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Praise


‘Jessie Gaynor’s wildly funny, laser-eyed novel is Jane Austen on steroids. It’s that sharp, that wicked, that laceratingly true’ Michael Cunningham, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of The Hours


‘Jessie Gaynor’s writing is wickedly funny and sly in its observations, pairing human truths with a setting that can only belong to our present moment. The Glow manages to be both savvy in its sendup of the social-media-influencing world and empathic in its portrayal of the millions who flock to it. I tore through it in a state of pure delight, pining to return to it whenever trivialities like ‘work’ or ‘sleep’ so rudely interrupted’ Julia Pierpont, author of Among The Ten Thousand Things


‘The Glow is the first truly dead-on satire of wellness culture, understanding it as not just a consumer trend, but a way of thinking and speaking. With terrifying wit, Jessie Gaynor shreds the overrated virtues of prosperity and healthy moisture barriers, and extols the underrated virtues of irony and sanity’ Tony Tulathimutte, author of Private Citizens


‘Sparkling like dewy skin and laugh-out-loud funny, The Glow announces Jessie Gaynor as a compelling new novelist’ Anna Dorn, author of Exalted


‘Deliciously tart, fizzy, and absolutely intoxicating, The Glow is like a slim can of hard kombucha: a wellness tonic for people who like to make fun of the wellness industry’ Leigh Stein, author of Self Care


‘A satire both cutting and careful in its approach, The Glow is a triumph . . . The story follows twenty-something publicist Jane and her last-ditch effort to transform a Gwyneth-before-Goop wellness retreat owner named Cass into a bone fide brand. But money, influence, and perfect skin do not always make for good chemistry’ Elle, Best New Books to Read in Summer 2023


‘A witty sendup of wellness culture and the perils of transforming people into brands . . . With pithy and poignant observations about the costs of treating people like products, Gaynor makes this shine’ Publishers Weekly


“Compelling . . . Balance[s] humor with a decent amount of heart’ Kirkus Reviews


‘Gaynor is a great writer who’s turned her critical eye to the self-care industry in her debut novel, The Glow . . . Get ready to laugh (at ourselves and modern society too, of course!)’ Lit Hub, Most Anticipated Books of 2023









To my mother, Jude











chapter 1.







Hey, badass bitch! Thought you might be interested in the new line of non-toxic, non-flammable, BPA-free toys from Pleasure Class. C-Sweet toys are designed for the adventurous #GirlBoss. They put the OHHHHH in She-E-O. C-Sweet is for all the Nasty Women who work hard, play hard, and c*m hard;)





Sometimes it helped Jane to think of the emails like poems in which she was enacting her own mania, a little more each line.




And just in case you think this is just another basic-bitch vibrator, let me tell you about a couple of my favorite C-Sweet goodies:


-BijOoh, a subtle vibrating ring and necklace set that can take you from boardroom to bedroom


-1:1, a double-ended dildo that will touch all your bases


-The Management, a remote-controlled butt plug for not-so-hostile takeovers


Trust me: These will clit-erally change your life. Can I send you over some samples? And let me know if you’re free for some mani/pedi/girl talk action soon!


xxJane





Jane Dorner had never used a butt plug, and manicures made her cuticles bleed.


At first it had been fun, the refining of Public Relations Jane. She was breezy, overly familiar, sexually omnivorous, joylessly joyful, and clever in a nonthreatening way. She was hot, but only with makeup on. She liked her shoulders but hated her arms. She wouldn’t steal your boyfriend, but she might fuck his brother and tell you about that dick. She did barre and boot camp, but she was just in it to cancel out the day-drinking. She thought women with visible muscles needed to take it down a notch, even though, obviously, you do you!, et cetera. She liked VIP lounges and Champagne-flavored gummi bears and USB drives shaped like baby animals. If your mother died, PR Jane would send you a gift basket a month later—one of her clients, UnBereave, was a subscription box service that focused on self-care after tragedy, including lavender bath bombs they’d rebranded as bath blooms—but she probably wouldn’t be able to go to the funeral, because she already had tickets to see her college roommate in LA for the long weekend. She’d post her brunch-themed sign from the Women’s March and go to brunch after. She was up for whatever, but she wasn’t someone you called in any kind of emergency. PR Jane was twenty-five and she figured she had two more good years before she had to really knuckle down and listen to the answers to her questions.


Actual Jane was twenty-nine. She had $97,000 in medical debt, a limitless capacity for disappointing first dates, and a malaise so deep she wondered if it might just be her personality. Lately, she was becoming increasingly concerned about her career and her future—neither of which seemed like the low-stakes annoyances they once had.


All of a sudden, without warning, the conversation about so-called passion among Jane’s cohort had turned from thinking about starting a band to thinking about accepting my manager’s offer of corporate leadership training. Jane didn’t begrudge anyone their selling out; she only wished she could have done so more effectively. All she’d done in the seven years since she graduated from college was accumulate an unfinished PhD, a closet full of clothes that all looked slightly wrong on her, and the debt.


She knew that in order to be a participant in capitalism rather than solely a victim of it, she had to have something to sell, but she didn’t believe in her own viability as a product and had no ideas for better ones. As an account manager at Relevancy PR, she shilled goods she knew to be third-rate, and her lack of conviction fed her stasis.


When she took the job, she had been blinkered by the impressive title—impressive, at least, compared with “grad student without distinction”—and the idea of the kind of life it suggested. Jane had never been able to envision her life more than six months into the future, so a job with a ready-made identity was appealing. Only when she was already mired in the day-to-day drudgery of Relevancy did she realize that “PR Maven” was, like “middle-class homeowner,” an identity on its way out. And while there were plenty of other jobs she wished she had, it felt impossible to imagine a job, any job, that she would like to do.


“Jane—” Her boss Rand Hagen materialized like a flinch beside her. “Stop by and see me whenever you get a chance. Now would be best.”


She followed him into his office, repulsed, as always, by the skeletal shoulders visible beneath his thin white button-down. She sat opposite him and prepared for the intermittent but unrelenting stream of Hmms that was the hallmark of their meetings. Every time Rand Hagen peered at her with his dark button eyes and Hmmed, Jane felt an unmistakable tugging on her second left toe. It always started out as a twinge, but as the meeting wore on and the Hmms persisted, the tug became excruciating. Jane had once read on a yoga store’s shopping bag: TRAUMA LODGES ITSELF IN OUR BODIES—RELEASE THE WOUNDS OF YOUR PAST. Though the same bag had also warned that tomatoes were a leading cause of depression, Jane couldn’t deny that the trauma of Rand Hagen had lodged itself in her second left toe.


She got the job at Relevancy through a combination of name-brand schooling (her incomplete PhD in poetry from Columbia), a moderately viral satirical essay (“Makeup Tips for the Apocalypse,” which she now suspected the Relevancy recruiter had taken at face value), and, she later learned, the fact that two buttons on her shirt had come undone during her interview, fully exposing her bra and convincing Rand Hagen that she was “one of the fun ones.”


Her job was to oversee content creation for the firm’s Women’s Empowerment Sector and manage a team of junior copywriters. Relevancy was a large, multi-armed agency that was forever being re-orged, and Rand had been shuffled from Travel & Leisure to Emerging Technologies to Healthcare Solutions before finally landing in WE. He spoke wistfully about projects and managers past, and had spent the last two years failing to impart his lifetime of leadership lessons to Jane.


Jane excelled at suggesting snappy wordplay to the copywriters, but she was temperamentally unsuited to lead anyone—even toward greater awareness of a remote-controlled butt plug. Her PowerPoints read like personal essays, full of bloated asides and dubious anecdotal evidence, and heading meetings made her sleepy; she had never been able to stretch one past twenty minutes.


Jane had been at Relevancy for two years. For the last two months, since being dumped by a milk-pale poet named Byron, she had completed almost no work. Post-dumping, she gave herself a week to grieve without accountability. She didn’t intend to shirk her responsibilities indefinitely, but her team’s work carried on much as before, and her grief had manifested mostly as exhaustion. Now she still came in every day, but she pitched ideas she knew she couldn’t execute and promised placements in publications that would never touch Relevancy’s third-tier brands, no matter how many desperately cheeky emails she sent.


There was something liberating about dereliction. As the days during which she did absolutely nothing piled up, she wondered if she could, possibly, stop working forever, but continue to draw a paycheck, at least until she paid off her debt. In a way, it would be the more ethical thing for her to do. Her job did nothing to improve the world, and given the volume of microplastics in the products on her roster, her semi-intentional work stoppage was probably a net positive for the environment.


“Walk me through the status of the reFaun campaign,” Rand said. reFaun was an at-home fecal transplant kit marketed—like all of Relevancy’s products—to the upper-middle-class millennial woman who was her own hobby. Even if reFaun’s claims had been substantiated by the FDA (the closest thing Jane had to a doctor’s endorsement was a chiropractor who said it was “likely” safe, at least in terms of spinal alignment), the product was disgusting, and no one wanted to touch it.


“We’re in the weeds right now, but everyone is pulling together to . . .” Jane kept a list of Rand Hagen’s favorite business jargon on a Post-it at her desk. “. . . think outside the box. For the reFaun campaign.”


“Hmm. And your workload. Is it manageable?”


“We’re all working hard, but we’re hanging in there.”


“Jane, there’s no delicate way to say this: Per Relevancy’s employment agreements, I—we—have the right to audit employees’ computer activity, a right we exercise when the employee’s keystroke activity falls below a predetermined number of strokes per minute for four consecutive days, as yours did this month. I just want to read you some of what we found. This was some of the internet activity from your machine for last Wednesday.” Jane’s personal best humiliations always reappeared to her at times like this, when she suspected their number was about to grow, a slide carousel of moments ftt-ftt-ftt-ing behind her eyes: flickers of misplaced hope—an “O!” where an “O” should have been—or simple bodily obviousness, visible sweat and audible farting and a creeping facial rash, anything that made being alive look like work.


“Rand, there’s really no need to—”


“Most alarming here is the number of searches for the name Iza Brecht. We have Iza Brecht’s Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, Instagram, and Yelp accounts, as well as his-slash-her Amazon customer page and Gallatin School student publication archive.”


Iza Brecht was Byron’s girlfriend now, and had been before Jane, too. Jane had thought Byron’s interest highlighted some quality in her that she had been unaware of. The kind of thing that the romantic leads in movies allude to in climactic declarations of love: You don’t even realize how special you truly are, et cetera. Instead, Jane was the interlude, the blip. Her Iza Brecht tracking wasn’t only masochistic. She was researching her own deficiencies. She felt ashamed that Rand Hagen had witnessed this, but also furious. Her instinct was to shout I’m in here!


Iza Brecht was thin in a way that was both slinky and heartrending, like a neglected cat, all length and unsubtle bones, and had broken Byron’s heart and made him vulnerable to Jane’s less-obvious charms. In the many pictures Jane had seen, Iza Brecht was always smiling lazily under thick bangs and long, fashionably clumped eyelashes. She wore expensive clothes insouciantly and looked like she would smell of cigarettes and orange blossoms and leather. Jane had gleaned from the Gallatin website that her undergrad thesis was about the eroticism of John Donne. Of course.


Byron had some kind of nebulous artists’ grant that, along with a part-time job at a bookstore, allowed him to make a modest living as a poet. He described his own work as “an exploration and amplification of the perceived arcanity of poetry that is by turns frolicsome and melancholy.” Byron was irrevocably dedicated to the arcane—whole stanzas of his poetry detailed nineteenth-century cleaning lore, ecstatic descriptions of the taste of rampion root, the smell of liturgical incense. He and Jane met at a reading of a cycle of war poems written with an app that mimicked a cipher machine. She got drunk enough at the after-party to give Byron her real opinion on the poems—that they were farcically opaque and terrifically boring. He called her refreshing.


Since dropping out of grad school, Jane mostly avoided poetry-adjacent activities, which reminded her of her failed degree. Her knack for analyzing poetry had been a source of pride in her undergrad days, and she had conflated her aptitude with a deep love for the thing itself. But in grad school—among people who wanted to think and talk about poetry almost exclusively, who gently mocked her not only for watching television but also for reading fiction, who could earnestly debate for forty-five minutes whether heartsick and bronchial rhymed—she was a rank amateur.


She hung on for three years after she realized how comparatively dull her curiosity for poetry was, but gave up when it became clear how much work even a mediocre dissertation required. When she talked about her time in grad school now, she told people that one day, in the middle of a seminar on the sublime, she had been struck by the realization that she actually hated poetry. Which made for a better party anecdote than the truth: that she liked it, just not enough to overcome the grinding shame of her own lack.


The night she met Byron, she had been lured to the reading with the promise of literate single men. When he ended the relationship after five months, he wept. “I’m like a dog. I just want to herd everyone into a room and make them be happy,” he told her plaintively. Jane had been happy with Byron. She could make him smile without deviating too far from her real thoughts, and he acted so grateful after she went down on him that she felt secure in his affections.


“But I’m happy now,” she told him. “Because of you. You did it.”


“It was a metaphor,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


Jane tried very hard not to roll her eyes, because she still wanted him to like her. Byron was the kind of person Jane wanted people to think she was. Everyone agreed he was brilliant, but he wore his intelligence like his perfect jean jacket—I stole it from my mom, he’d confessed on their first date—an effortless afterthought. Being with Byron made Jane feel like maybe she was brilliant, too. Their mutual acquaintances seemed to regard her with a new respect when they learned of the relationship. Byron’s attention had made her more worthy of theirs.


She felt smarter when she was with him, too, and more charismatic. He was generous in conversations. He laughed easily, and dispensed compliments, seemingly for no other reason than that they had just occurred to him. As if he lost nothing by pointing out another person’s strengths. As if he had enough of everything to spare.


They took long walks around the city, stopping to eat or drink when the mood struck them, at the first place that appeared in their path, without so much as a quick Yelp check to see if it was any good. The low-level spontaneity was thrilling to Jane, even if most of the meals were mediocre.


When Byron went on a research trip to Berlin for three weeks, he called her every day from the single-stall library bathroom and they had phone sex, which neither of them had ever done before. You’re hot, you’re hot, you’re hot, Byron panted when he came, and Jane got off more on her power to render him inarticulate than his middling sexual narration.


She felt like all her previous romantic flailing had led her to him, and just at the moment she’d developed an awareness of her looming thirties. Her uncharacteristic certainty that they would stay together, probably even get married, made the dumping extra humiliating. With his kindness, he’d tricked her into believing it was safe to reveal herself to him fully. Or almost fully. But more than that, he’d tricked her into believing that something could be easy.


For a few weeks after the breakup, she sent Byron emails that were first pleading, then icy, the latter’s potency diminished by its proximity to the former. He got back together with Iza almost immediately. Jane imagined him reading Iza her emails, pityingly. What should I do? I don’t want to be cruel. Since then, she had mucked through Iza Brecht’s digital leavings with a fervor she had never brought to her education or her career.


“I was considering hiring Iza to write copy for the reFaun campaign,” she told Rand. The plausibility of the lie amazed her.


“Hmm.” He consulted his paper. “On April twelfth, fifteenth, and twenty-first, you searched: Iza Brecht untalented.”


“It’s important to find out whether the people you’re hiring are untalented.”


“We audited a week of your internet use, Jane, and this is just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to Iza Brecht. Frankly, I’m struggling to see how you got any work done at all.”


Jane was excellent at following directions, but when it came to setting them herself, she spun in lazy circles. She did not suffer from a lack of ambition. She wanted plenty. She wanted money and prestige and shiny hair and poreless skin and the envy and admiration of everyone in the room. Any room. Every room. She was hungry, just not in the sense that people applied it to young investment banking analysts who never left the office before midnight, or publishing ingénues who spoke up in meetings with firm but sweet confidence. Her hunger was non-specific.


A Czech woman in her grad program had once given Jane a word for the way she was: mlsný. It’s the feeling of standing in front of a fridge full of food and you can’t decide what you really want to eat, the woman explained. You could eat anything and it would be fine. But mlsný is the feeling when you know there’s one thing, and maybe it’s even right in front of you, or you could at least order it or make it, if only you could figure it out.


Jane was taken with the word, and looked it up later. The only definition she could find was “finicky, dainty, lickerish.” She wasn’t fussy. Fussy people were good at PowerPoints. They set goals. They collected data on themselves and used it to iterate on their lives. They added new features all the time—Life 6.0 was going to be their best update yet. But Jane’s ambition was lecherous and one-sided. It had no plan for how to manifest itself beyond leering and panting and whistling, only to feel shame when some object—an opportunity to try for more money, a pore-reducing diet—looked its way. Her ambition didn’t have anything to offer, after all. It could only ever masturbate itself to sleep.


“Rand, it’s true that in the past few weeks I’ve put some of my existing accounts on the back burner. Obviously I’ve delegated that work to the junior copywriters, but in terms of my own work . . .” She tried to keep the panic from her voice. She needed her job more than she hated it.


When Jane was in school, she had selected the university’s “Brass” health insurance option, which seemed like an adult, budget-conscious decision at the time. She rarely went to the doctor, apart from her annual visit to the gynecologist to renew her birth control pills. She had never considered the fallibility of her body until the day it failed her.


She was on a research trip to Northampton to visit the Sylvia Plath archive at Smith when she collapsed in a food co-op while standing in line to buy the $9 sachet of small-batch saltines she thought might ease the cramps that had come on that morning. The cramps turned out to be appendicitis, and the ambulance summoned by the conscientious store manager took her to the nearest hospital, where an out-of-network anesthesiologist put her under so an out-of-network doctor could extract the offending organ before she woke up and drank an out-of-network orange juice, all of which left her with a $111,000 bill.


At first she thought it was a mistake. The number was so outlandish that she rolled her eyes at the explanation of benefits when it arrived in the mail. She didn’t even call her insurance company right away. She was certain that a corrected statement was on its way. She felt a pang of sympathy for people without insurance, but that was the extent of her worry because, after all, she had insurance. She was lucky. But when she finally phoned a few weeks later, the flat-accented woman she spoke to made it clear that the only mistake was Jane’s, in trusting that her youth and cynicism and name-brand insurance would protect her from anything.


After that first call, she spent hours on the phone with insurance representatives who were always blandly polite and entirely unmoved by her pleas and her tears and her abuse and her subsequent apologies. Ma’am, if you don’t start paying down this debt, the hospital will send you into collections. There’s nothing more we can do for you.


She felt like a fool, but she tried to bluff her way from shame to anger. It helped that when she told people about the debt, they responded mostly with righteous indignation on her behalf. This was perhaps the one story in her life in which she was indisputably blameless. No one asked whether she regretted her actions, as they had when she told the freshman comp class she was teaching an admittedly overly detailed story about her disastrous date the night before in order to illustrate the importance of word choice, prompting one of the more religious students to report her to the dean. When it came to the debt, there was literally nothing she could have done to prevent the catastrophe, aside from choosing a more comprehensive insurance plan, which would have cost nearly half of her monthly stipend. If she had to be a victim, better to be a faultless one.


When she got the job at Relevancy, her $90,000 annual salary felt like both a miracle and a reward for her pain and suffering. It felt like a given that she would be able to pay off the debt. Except then her roommate in Morningside Heights decided not to renew the lease, and Jane decided she could no longer stomach sharing a bathroom with a relative stranger, so she found an apartment that everyone told her was a deal but that still cost $2,200 a month (though for a proper one-bedroom!). And then she rear-ended a car in the U-Haul she wisely rented to avoid wasting money on movers. And then her phone broke when she threw it across her new room after a particularly terrible call with the hospital’s billing department. And all her clothes were grad student clothes, not PR person clothes, and PR person clothes were expensive.


She stopped telling people about the debt, and they stopped asking. Her “grace period” with the hospital had ended, and the $97,000 she still owed to Vitalia Healthcare Group was her tether, wrenching her back anytime she got too close to stepping off the edge of her life, and making the kind of reckless decisions that led either to founding a start-up or moving back to your childhood home and buying beer for local high schoolers in the hope of being invited to their parties.


Sometimes, when Jane read a particularly ridiculous wellness claim from one of Relevancy’s clients—“One study finds that virgin walnut oil reduces the size of tumors by 75 percent in certain gerbils!”—she thought of her poisonous appendix and seethed. Which was probably bad for her health, too.


She had the urge to wreck things. There was a power in ruining. It made people pay attention. When she was a kid, her mother took her to see Annie, and she couldn’t stop imagining herself running onstage in the middle of the performance and singing a song herself, or just standing there in the middle of Daddy Warbucks’s foyer and screaming.


Aren’t they worried someone is going to run up there and ruin the play? she asked her mother at intermission, pointing to the staircases at either side of the stage.


Her mother looked concerned. Why would anyone want to do that? Everyone worked so hard to put it on. Aren’t you having fun?


Now the urge was upon her again, to ruin her career, such as it was, with the truth. Instead, she thought of her debt and steadied herself. One of the posters on Rand’s office wall was an illustration of two white hands holding a crystal ball that looked like the Earth and the words THINK BIGGER. It hung just to the left of his head, and she often stared at it when she was trying not to make eye contact with him. Now was the time to pivot. “May I be honest with you, Rand?” She thought maybe if she said his name enough, he would forget Iza’s. “I’ve been trying to think bigger,” she said. “Products are our bread and butter. But I’ve been doing some market research, and I think the future is in experiences.”


“Hmm.”


“Millennial women are spending more money on experiences. It’s called the experience economy.” She had seen the headline on BuzzFeed when she was taking a quiz about which Sex and the City boyfriend she was (the gay-straight pastry chef Charlotte dated in Season Two). “So I’ve been spending time researching promising leads in that space. I didn’t tell you because I wanted to wait until I had something more concrete. Now I see that I should have been more transparent, Rand.”


“And do you have something concrete?”


“I’m closing in on something.” She could tell he wasn’t going to fire her. He looked irritated, but not resolute. “I’ll have a business plan for you early next week.” She’d google it. “I’ll make a PowerPoint.”











chapter 2.





The unfortunate side effect of Jane’s successful lie to Rand Hagen was that now she actually had to find a prominent lead in the experience space. It was surprisingly difficult to find something low-profile enough that it would be unlikely to have a PR person but sleek enough that it had any hope of attracting “the Relevancy girl,” as Rand referred to their demographic. A yoga retreat/gem mine looked promising until Jane got to the part of their manifesto where they claimed interracial relationships upset the spiritual balance of the universe. (Relevancy’s target demographic was almost entirely white, but Rand always hastened to point out that this wasn’t by design, it was just “the market.”)


First, she searched wellness getaway (which yielded expensive private rehabs) and beauty retreat (eating disorder recovery clinics) and, in despair, hot adult summer camp (porn). Then she tried Instagram, which had surpassed books, television, and her pore-magnifying mirror as the number one thing she stared at. It’s research, she would tell herself. I’m keeping up with the tastemakers. It was true that she was making a study of the lives of beautiful and inexplicably wealthy women, but the only end to it was a stiff neck and a hollow sadness that lasted all day. (She had to stay away from Twitter, because that was where all the poets hung out, and being ignored by people who actually knew you was worse.)


Sometimes she looked up from her phone, alone in her apartment, and felt so ashamed of herself that she had to read a punishment book, like Walden, which made her feel chastened but also a little smug, because everyone knew Thoreau’s mother had done his laundry. Jane might not do her own laundry, but she at least paid someone else her own money to do it.


Instagram also made her want to move to the woods, but an Instagram version of the woods where all her pots and pans were copper and all her sweaters were chunky oatmeal-colored wool and it was always late fall and her bearded husband (My whole <3) made a fire in their wood-burning stove every day. Eventually she would get pregnant but she would only gain weight in the perfect orb of her belly and everyone would comment about how glowy she looked, like a mystical orb herself. The baby (Hesperia, or Benedictine, or Ethel) would be born in a cedar birthing pool inside their living room and even the screams would be captured artfully, in black and white so the gore was less obvious. The family would all wear chunky wool sweaters (#gifted by the eco-fashion version of PR Jane) that were complementary but not matching and sit on the screened-in porch and read books (#screentime) and make their own brooms and drink from speckled enamel mugs and maybe Thoreau’s mom could stop by and do their laundry sometimes.


Jane had once spent €250 (plus international shipping) on one of those sweaters. It was itchy from the tiny pieces of hay poking through the weave, and it smelled like a herd of goats.


What she most envied was how the people in her phone had built their own small worlds. They had banished ugliness and loneliness and accidental excess. They had pared down their lives just to the #gifted products that were absolutely essential. Jane wanted that control, that certainty that she had chosen right. She wanted to feel like a selector rather than someone always waiting to be selected.


Jane suspected that seeing so much manicured beauty all at once, unbroken but for the internal misery of her own human condition, was warping her in some fundamental way. The only beauty secret was a combination of genetics and money, but if you looked at enough beautiful faces, sometimes you could convince yourself that yours could be in the mix, with a little tweaking. You forgot what you looked like, even.


While she was growing up, she kept waiting for the moment when her beauty would become indisputable, instead of something only her mother noticed. She would study her straight nose, which sometimes looked enormous and sometimes normal, lips that were thin but not skinny, a chin that didn’t recede into her neck, eyes that were average in everything but their bright blue. She knew which girls were the pretty ones and which ones were the ugly ones, but the in-between was a wide and unknowable chasm. Every time she collected a compliment, she would turn it over in her mind like a clue.


Now Jane searched for #wellness and #namaste on Instagram, but the return was overwhelming. By then she had put in a good fifteen minutes of work. She was planning to give up when a picture on her Explore tab caught her eye. It was a photo of a woman so undeniably beautiful that she looked like a new and exciting species. She stared into the camera, a slight smile on her face like she knew exactly how much you must hate her but had no hard feelings about it.


The bones in her face were at once delicate and strong, like a lace woven from copper wire. Her jaw and shoulders were covered in a colorless down that caught the light, as if the light were an employee whose job was to highlight her beauty. Jane clicked through to the account, @FortPath, which had under 20,000 followers and described itself as “A Spiritual Retreat in the Heart of New Jersey.” In wide shots the woman was long and lean, with mathematical curves. Sometimes she wore her sun-shaft blond hair knotted on top of her head with a careless radiance that was the promise of every hair product ever sold. Sometimes it streamed down her back like a silk banner. There were other people in the pictures, too, but they barely registered beside her.


Whenever Jane saw an extremely beautiful woman, her first reaction was antagonism, followed immediately by resignation: What, you think you’re better than me? Well, you’re right. There was something different about this woman, though. Her beauty felt, somehow, inclusive, inviting, like a beautifully laid table with an extra place. At the same time, Jane felt almost proprietary, as if the woman were a dress she had to have. She wondered if this was how very rich men felt about their third wives.


She tapped the picture once, but no tags appeared. She screenshotted the picture and tried a reverse image search, which only led her back to the FortPath account. Women this beautiful were rarely so traceless. Jane felt her heart beating in her hands. She felt like a truffle hunter whose pigs had started going berserk.


The pictures of FortPath itself made the place look like a low-budget summer camp, with patchy fields fading into the woods and an overgrown vegetable garden. They were all taken outdoors, though sometimes a corner of a house was visible. In one, the woman stood in the middle of a circle of people in flattering yoga clothes, wearing the kind of shapeless linen caftan that the very beautiful wear to prove that their beauty can overcome any sartorial obstacle. In another post, she was alone, sitting cross-legged and staring into the camera with an expression that was somehow both entirely neutral and incredibly sexual. Jane bookmarked that one.


Besides the woman’s beauty, the most appealing thing about the page was the clear ineptitude of its curator (“curator”). Every fifth photo was a poorly lit still-life of zucchini. A number of the pictures were just inscrutable quotes, poorly typeset in some cousin of Papyrus: The Fear is Finished—it is Time to simply Thrive. With a less attractive woman at its center, @FortPath would have been a slide in Rand Hagen’s annual PR Fails slideshow.


“A Spiritual Retreat in the Heart of New Jersey” was a tagline inelegant enough that Jane was pretty sure there was no branding master behind it. She followed the link-in-bio on the Instagram page to a website that looked like it was created circa 2006. She wondered if the beautiful woman had made it herself, and introduced the system of haphazard capitalizations; if so, the strangeness might be hip.


She sent an email in her best PR Jane voice, tweaked slightly toward the website’s tone:




Good evening!


My name is Jane Dorner and I am a “PR guru” at Relevancy, a large firm in Manhattan with numerous clients in the prestige wellness space. I came across your website while researching exciting new wellness experiences and I would love to learn more about FortPath! Could you possibly send me your press kit, or provide me with a bit more information about what goes on during a typical weekend there?


Namaste,


Jane


P.S. Your Instagram had me craving zucchini!





She went to get a Diet Coke from the fridge. When she returned to her computer no more than three minutes later, she had a response.




Dear Jane!


YES of course WE are happy to answer any and ALL of your queries about FortPath. Of course, some parts of the Process are ‘proprietary,’ meaning we cannot explain them fully to you over email correspondence. If you choose to join the FortPath ‘family,’ of course you will understand ALL aspects of our Methods and OUR Visionary Program.


As to the activities for the three-day Seminar, there will be plenty of exercises of the mental and physical variety, but nothing more strenuous than a short hike or daily yoga practice. All TOXIN-FREE meals ARE PROVIDED, as well as very comfortable, semi-private sleeping accommodations.


Transportation will be provided in the form of a van service departing from 39th St. and 10th Ave., Manhattan, NY.


Yes! It is true that Zucchini is the most SPIRITUALLY NOURISHING VEGETABLE. This is because it GROWS WITHOUT FEAR and because it is ANCIENT and a member of the revered Squash Family.


Yours,


Tom Bradstreet





She hadn’t realized how much she wanted to hear from the woman until she got to the signature and realized that she was reading someone else’s words. But of course the woman wouldn’t handle something as mundane as answering emails. Jane wanted to ask Tom Bradstreet about his relationship to the woman, but couldn’t figure out how to make obsession sound professional.




Hello Tom!


Thanks very much for your speedy response! A bit more about me: I work with companies to help them reach their most valuable potential client base, and serve as a “right-hand woman” as they continue to grow. As I’m sure you know, reputation is everything when building a business!


I noticed that most of your outreach seems to be in the influencer sphere. Would you be able to tell me a little more about the “VIP clients” your website mentions?


Warmest regards,


Jane





This time, he replied so quickly that Jane reflexively glanced over her shoulder, as if he might be there in the room with her.




Dear Jane!


WE are delighted to hear from you again! Your continued questioning suggests that you treat your Spiritual Future with the appropriate gravity.


Of course you will understand why WE cannot release to you the names of any of FortPath’s ‘distinguished alumni,’ but WE can assure you that they include board members of Fortune 100 companies, successful entrepreneurs, Hollywood-types, and of course high-ranking politicians.


As you have seen on the Website, we have a collection of testimonials about our Process. They are only anonymous to protect the privacy of our Members, being that it is of the utmost importance to them.


WE hope that you will come ‘see for yourself’ what FortPath has to offer!


Yours,


Tom Bradstreet





Tom’s WE was so unsettling that Jane went back to her own email to make sure her curiosity about the woman hadn’t somehow leaked through her veneer of professional neutrality. Or, even more terrifying—what if Tom’s spiritual acumen allowed him to feel Jane’s desire all the way in New Jersey? She tried to strip her words of all subtext.




Dear Tom,


This seems like such an exciting time at FortPath, and I would love to experience the program for myself! Do you offer an industry rate? No worries if not!!


Cheers,


Jane


Dear Jane!


We deeply admire your commitment to Fearlessness.


We are Of Course happy to waive our fee for an Industry Professional.


We can in turn assure you, Jane, that FortPath’s labor is one of love, and not of greed. You are the gift to US!


WE hope to see you soon!


Yours,


Tom Bradstreet





Jane had already made up her mind to go—to commit to fearlessness—when she googled him and found an eight-year-old article on a neighborhood crimewatch site about someone named Thomas Bradstreet getting arrested for assaulting an information professional at the Brooklyn Public Library.


Her stomach lurched at the word assault, but the article’s description of the violence was a portrait more of ineptitude than of rampage.




Thomas Bradstreet, 24, repeatedly yelled, “Listen to me,” before reaching across the information desk and wrapping his arms around the computer terminal, knocking it to the floor. Library security officers subdued Bradstreet and held him until police arrived, when they found “a small bag” of cocaine on his person.





She was glad to learn that no one had actually been hurt, and also that Tom was thirty-two. She always preferred to be the youngest one in a situation, professional or not.




Bradstreet was charged with second-degree harassment, destruction of property, and possession of cocaine. Reached for comment, his lawyer called the charges “absurd” but declined to elaborate.





Jane wondered what happened to Tom after his arrest. His lawyer sounded confident in a way that suggested wealth and whiteness, so he had probably gotten off easy. Still, the image of a man standing in a library begging an information professional to listen to him was unbearably sad. It made Jane like him more. At a distance, it was easy for her to confuse pity with fondness.











chapter 3.





The next evening, Jane had a first date with a lawyer named Adrian. Since Byron had dumped her, Jane’s attitude to dating again had been one of grim determination, like an unemployed head of household at a job interview.


Though the Idea of a Boyfriend was only a small part of what she liked about being with Byron, in the wake of their breakup, she’d become obsessed with her singleness. Byron had robbed her of five critical months. Every newly announced engagement or cohabitation or even accidental pregnancy that crossed her feeds—no matter how tenuous her connection to the parties involved—was a personal attack.


Her failed prospects had included the aspiring comedy writer who spent half an hour describing the plot of an episode of The Simpsons, the physicist who revealed as they sat down for a drink that his wife had died so recently that a tub of her Greek yogurt was still in his fridge, and the magazine editor who said he found books by women “too contrived.”


The latest false start was a self-styled tech entrepreneur. They went out four times, which was more than enough to realize they liked each other better as strangers. He was an early adopter and an early ejaculator, the former by far the more irritating quality.
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