, and Elijah was assigned to be my Tutor. I wasn’t surprised by this development. I was sure he’d request me, just as I’d requested him. After pairing us up, Dr. Levin, my history teacher, allowed us to find locations outside of school that were convenient for both Tutor and Tutee. Elijah and I settled on Thursdays at Margot Patisserie, south of my family’s apartment on West Seventy-Ninth Street and his dorm at Columbia.


Before our first meeting, I stopped home and changed into something I thought was more suitable for the occasion: a light blue dress with slightly puffed sleeves that made me feel like a rebellious sister wife. I paired the dress with striped pastel sandals that the brand Classique had made in the eighties, fluffed my hair, and applied rouge to my cheeks on the elevator down to my lobby.


My doorman, Saul, gave me a look when I stepped out of the elevator. I strode out the door and walked leisurely to the café. Elijah was sitting at a table by the window. I approached him.


“Gediere uff re Bauerei,” he said, without missing a beat.


My mouth dropped open. “You speak Pennsylvania Dutch?”


He laughed. “Just a few phrases.”


“What did you just say?”


“ ‘Animals on the farm.’ ”


“Where’d you pick that up?”


He took a long sip of his cappuccino.


“A place called the Quare Academy,” he said.


“What’s that?”


He leaned back in his chair and smiled slightly. “It’s a long story.”


I tilted my head, waiting for an explanation, but he just opened his briefcase and slid a stack of papers toward me.


“Let’s get to it,” he said.


We spent the hour talking about peasants in medieval Europe. Elijah knew his history, and despite the flirty stuff that had happened before, when the boy got down to business, he really got down to it. Seeing his intellectual side—in particular, the way he pushed up his glasses and gesticulated wildly when he got excited about the effect of rocky soil on England’s economy—made heat rise to my face. When I got home, I tore off my clothes and took a long bath, watching my heartbeat send tiny ripples through the water. If you’re familiar with the works of Judy Blume, you’ll understand me when I say that I identify with Deenie on a deep level.


So this is where we begin: me, naked and in love in the bathtub, like many a tragic protagonist before me.


I’ve assembled the documents that follow to make sense of the year that ensued. But maybe sense is the wrong word. The year still avoids, in my mind, any sort of stark understanding.


Compiled from my own collection and those of my friends, this project gives a glimpse into the complicated process by which I went from loving Elijah to, if not always loving myself, then at least maybe becoming myself. Taken together, the pieces are a portrait of a jumbled contradiction of a person and a place not in their final forms, but very much in progress. One of my aims here is certainly to tell a story. But assembling this collection is really about seeing that story happen in just the way it happened, in all its urgency and all its absurdity.




Part I
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Elijah’s uniform:


•   Cuffed, slim-fitting jeans


•   Dusty brown Blundstones


•   White T-shirt paired with open flannel jacket


•   Tiny round glasses


•   Briefcase


•   Camera on strap on shoulder


Elijah on his favorite album, Sean Kingston’s 2007 Sean Kingston: “It’s so fucking chill.”


I’m such a confused and sweaty mess right now. Mum and Daddy have been screaming at each other all night about money—it all started when Mum bought those almonds with turbinado sugar, which Daddy deemed to be an extravagance, to which she replied, “WHY DO I WORK SO HARD, ARNOLD, IF I CAN’T HAVE NICE THINGS?” and then they started this awful argument about why his dental practice is thriving while her obstetrics one is floundering, and now Lael and I are holed up in my room, eating red grapes. Lael is seething. She just put in earplugs to finish her early action application to Harvard. I can’t focus on pre-calc right now, so I’m journaling instead.


When I told Elijah on Thursday that Mum and Daddy have been having awful fights, he just listened for a long time, silently. Then he rose from his seat wordlessly, but with the most delicious little smirk, and bought me a single pink macaron at the counter with a crumpled dollar from his leather wallet. He set the plate down in front of me.


“For the girl who has everything,” he said. His smirk reached a breaking point, and his face erupted in a smile.


I wanted to DIE. But also live, you know?
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Oh my God. I just got home from an Elijah meeting, and I am FREAKING out.


Let me start from the beginning.


After we’d settled at a table, he thumped a packet of readings on the table but rested his big hand on it, keeping me from reaching for it.


“Have you ever been photographed?” he asked.


“I mean, yeah,” I said. “Hasn’t everyone?”


He just shook his head. He wasn’t smiling this time, and I shifted around in my seat.


God, he’s so intense. I would do anything for him.


“I mean by a professional,” he said. “In an artistic way.”


“I don’t think so.”


“You’d know if you had.”


“I haven’t.”


“Can I shoot you?”


His eye contact was sending electric signals to my chest, making my heart beat funny. I had to look away, so I did, down at my calf-length light denim skirt.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked when I’d gathered the strength to look up at him again.





I was flirting with danger at this point, and I knew it. I was nervous, but I was also wearing a vintage Prada blouse (for which I’d paid twenty-eight dollars at a consignment shop, naturally), so I felt a bit unstoppable.




“I’m asking if I can take a series of photographs of you in various outfits for a project I’m doing,” he said.


I paused. The moment stretched out before us like a strand of a spiderweb.


“Yes,” I said. And then: “Why?”


He laughed. “You have such a look about you,” he said. “The clothes themselves, but also the way you wear them. You’re, like, reclaiming them somehow. I think it’ll translate well on film.”


My neck burned. Is there anything quite as delicious as a physical compliment? I don’t think there is, and definitely nothing better from Elijah.


“I still haven’t seen any of your work,” I said.


He rummaged in his back pocket for his phone and extracted it, tapping with concentration. Finally he held it out for me. I stared at the screen. A pale girl with long, shining white hair floated on her back, arms akimbo, in a high-waisted white bikini. White-blond hair glimmered on her legs, under her arms, at the edges of the crotch of her bikini bottoms. Two mossy, dirt-speckled lily pads floated beside her. There was something hauntingly beautiful about the photo. My chest tightened.


“Who is she?” I asked.


“She’s a photographer, “I shot her first,” he said. “This was last year. Before she got into taking her own photos.”


I looked into the girl’s big green eyes, which pooled with tears. The name came to me at once.


“I totally know who she is,” I said. “She’s Ursula Abbot, right?”





Ursula Abbot was one of my favorite feminist Instagram artists. She basically argued, with beautiful shots of her looking sad in mirrors, in hospital beds (Urusla had a life-threatening illness and documented her doctors’ visits), and in Victorian backyards, that being visibly sad—emotional, moody, diseased, upset—was political and liberating in a world that shames girls for their sorrows about sexism and sickness, about the demands society places on women. That being an unhappy girl could reshape the very idea of sickness itself, exposing it as a capitalist project and crafting it into a weapon against the patriarchy.


After agreeing to meet Elijah at the entrance to Central Park, I ran home, a scream scratching at my throat, and took another bath to hold my body. In the bath I prayed, “Dear Jesus, please, please, make him fall in love with me.”


After drying off, I pulled out my laptop and typed “Elijah Huck” into Google. And Elijah Huck, it turned out, was kind of a Big Fucking Deal. I mean, he was hardly a national celebrity, or whatever, but he’d made headlines in the independent online magazine from Oyster (“Elijah Huck Documents Upper-Class Underworld”), the teen feminist magazine Nymphette (“Urban Hipst-onary: A Conversation with Up-and-Coming Photographer Elijah Huck”), and even a New York Times live piece called “Too Cool for Instagram (But on It Anyway).”


Nymphette, by the way, will become much more important later on in the story.


I didn’t tell my friends. They would have called him a creep or something (but he wasn’t that much older than we were! Only nineteen to our sixteen! And his age was part of what made him so attractive). Like one of my idols, Clueless’s Cher Horowitz, I’d made it my policy not to date high-school boys. (Not that I really even knew any high-school boys, on account of going to Bowen, but that was beside the point.)


He told me to wear whatever I wanted to the shoot, so the night before, I tried on every item of clothing in my closet for Lael, my sister, who sat on my bed, eating chocolate soy milk ice cream from the carton. She wasn’t impressed—by Elijah or by my outfits.


“So he’s into your clothes,” she said. “Is he gay?”


I shook my head. He’d mentioned a high-school girlfriend, a Polish immigrant named Ivana who’d been a math whiz and, as it had turned out later, a lesbian, a fact he’d shared while trying to illustrate a point about the Wars of the Roses.


“Not gay,” I said. “And besides, it wouldn’t matter. I’m not interested in him romantically. Also, way to dabble in tropes, Lael.”


Lael just laughed.


I finally settled on a short apricot shift dress and a matching coat (both made in 1958; I’d bought the set on Etsy from an old woman in Idaho) that didn’t make Lael want to gouge her eyes out with her ice cream spoon, which she’d almost done earlier when I put on a busy green Marimekko dress. (About that number, she’d declared, “Pregnant art teacher.”)


In hindsight, the coat was a little bit too heavy for the weather. I arrived at the entrance to the Park ten minutes late (my 1950s guidebook called “So You Want Him to Pin You”—not that I wanted Elijah to pin me yet, of course—cautioned against punctuality, and though as a proud feminist I obviously read it ironically, it wasn’t like I was about to read good advice and ignore it), sweating more than I cared for him to see.


I saw him before he saw me. He was adjusting the lens of his camera, squinting in the sun a little bit and pursing his lips. I took a deep, shaky breath. I waited until he saw me and waved me over, slowly nodding approval at my outfit.


He photographed me on the street first. It was more awkward than I’d expected to be photographed: I felt like I had to hold my breath the whole time, and I had to make sure none of my limbs were at funny angles. Besides, it was a weekend morning, and the streets were flooded with tourists. People around us stared. A few tourists photo-bombed us, especially as we headed toward Fifth Avenue, as though we were a famous art monster couple or something.


The shoot lasted for a few hours, into the early afternoon, and it seemed natural to get lunch in a Le Pain Quotidien that had just opened on Fifty-Ninth Street.


It was there, over a vegan fall tart that we shared, that he told me his idea: instead of taking an entire series of photos and uploading them to the portfolio on his website, he’d create a blog in order to share the images every week. The goal was to drum up a robust fan following on social media, a career move his mentor had been urging him to make. I agreed, with two caveats: one, that he couldn’t tell anybody that the photos were of me (he agreed to always cover my face somehow, with a big hat or my hair or a sign of some sort), and two, that he had to expand on the Pennsylvania Dutch thing, which I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about ever since he’d told me.


“You really want to know?” he asked, setting his fork down on his plate.


I nodded.


“Remember when I told you about the Quare Academy?”


I nodded again.


“That’s where I went for my last two years of high school.”


“Is it in Amish Country, or something?”


He laughed. “No, no,” he said. “It’s in upstate New York. In the Hudson Valley. It’s an alternative farm school where you learn peace studies and global issues and environmentalism instead of normal English and history and science.”


“So how did you know the phrase?”


“Quare offered an elective in Pennsylvania Dutch. Accompanied by a narrative history seminar, part of which took place in Amish Country.”


I swallowed a laugh. “That’s the long story you couldn’t get into before?”


He nodded, crossing his arms. “Are you going to back out of the blog now that you’re not satisfied with my answer to your question?”


I pretended to think about it.


It took us a few tries, and a few soy lattes, but we finally settled on the concept. He laughed as he typed out the first post, hyperbolic and wry. Of course he wasn’t taking this seriously. He was too cool for that in his flannel and cuffed jeans. He pressed publish. We each took a bite of éclair.
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misstulipblog.com
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Photos c/o Elijah Huck


Click to navigate through photo album


Meet Miss Tulip, a teenager who has made it her mission to dress every day like it’s 1958. Before you roll your eyes and shake your fist at the whims of this generation, or worry about troubling nostalgia for pre-Civil-Rights-Era America, hear—or, more accurately, watch— her out. You might just be surprised.


I met up with Miss Tulip at the entrance to Central Park on West Fifty-Ninth Street. She showed up in this matching apricot dress and coat from the waning days of the Eisenhower administration, as well as a pillbox hat that she’d informed me had been dyed to match by her tailor on Third Avenue.


The thing about Miss T is that at first glance, she could be the type to reinforce a classic femininity that conjures baking casseroles and darning socks. She’s got an in with every vintage retailer in New York. She has an honorary PhD in accessorizing. But don’t be fooled by her demure exterior: Miss Tulip is a rebel. Recontextualizing outfits from an era plagued by even more bigotry than our own throws the gazer into a new incarnation of the constructed feminine, one informed by, yet working to liberate itself from, its past.


But the clothes are only half of it. After the shoot, we discussed intersectional feminism and modern-day settler colonialism over coffee, two keen interests of Miss T’s: at the surface, she’s pure 1958, but inside beats the heart of a Jezebel editor.


THE LOOK: 1950s WOOL SHEATH-STYLE APRICOT DRESS | |
MATCHING COLLARED COAT | | BLACK STOCKINGS | |
BLACK FLAT SHOES | | CAT-EYE SUNGLASSES | |
APRICOT PILLBOX HAT (DYED TO MATCH)
SETTING: CENTRAL PARK | | WEST FIFTY-NINTH STREET
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Daily Elijah interactions:


8 a.m.: The Spence Room, at breakfast, eating half a bagel and sipping coffee.


My heart starts to hammer, and I make a point to pass the table he’s at—with a few other teachers, usually, but sometimes alone, sometimes writing in a little notebook—and if he doesn’t look up and smile at me the first time, I walk by again and again until he does. If he beckons me over to the table he’s at, I make a point to gesture at myself, all fake-surprised, like, Me??? and he laughs and I walk toward him. On the walk, I can’t feel the ground under my feet, probably because my toes have gone numb.


1:30 p.m.: Dr. Levin’s class, which he sometimes leads.


I literally can’t sit still when he comes to observe in Dr. Levin’s class. I’m so aware of everything. I’ve never felt so alive. But it’s the kind of alive where I feel like I’m about to die—that’s how alive I feel. I can’t sleep. My heart is beating too fast. Everyone’s voice sounds tinny, like when music plays on a computer.


3 p.m.: Dismissal, when I stroll past Dr. Levin’s room to watch Elijah collecting his stuff and preparing to leave.


Which isn’t really even that creepy, if you think about it. I mean, I could be a Peeping Tom, or something.


4:30 p.m.: every Thursday: our meeting on the Upper West Side.


On Thursday, at our meeting, he told me about this super-emotionally damaging relationship he was in during high school (post-Ivana) after I gave him a Mum-and-Daddy update, and we just sat smiling at each other behind our lattes despite the pain that we’d just shared. He’s just so in touch with his emotions and gets so sad despite the cool front he puts up!!! I have it SO BAD.


He’s taking a year off from Columbia next year to teach an elective on the history of violence at Quare, the peace-environmentalism-and-arts boarding school he graduated from. So that means he won’t be around next year. The thought of not seeing him at least twice a week makes me want to die. I hope by that time I’ll have convinced him not to leave, but that’s kind of creepy, so I’ll keep that to myself for now.


I want him every hour of the day.


God, if anyone found this journal, I would absolutely DIE. Is there anything more humiliating than being in love?
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TO A T(W)EE:


NEW ARTIST AND MUSE TAKE CENTER STAGE


There’s a new sheriff in town, and her name is Miss Tulip. She’s taken off like wildfire, especially with the teen set—specifically, with teens who’ve eschewed Forever 21 in exchange for thrift stores. Elijah Huck, who’s made a name for himself in indie photography, receives over one hundred emails per day about the series, most of them gushing with praise and thanks for giving them a fashion resource they can relate to.


In the past few weeks, the Miss Tulip blog has spurred dozens of copycats, including Hex in the City (a Wiccan teen, Lula Mikelson, wanders New York in vintage gothic attire performing rituals), PEARLS (four young women clad only in pearls pose with Park Avenue doormen from Seventeenth Street to the Bronx), and The Wizard of Bras (a young designer of feminist lingerie dresses statues of men in all five boroughs in her custom bras and underwear).


Huck’s posts, which regularly attract thousands of visitors, are unique in their ability to evoke both modernity and antiquity, as well as provide a tentative explanation—a subtle one— about why today’s young people look to the past for answers about their identities and their futures.
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I haven’t even told India and Cora about him, because they’d definitely tell me to snap out of it. Every time something gets written up about Elijah and Miss Tulip, I feel such a sense of pride, but it’s PRIVATE pride—like an intimate thing between Elijah and me.


Elijah fantasies:


•   We’re in the Met. He pulls me off to the side, into some deserted corner, and starts kissing me.


•   I’m standing in front of an ornate bookcase, studying it, hand on my chin. He comes up from behind and drapes himself over me. I spin around; we kiss.


•   We’re on the subway. He reaches for my hand; I let him hold it. I look down at my lap and smile. There is electricity at the line where our legs touch.





Let me pause here and say that I know this seems like the most trivial, most bourgeoisie shit ever. I mean, a hipster fashion blog in which I dress in clothes from 1958? Please don’t lose heart, readers. This was my old life, remember. It’s as painful for me to relive this time as it is for you to hear about it, if not more so.


Anyway, I was his muse, but he wasn’t in love with me. Or was he? Therein lay the problem. He wanted to follow me around the city, photographing me in vintage clothes. He called me interesting. He listened to my problems and opened up about his. He told me that I could really rock a Jackie Kennedy head scarf and that I knew a thing or two about tastefully pairing prints. AND YET. He didn’t invite me over to his 107th Street apartment to kiss me. He didn’t even touch me, not even once to adjust me during a photo shoot. We took the subway together on weekends from Brooklyn to Manhattan to Queens, even rode the Staten Island Ferry together, but he didn’t so much as put his arm around me. There was always a thin barrier between us, which I chalked up to his position of power. And although sometimes this barrier was made of metal, sometimes it was made of a gauze that seemed thin enough to tear.


Let me pause again for one more minute. At age sixteen, just as now, I was a fucking woman. It wasn’t that I needed his approval to exist. Even in this time of frissons and jittery stomachs, I knew my power without Elijah. I didn’t need him to kiss me. I just really wanted him to, and that wild desire made my body feel like it was on fire. I was in love, and it was the kind of love that made me forget myself.


So he didn’t kiss me, but he talked to me. He told me countless hilarious stories about Quare, academically rigorous and socially conscious, and encouraged me to apply, albeit in a buoyant, slightly jocular way. Until eleventh grade, he’d attended Westwood, Bowen’s prestigious brother school. (Quare was for students in the eleventh and twelfth grades only.) He’d grown frustrated, just as I was growing frustrated, with the stuffy, pretentious private school scene. (Even though I would never say that out loud.)


And as I’d mentioned in my journal, he’d be taking the following year off from Columbia to teach photography at Quare. We’d be interesting together. Cue fantasy of us picnicking and reading subversive literature in a field. Cue fantasy of Elijah realizing how adventurous I was, professing his love, and kissing me, preferably in a canoe, on a pond at sunset.


One thing happened after another, and before I knew it, I was asking for recommendations and writing my application essay for Quare about the need to make adoption more accessible to same-sex couples.


[image: illustration]




The Quare Academy


Flora Goldwasser


470 West 79th Street, Apt. 5A


New York, NY 10024


April 10


Flora,


On behalf of the Quare admissions committee and faculty, I’m thrilled to offer you a spot in the class of 20—. Quare received a record number of close to 250 applications for just 16 spots, and it’s a testament to your ambition, creativity, and curiosity that you’ve been selected.


Please sign and return the enclosed document, along with a preliminary deposit, by May 10 if you wish to attend Quare next year. Please also feel free to call our office should you have any questions at all; I or another member of our team would be delighted to speak with you.


Infinite blessings,


Miriam Row, Headmistress





As soon as I got the letter, I knew that I would go.


Elijah would be going to Chicago to spend the summer as he always did, studying under his photography mentor, the famous Michael Rosenberg, at Chicago Arts, and I’d be interning at Sotheby’s.


I hardly heard from him all summer; he was busy in Chicago. So I did my Sotheby’s internship, ate my last Maison Kayser macarons with Cora and India—who still couldn’t wrap their heads around why I was doing this; I told them I was bored at Bowen and needed an adventure, which I could tell they didn’t quite buy, but what could they say?—and packed my nicest dresses, skirts, and shoes—along with my portable mint-green Underwood Olivetti typewriter to compose letters on the go—into two huge steamer trunks.


What follows are the letters, journal entries, and other sundry items from my first year at Quare Academy, where I had gone to follow my One True Love (or for the adventure, depending on who was asking).
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Photos c/o Elijah Huck


Click to navigate through photo album


Morning, cool cats. Miss Tulip woke up feeling a little bit glum, but after stepping into this plaid skirt suit (courtesy of the year 1958), her day got brighter. A whole lot brighter. It’s not that she’s materialistic, or anything, but she knows the power of a smartly cut suit.


And why today to bust out such a number? The three-quarter sleeves are just right for spring, and the fabric is swingy and breezy. But good luck getting your hands on one: the make is Mode O’Day, and Miss T has one of the very last ones ever manufactured. As usual, she knew a guy. What can we say? Not all of us can be so lucky or so fabulous.


Miss Tulip will be on hiatus indefinitely due to her various other social, academic, and political engagements. From both of us, subject and her documentarian, thank you for being such a rapt and reverent audience for these past months. Miss Tulip might be going away for the moment, but keep your eyes open as you wander the streets of Manhattan. You just might find her.


THE LOOK: SKIRT SUIT (COLOR: RED-AND-WHITE PLAID) | |
BROWN STOCKINGS | | BROWN-AND-RED JAPANESE SCHOOL SHOES (RETRO) | |
RED-AND-WHITE-CHECKERED PURSE | | CAT-EYE SUNGLASSES | |
SKINNY BROWN WATCH
SETTING: RIVERSIDE PARK | | MORNINGSIDE HEIGHTS


74 THOUGHTS ON “BREAKING PLAID: RED, WHITE, AND TULIP”


PastelsnPrints MAY 30 7:57 A.M.


WHAT THE FUCK WHY IS MISS TULIP NO MOREEEEE :((((((


Rebel MAY 30 8:46 A.M.


I’M OBSESSED WITH MISS TULIP UGH WHY HAVE YOU NOT POSTED SINCE APRIL


VivianXoXo MAY 30 8:51 A.M.


I think I’m sadder about Miss Tulip’s disappearance than I was about my own grandmother’s death.


SexyGayKitty MAY 30 11:59 A.M.


Yesssssss Miss T at it again. Looking DAMN good too.


Load 70 more
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The Bowen School for Girls


A note from the headmistress




Flora Goldwasser


470 West 79th Street, Apt. 5A


New York, NY 10024


June 8


Dear Flora,


It has been my distinct pleasure to serve as your headmistress for the past eleven years. I’m writing to express my regret that you’re leaving us at the end of this school year, and also to wish you the best of luck in the future.


Bowen is accustomed to sending girls to institutions such as the Phillips Andover Academy and the Groton School when they choose to depart for boarding school, so I was surprised to learn of your choice. I am not familiar with Quare (though our college guidance team assures me that its college entrance rate is nothing short of spectacular!). I wonder if Bowen, too, might benefit from including Peace Studies and World Issues in its curriculum—you’ll have to let us know how it goes.


Perhaps the most bittersweet part of my job is saying farewell to girls I’ve come to know over the years, especially when those girls are, like you, among our brightest stars, but I am confident that you will find a home at Quare. We hope you keep in touch!


Fondly,


Lorelei Winkle, Headmistress
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The Bowen School for Girls


Final Upper School Report for Flora Goldwasser, Class 10


















	Precalculus


	A


	History


	A







	Orchestra


	A


	History Tutorial


	A







	Chemistry


	A


	French


	A







	English


	A


	Drama


	A







	Physical Education


	A


	Community Engagement


	A













To: Lael Goldwasser <lgoldwasser@bowen.edu>


From: Flora Goldwasser <fgoldwasser@bowen.edu>


Subject: Ugh


June 12, 8:17 a.m.


Lael,


I can’t believe this is the last email either of us will send or receive with our Bowen email addresses. And I really can’t believe you’re already in England. Summer hasn’t even begun yet.


I’m getting the weirdest vibes from Elijah. After your graduation, he bolted without saying good-bye. I mean, I’ll probably see him around over the summer, and if not, then once we get to Quare in the fall, but still. He is just SUCH a baby bird (like, a hot and confident one), and it scares me how v. v. into it I am. I can’t even blame him for acting weird, you know? He’s a brilliant artist. He can’t exactly be expected to be tethered in any meaningful way to this world, or any petty romances it might contain.


By the way, your graduation was beautiful, your dress was beautiful, and I’m so proud of you. I can’t believe you refused to come out to Les Deux with me and India and Cora—we celebrated YOUR graduation without YOU, because you needed to sleep before your flight. You are such an old woman sometimes.


Keep me posted about how it’s going at Oxford! I’ll be here relaxing as Mum and Daddy throw vases at each other.


Xoxo


Flora


To: Flora Goldwasser <fgoldwasser@bowen.edu>


From: Lael Goldwasser <lgoldwasser@bowen.edu>


Subject: Re: Ugh


June 13, 5:19 p.m.


Flora,


I didn’t say anything before, because I was a little bit preoccupied with graduating and also didn’t want you to strangle me, but I’m having worse and worse doubts about this whole Quare thing the more you talk about it. So I waited until I got to Oxford to say this.


Don’t go to Quare.


You always get these romantic notions in your head about things, and usually, it’s charming. But this—following some wimp to this hippie school to make him love you—might take the cake. And his limpid good-bye at graduation doesn’t bode well for the future. Abandon it while you still can. Talk to Lorelei Winkle; she’ll take you back in a flash. Daddy will be so happy, and Mum will be miserable, which is pretty much worth it in itself. Let Elijah go to Quare alone. It’s his home, not yours, and I have a strong feeling that you’ll regret this.


I know you’re not going to listen to me, but this is my official advice. I’m printing this email now, in fact, so I can tell you the exact day and time that I (quite rightly) warned you about this foolhardy thing you’re about to do.


Your adoring sister,


Lael


To: Lael Goldwasser <lael.goldwasser@gmail.com>


From: Flora Goldwasser <flora.goldwasser@gmail.com>


Subject: Ugh


June 13, 9:30 p.m.


Lael! He is not a wimp. I really wish you would stop saying that. Do all men have to be muscle-bound blocks of emotionless concrete? He’s SENSITIVE, for God’s sake. Stop acting like this is some sort of crime. And read something by Judith Butler about gender, while you’re at it. (Gender Trouble is my summer reading for Quare, and to be fair, I’ve only read the back cover, but STILL. Get with the program.)


And please, would you calm the hell down about Quare? It will be an adventure, if nothing else. It’s not like I’m doing it SOLELY to be with Elijah, or anything. Jesus Christ.


F
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hey flora, just a heads-up, i decided to stay at columbia this yr & won’t be coming to quare after all. but i’m planning to come visit in dec. let’s do one last miss t shoot!
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The Quare Academy




Flora Goldwasser


470 West 79th Street, Apt. 5A


New York, NY 10024


August 24


Flora,


As the broccoli and cabbage appear aboveground, the eggplant bursts onto the landscape purple and ripe, and the mint springs up in succulent pockets, we prepare ourselves to welcome the sixty-second class of Quare students. You are a member of one of our most vibrant classes yet: sixteen dreamers, poets, dancers, environmentalists, knitters, milkers, and activists selected from twelve states and two countries among hundreds of applicants.


Yesterday, our child, Basilia, mewed at the first sliver of tooth poking through her gums, and we laughed that the first of the visitors had already arrived. We were reminded that with every change comes the possibility for strife, and we invite you to embrace whatever insecurity you might be feeling in the days leading up to your arrival on campus.


I am delighted to inform you that you will be living with Juna Díaz, who hails from Santa Fe, New Mexico. I advise you not to pack more than a couple of bags’ worth of belongings: the “love shacks,” as we call our cabins, are rather cozy.


We very much look forward to meeting you and celebrating your story.


Infinite blessings,


Miriam
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quare.edu/about/index.html







FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS


What is Quare?


The Quare Academy is a two-year residential, college preparatory boarding school for students in eleventh and twelfth grades focused on environmentalism, the arts, peace studies, and global issues. Quare occupies 420 acres in the Hudson Valley region of upstate New York.


What are the classes like?


The Quare Academy assigns work at the college level. Five academically rigorous, seminar-style courses yield credit in English, government and economics, math, science, and language, through a combination of research and hands-on experience. In addition, each student earns elective credits that include feminist forms, ethics and the environment, permaculture seminar, and art activism. Students may also choose to take one independent study course during each semester.


What qualities do you look for in prospective students?


High school students entering their eleventh- or twelfth-grade years are admitted based on their academic records, service work, recommendations, and extracurricular activities as they demonstrate motivation, aptitude, and achievement. Specifically, Quare seeks students who feel called to come here—called to challenge themselves, called to engage with the world’s ills, and called to join a radically inclusive community of dreamers and thinkers. Admissions cap at twenty students.


Where will I live?


Students live in two-person A-frame cabins circling Quare Pond. The cabins contain a small sofa, a wood-burning stove, shelves for books, and desk space, as well as a drying rack.


Where is Quare located?


Quare is located roughly twenty miles from Woodstock, New York. The town of Main Stream, which is home to just over one thousand residents, is rich in history and culture; many artists, peacemakers, and farmers reside here. Just a five-minute drive, or a twenty-minute hike, to the Hudson River, Quare is fortunate to call such a scenic pocket of New York home.


Where do graduates go to college?


In the past five years, Quare graduates have matriculated Bard College, Brown University, Columbia University, Grinnell College, Harvard University, Macalester College, Northwestern University, Oberlin College, Pitzer College, Pomona College, Reed College, Smith College, Stanford University, Swarthmore College, the University of California at Berkeley and Los Angeles, the University of Chicago, Vassar College, Wesleyan University, Williams College, and Yale University.


How can I communicate with my friends and family?


Because of our limited bandwidth, Quare students in their first year can email anyone with a Quare email address using our internal server; however, to communicate with friends and family off campus, we encourage these students to call or write letters. Second-years can send and receive email both internally and externally.


The Quare Academy | 2 Quare Road, Main Stream, NY 12497 | 846-552-1304
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I feel like I’m on a trolley speeding down a hill. And for once I don’t even feel like I’m being dramatic in that comparison. I’m going to QUARE in a few days, and it’s entirely too late to back out. I’m really GOING, and he’s not going to be there after all.


Holy FUCKING shit. I can’t back out. I can’t. My stuff is packed. The papers are signed. I have a roommate and everything, according to a letter from the headmistress.


And now that I think about it, there was that weird look Elijah gave me in the early days after my acceptance—a look that at the time I interpreted as adoration, but which now seems a little bit off, somewhere between a gas pain and a “this is awkward.”


I’m trying so hard to remain calm. I have three candles burning, and my blinds are closed so I can’t see my creepy across-the-street neighbor Mr. Cheney. But there’s this awful weight in my stomach that even the lemon-lime seltzer I picked up on the way home isn’t helping. I don’t know what to do other than curl up in a ball and cry. I feel so stupid and pitiful.







To: Flora Goldwasser <flora.goldwasser@gmail.com>


From: Emma Engelbrecht Goldwasser <emma.goldwasser@downtown-obgyn.com>


Subject: onward!


August 26, 7:18 a.m.


Darling,


I’m ever so sorry that I won’t be able to come with Daddy to drop you off at Quare. I know you understand, but I hope you aren’t too sad about it. It was absolutely crucial that I spend this week in West Virginia. The people I’ve met here in the more depressed bits of Appalachia are nothing short of heroes: in the face of mountaintop removal, chronic asthma, and rampant Oxycontin addiction, they nonetheless find the will and the grace to go on.


And so will you. The future is bright, darling. I am thrilled that you agree Quare is a much more suitable environment than Bowen, and I commend you for taking my complaints about Dr. Winkle all these years to heart—really, her unrelenting focus on Advanced Placement classes and etiquette seminars denies you the most important part of yourself: your individuality. I’m so proud of you for finding this place, and I know that it will soon feel like home.


Love always,


Mum







Lael Goldwasser


Harvard College


2609 Harvard Yard Mail Center


Cambridge, MA 02138


August 29


Lael,


I didn’t back out. Even after getting that text from him. I think I was in a state of shock, and besides, my trunks were packed.


So I’m here. At Quare. It’s actually happening.


I was one of the first ones here, of course, at least as far as I could tell, because Daddy forced us to leave the city at about five forty-five in the morning, even though I told him about a hundred times that it’s only a two-hour drive. So we got here at the crack of dawn, just in time to hear a rooster howling. I’m kidding, but just barely. As we neared Quare, I hardly opened my eyes, not only because I was so tired, but also because I didn’t really want to see it—something about seeing it would make it real, I guess.


It isn’t that I wish it weren’t real, per se. But I’ve been a bundle of anxiety for weeks, and I simply couldn’t deal with the sight of a dirt road at seven in the morning.


And Daddy was so quiet on the drive up here. I mean, it’s not that he’s usually such a great conversationalist, but he didn’t even offer the obvious statement-nod combinations he usually does (“Red house. Blue sky”). I had no idea what to say to him, either, because we hadn’t exactly been chatting it up all summer.


Thanks, by the way, for leaving me to deal with Mum and Daddy while you did whatever you do with test tubes at Oxford.


I feel like Daddy’s depressed; the divorce funk is only going to get worse now that we’re both at school. It wasn’t lost on me that he’s driving directly to his new house in Rye on his way back from dropping me here. I don’t even want to know what the house looks like—I can only assume it has gray walls and a solitary toothbrush (and single tongue brush and single floss container and single tub of mouthwash, of course) in the medicine cabinet. Oh, and maybe a single bottle of Prozac, assuming that he goes to see Dr. Modarressi like I urged him to.


Wow, that image got really harrowing, really fast.


Anyway, I should probably finish—or start—unpacking. Daddy didn’t really stick around after helping me get all my stuff into the cabin. We hugged a little, he told me he loved me, and then he was just . . . gone. I felt superlight and had no idea where to put myself, so I sat down and wrote to you.


Can you tell me about Harvard, please? I’m dying to know whether your roommate is really as mousy (in a good way!!) as she seemed online.


XOXO,


Flora


India Katz-Rosen


1025 Fifth Avenue, Apt. 9C


New York, NY 10028


August 30


Dear India,


Do you remember those macarons we used to get from the Seventy-fourth Street Maison Kayser?


Well, I’ve been having dreams about them.


They fall somewhere between Casablanca and that old French movie that Madame Leflore had to turn off because of all the boobs.


I’d definitely rather make out with a macaron than with that old French guy with the weird mole on his face.


You might be wondering why I’m fantasizing about macarons. I can answer that in one word: quinoa. Want another? Kale.


It’s not that I have anything against quinoa. Or kale, for that matter. You know that I enjoyed a spring quinoa salad in the Bowen cafeteria as much as any other girl. And I can’t even count the number of times I’ve opted to add kale into a smoothie at Juice Gen. But it’s gotten to the point—and I know it’s only been two days, and I should be grateful that we have food to eat, blah, blah, blah—that if I am forced to eat either of these things one more time, I might just lose it, and we both know that my losing it is not something anybody wants to see.


I’ll stop talking about food now so you don’t put this letter down and watch a video tutorial on doing milkmaid braids, or something, as I know you are wont to do when you’re bored.


(I promise I won’t tell anyone if you get a prescription for some Adderall. You can reach Dr. Modarressi at 212.547.8923. He got Cora a Xanax prescription when that thing with her dad happened—has that blown over yet, by the way?—and he’s superconfidential. Call him, India.)


Oh my God. I just remembered those thin little pizzas we used to get at Sal’s on Friday afternoons. Please tell our cute Italian waiter that I miss him. Maybe make it sound like I had some sort of romantic mental breakdown, à la Natalie Wood as Wilma Dean Loomis in Splendor in the Grass, instead of the truth, which is decidedly less glamorous.


So anyway, after Daddy dropped me off at Quare like a sack of moldy carrots and then drove off into the sunrise, I was left with two choices: to meet my new classmates or to unpack my stuff.
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