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January

I’m having a bad nipple day. This morning a new bra smoothed my little rosebuds into nonexistence. But now, midafternoon, they are clearly visible through my top, as perky as a pair of sitcom stars. I realize this ten minutes into our weekly all-hands meeting, when it’s too late to throw a scarf around my neck or change clothes. Instead, I slowly and surreptitiously start to hunch forward, trying to get the material of my top to stop clinging so obviously to my chest. But my nipples refuse to be silenced.

Of course, I am aware the nipple can and should be freed. We all have them; why deny it? An argument of distraction is clearly victim blaming, while propriety feels revoltingly Victorian. But, I am not a ding-dong. I was alerted as to what was happening with my boobs via a brief but devastating frown from one of the company’s most influential fashion editors, Eloise Cunningham-Bell. Her look of distaste was all the information I needed: nipples are not welcome at Hoffman House. Everyone knows I’ve been coveting a job on Eloise’s team since I was an intern. And so everyone could guess who is in charge of my nipples. Not I, my friends. Not I.

As a member of senior staff, Eloise has joined those sitting around a table the size of a beach. The company’s quite literal inner circle. I’ve joined the ones lining the walls. To an untrained eye, we wall liners appear impeccably styled and socially relevant. But the truth is, we are junior sales. Bottom-feeders.

Collectively the inner-circle editors look like a casting call for “diverse Brooklyn fun person.” Their expertise ranges from youth culture to city and lifestyle to menswear to interiors. They’re always jetting off to or coming back from London or Milan, Tokyo or Berlin. I’ve just gotten back from the café downstairs, where a rather sad kale salad and I had a brief and underwhelming winter fling.

Senior staff talk. Junior staff listen. I continue to hunch.

The meeting lasts about an hour. When it comes to an end and we all rise to exit, I find myself unexpectedly in step with Eloise herself. Even now, I’m still intimidated. But I force myself to speak. “Hey.” I smile, friendly as I can. “I was just wondering if you got the reports I emailed you last week?”

She glances at me, with the chilly impenetrable beauty of a Nordic queen. “I did.”

I have no response planned. “Great! I’d love any tips. Or feedback. Feel free to use them—”

“I’m late,” she says, striding ahead.

Feel free to use them. What a dumb thing to say. I collapse into my chair at my cubicle, resisting the urge to groan. Eloise doesn’t need to use my reports. Her work is perfect. Her taste is perfect. She’s probably on her way somewhere unspeakably glamorous: a private showing of a new collection, perhaps, to be viewed with a glass of champagne and inside jokes. Why do I even bother? Oh, that’s right: So I can stop scraping by on commission. So I can do something creatively fulfilling, so I can travel. So I can occupy a workspace big enough to merit a door. A door of one’s own: this is my Holy Grail.

I duck my head below my cubicle wall to answer my bleating phone. “This is Lacey.”

“Lacey Whitman?” The man’s voice has a cut of authority.

“Yes.”

“This is Dr. Fitzpatrick at Midtown Medical. I’m calling because you missed your last appointment.”

My four o’clock pushes open our heavy glass door, brushing snow from her coat collar. She smiles at our receptionist, making a joke I can’t hear. “I’m sorry, Doctor”—his name escapes me, so I idiotically repeat—“Doctor; it’s been bananas in here. ‘Here’ being work; I’m at work.”

“When can you come in to discuss the samples we took during your Pap smear?” Doctor Doctor is insistent.

“Discuss?” Apprehension, just the suggestion of it, sniffs at my feet. I kick it away. “Can’t we speak over the phone?”

“We don’t give out test results over the phone, Ms. Whitman. You’ll need to make an appointment. When can you come in?”

My four o’clock catches my eye and does an awkward one-finger wave. I point to the phone and mouth, One second. “I’m sorry, I really don’t have time this week.”

Later, I’ll remember this afternoon as the Last Day. It wasn’t the Last Day where I was free and happy and had the perfect life: show me a contented twenty-five-year-old in New York City and I’ll show you a secretly unhappy liar or a deluded happy fool. No, this was the Last Day of feeling like I was in control of my future. It was the Last Day of believing that you only get a set amount of trouble. It was the Last Day of my small life.

Doctor Doctor draws a long breath. “Ms. Whitman, you tested positive for the BRCA1 gene mutation.”

The words land with the concise clarity of custard hurled against a wall. I can’t stop blinking. “What?”

“I’ve made an appointment for you with a genetic counselor tomorrow to discuss your options.”

“My options? I thought we were talking about my Pap smear.”

Papers shuffling. His voice is curt. “You asked about the best time frame to start mammograms. We discussed a test that could help determine that time frame. Do you remember that?”

Blood bubbling into a vial. I made a joke about vampires. “Yes.”

“Do you know what this means? Do you understand the ramifications?”

I’m having trouble focusing. “But I came in for a Pap smear . . . Just a routine—a regular . . .” I run out of steam. I stare straight ahead, breathing through my nose.

“Ms. Whitman? Are you still there?”

* * * *

I take my four o’clock: the creative director for Target. There I am, in one of the small, bright conference rooms, presenting next year’s fall with lunatic talk-show sincerity. “The trend for the tweed is continuing as an organic-looking base, and the demand for trouser suits isn’t going anywhere.” My voice sounds unnaturally loud. “Is it loungewear? Is it sportswear? Personally, I’m excited about shearling. I think we could see the caplet get reinvented.”

I laugh too hard at my client’s jokes. Leap too excitedly on her insights. I feel drunk. Drugged, dreaming, split in half. One version of me is saying my lines—or a bizarre, dadaistic performance of my lines—while another version is running around in the wings, unable to find the stage.

When the show’s over, I have a missed call from Vivian. Her quick, sardonic voice plays back: “Hey babe, my flight was diverted to Newark because of the weather, so I’ll be a little late. New Jersey, yay. Brush up on the latest download numbers, hopefully we can bust them out tonight.”

I’d forgotten about the party. I could tell you exactly what I wore to my middle school dance, down to the color of my socks (leopard print, and you better believe they had a lacy frill), but I’d forgotten about Hoffman House’s holiday party. Which is, of course, tonight.

I don’t think about . . . it. It’s not a conscious denial, it just feels like something I can outrun, and so I do. I familiarize myself with the fashion editors’ new reports, skim Women’s Wear Daily, and attempt to get on the list for a few Fashion Week parties by sending flirty emails to various publicists. Just before seven, I fish out my day-to-night makeup bag from my bottom drawer.

The gray-tiled bathroom is cool and empty. I lay out my products on the marble counter, a ritual I’ve always found soothing. Curling mascara, dark pink lip liner, blush . . . my hands are shaking. A wave of nausea sweeps over me. I hold my hair back over the toilet bowl, ready for my sad kale salad to make a surprise comeback. But my body refuses to be sick, settling instead for a slight tremble and overall queasiness.

Ghastly is the word my reflection inspires. My hair, which I’ve been carefully bleaching a silvery white-blond ever since I moved to New York three years ago, makes me look as sallow as the zombie light of a midnight subway train.

A calendar notification pops up on my phone: 7:00 p.m.: STOP WHATEVER YOU ARE DOING, get ready for party now. Not in five more minutes. NOW.

I keep a few dresses in the coat closet for events. Tonight, I need bright armor to protect me. Romance Was Born, the electric, extroverted Australian label known for high-flash high fashion. My client at Saks gifted me the dress for Christmas (a sample, not complaining). Chiffon, floor-length, keyhole neck, quarter-length sleeves. The edge of the skirt is red and yellow fire, melting into a print of exotic bird feathers. Iridescent greens and cerulean blues give way to an almost all-white bodice. Paired with my trusty black fedora and a face full of makeup, I’ll look like everyone else at a Hoffman House party.

Immortal.
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Patricia Hoffman has been throwing Hoffman House’s holiday party in mid-January for forty-eight years. The date ensures the guest list isn’t distracted by New York’s holiday-party circuit in crowded December. As the invite has always read, No excuses. Anything else goes. For the company’s fortieth anniversary, photographs from four decades of the annual event were compiled in a heavy coffee-table book, something I found in a museum gift shop on a day trip to Chicago when I was a junior in high school. In the 1970s, gap-toothed models the size of pencils ignored fat shrimp cocktails while being hit on by long-haired musicians, dreams of utopia wafting from their unwashed, open-necked shirts. In the eighties, everything got shiny or sharp: safety pins, disco balls, shoulder pads you could cut a finger on. The nineties was bleached teeth, denim everything, big hair, bodysuits. The aughts were flat-out bizarre: high-heeled Timberlands; tight, plush sweat suits, overplucked eyebrows. (The aughts were deeply embarrassing.) Apart from the fact that eyebrows are back to being bushy, this decade feels harder to pinpoint. We’re still in it, after all.

It took me weeks to save up for the Hoffman House book, and it was those pictures that made me want—need—to land at New York’s oldest and most respected trend forecaster. Hoffman House was dead center: of SoHo, of fashion, of everything Buntley, Illinois, wasn’t.

As a member of the junior sales staff, I sell two things. The first is an online subscription service to reports created by the various Hoffman House editors, like my best friend Eloise. Most people working in fashion, or any industry that includes style, need to be up-to-date on current trends on a global scale, but they’re usually chained to their desks and unable to keep up on their own. The online service is a daily newsletter of inspiration, analysis, and opinion: “the essentials you need to stay on the pulse of your industry.” The second thing I sell are trend books. Individual publishers around the world put together seasonal books, two a year—spring/summer and fall/winter.

Big, beautiful books brought me to New York. In their pages, as in most of the city, there is no room for uncertainty.

Trend is retail’s dirty little secret. You might think that Victoria’s Secret or Apple or L’Oréal are coming up with their new looks and colors and trends on their own. They’re not. Every big name in retail buys trend books, and thousands more subscribe to the online service. Each book costs between two and six thousand dollars, while the online service can run you up to $15K a year. I get a 15 percent commission on each book and 5 percent on the online service.

So when I splurge on a cab to take me to the party at the famous Pembly Hotel, it’s because I should feel triumphant. I’m on the guest list for the event that means the most to me. But as I slam the cab door shut, I’m fighting the powerful sensation that I’m trapped and water is rushing in, and rising.

We hit gridlock. My driver swears and blasts the horn, again and again and again. We’re not moving. Dr. Fitzpatrick’s words echo in my head: I’ve made an appointment for you with a genetic counselor tomorrow to discuss your options. A windowless waiting room with bad landscape art and a collective feeling of dread.

Water gurgles up my calves, over the seats, almost to the meter. I’m running out of air.

A hospital bed. Machines that don’t stop beeping. The sound of a man crying.

Another horn blast. Another.

“Can you stop that?” I can’t help it. “We’re not moving.”

He mutters something under his breath. When we arrive at the hotel, the ride fifteen minutes longer than it should have taken, I almost forget to pay. I bolt out of the cab in a rush of relief, gasping for air, water spilling like a wave.

“Lacey!” The interns squeal. “You look amazing.”

“Hi, dolls!” I air-kiss the girls manning the door, all three bursting with celeb-encounter glow. “Love everything about this,” I add, circling their outfits with my fingertip: slinky slip dresses, feather crowns, oversize chunky cardigans, and even though I’m keeping a simmering panic at bay, I file away, Kate Moss. Nineties. Making a comeback? They giggle and gush as they take my coat, and it’s hard to believe that was me, over four years ago, holding the list, intent on being on it, and here I am, and New York Cancer Care Center—

“Bar!” I half gasp, half shout to no one in particular. Swimming through the plucked and polished bodies, I smell weed and spicy perfume and wet fur and I’m at the bar, rapping the underlit glass, ordering a white wine in a voice that’s too tight, too loud, not mine, when someone taps me on the shoulder and I whirl around. Vivian’s sharp eyes are narrowed. “Hey.”

The sight of Vivian Lei Chang is instantly calming. Not only because she is, as always, immaculately dressed: silk tunic, leather pants, gold geometric necklace, heeled ankle boots. And not because she is, as always, exuding the eyebrow-arched calm of I can handle this. It’s because Vivian is part of my regular life—older, wiser, as beautiful and tough as a ninja on the bow of a ship.

“Hey.” I hug her in a way that’s more like a tackle, getting strands of her black hair in my mouth. “Hi.”

She extracts herself from me. “What happened?”

The wine appears at my elbow. “Nothing.” I start drinking and find myself unable to finish until I’ve drained the entire glass, all without losing eye contact. Even in my frazzled state, I’m aware this is super creepy. “Nothing’s wrong.”

“Oh-kay.” Vivian’s eyes move from the glass to me, to the four square feet around me, searching for clues. “You’re acting very strange.”

“Am I?” My laughter is maniacal. My hands flap like a loose tarp. “I saw a squirrel . . . eating a piece of pizza . . . in the snow. Snow pizza? I mean, what’ll they think of next?” I’m a runaway train, out of control. I laugh some more, then abruptly stop. “How was the West Coast?”

Work is Vivian’s catnip. As she recaps the meetings she was taking on our behalf (check-in with our preternaturally talented engineer, Brock, in Silicon Valley; two investor lunches—one borderline promising, one definitely sleazy), I steer us to a darkened corner, mouthing, You look amazing and I’ll come back to the clients and colleagues we pass. I focus on controlling my breathing and trying to comprehend what Vivian is telling me. “We’re on track,” she concludes. “I’m confident.” She scans the room. I stare into the middle distance with the unfocused eyes of someone receiving a message from the other side.

Is it possible to know and unknow something at the same time? Because when I took the multigene panel test—an all-you-can-test genetic buffet—there was a ladybug-size part of me that knew this outcome was a possibility. Just not a probability. Definitely not a probability. I took the test the way I take an HIV test: to confirm a clean bill of health. Not have it blasted apart. I was more than confident. I was blasé.

“Vivian.” I turn to her at the same time she says, “Tom Bacon.” A man in a light blue suit who looks like a 1960s astronaut, talking to a handful of similarly bespoke dudes. “He’s a partner at River Wolf.”

“The venture capital fund?”

“But he’s also an angel investor. He’s the richest guy in this room.” Vivian’s gaze all but draws a bull’s-eye on Tom’s blond head. “He could write us a check for a quarter million right now.”

“As in dollars, American dollars?”

Vivian doesn’t even smile; she’s so focused. “He comes on board as lead investor in the seed, River Wolf leads the Series A funding. That’s a good story. That’s a great story.”

This is my story: I’m in this room because I’m both ambitious and careful. I’m the kind of person who gets yearly Pap smears because I thought, like money and respect, good health could be earned.

“Lace?” Viv snaps her fingers in my face. “I said, are you sure it’s okay to pitch Tom here?”

I nod, trying to concentrate. “Patricia’s supportive. Besides, her flight’s been delayed because of the snowstorm.”

The company’s eponymous Patricia Hoffman—my boss—had traveled to Paris for the Coco Chanel retrospective at the Musée des Arts décoratifs that isn’t traveling to the States. It’s the first year she’ll miss her own party.

Vivian straightens her shoulders. “Excellent.”

It’s only then that it hits me. We’re ten feet away from the app we’ve been working on for eight months becoming real. I’ve been hedging my bets: an editor position at Hoffman House or the app. Deep down, I always thought I’d land an editor position first. I’m wrong. This is the moment that Clean Clothes, the app Vivian is certain will buy us both a mansion in the Hamptons, could become a real company.

Shit.

Viv flicks me a smile. “Ready?”

No, no way, not now, please not now. “Born ready.”

It feels like agreeing to a round of Russian roulette.

Watching Vivian approach a circle she wants to break into is a master class in networking. It’s all about that first smile: confident and warm without being flirtatious or coy. Vivian uses her sex appeal more like a man than a woman. Never a trump card or a desperate bet, rather something coolly innate. Besides the point, yet undeniable. We slip into their circle especially easily, as Tom recognizes Vivian because Vivian knows everyone. “Vivian Chang. When was the last time we—”

“Demo Day at YC, two years ago. You wrote a check for my friend Birdie’s black hair care company.”

“That’s right.” Tom nods. “Which was a very wise move.”

“And you’ll never have to buy your own shea butter ever again.”

The men chuckle. Tom addresses them. “Vivian was early at Snapp, that start-up Pinterest acquired a few years back.”

Vivian tilts her head, graciously accepting the implicit praise. Being early at a company—part of the team in the first year—gets you almost as much cred as if it was your idea. She gestures at me. “Guys, this is Lacey Whitman, a trend and sales associate here at Hoffman House, and on the founding team of my new company.”

“Your first company,” Tom clarifies.

“My first company,” Vivian says.

Tom turns a piercing gaze onto me. “Fantastic.” He pumps my hand, introducing us to the others, the names of whom instantly disappear from my muddy brain. Except for one. The last man. Elan Behzadi. Equally famous for being a talented fashion designer and a moody prick, in the way only men can get away with. He’s Iranian, I think, medium build, with light stubble and dark eyes. His gaze is cool, unimpressed, and I’m starstruck and annoyed at the same time. I am out of my depth, and the water is rising.

“. . . Millennials and Generation Z are increasingly looking for fair trade when it comes to fashion.” How is Vivian a half minute into our pitch? I didn’t even hear her start. “Outfits that are on trend and ethically sound. They want personalized attention and authentic advice without leaving the comfort of their smartphone. Clean Clothes is here to solve that problem.” Vivian looks to me. My cue to take over.

I have the mutation. I tested positive. My mouth is tacky. I have no idea what I’m meant to say.

Vivian blinks, and continues with my lines. “Consumers create a style profile, similar to Pinterest or Instagram, by snapping or saving pics they like: street style, celeb outfits, their own fresh looks. Our stylists curate a five-piece outfit exclusively from ethical companies that’ll look and feel good.” Vivian looks to me again, and it’s this second look, quizzical, even testy, that inspires a wave of hot emotion to rush inside me.

Vivian keeps talking. “I’m sure you gentlemen know the womens wear industry alone is valued at $621 billion dollars, let alone menswear, kids wear, bridal wear. Clean Clothes is going to be a billion-dollar company by the end of this year.”

The circle nods. Even I can tell it’s going well. You can fall apart later; you can fall apart later; get it together; focus.

When Tom addresses Vivian, it’s with the gravity men usually reserve for other men. “You’re doing affiliate links?”

She nods. “Consumers get a five-piece outfit, curated for free, every month.”

“So, they get sent the physical product?” Tom asks. “Five pieces of clothing?”

“No,” Vivian says, “for now, it’s just a virtual look. Users don’t pay anything unless they decide to buy the pieces we curate for them, which they can do by clicking through to the online retailers we’re working with. We’re looking at the sort of subscription model you’re thinking of after we scale.”

“What are your numbers like?”

“Really promising. We’ve been in stealth mode since last fall and have just under five thousand downloads. Of that, eighty percent of consumers have referred a friend.”

The familiar words sound like gibberish. I lock eyes with Elan. His gaze has deepened, suddenly focused entirely on me. As if he recognizes me. We’ve never met. Heat washes through me, an unpredictable, restless flood. My heart is getting loud in my ears.

Tom’s focused on Vivian. “How are you planning to scale? Build an algorithm to match consumers with products they’ll like?”

She shakes her head. “It’s important we always have a human behind the scenes; that’s our special sauce.” Vivian turns to me with a breezy smile and What the hell? eyes. “Lacey will be training and overseeing the teams of stylists.” And even though I can tell she’s loath to continue, she says, “She has a pretty impressive superpower. Lacey can tell you exactly what you’ll want to wear to any upcoming event, which is why she’s such a perfect fit for Clean Clothes. Style plus intuition.”

Tom Bacon, the man made of money, faces me. “All right. I’m getting married in the Hamptons in September and I have no idea what to wear. Driving Peter nuts: he’s had his tux picked out since high school. Do your worst, Lacey Whitman.”

Sweat has broken out over my brow. The room has turned woozy, unstable. I frown and frown again, trying to get a grip on the request, stalling by making a show of carefully scanning his current outfit. “Who . . .” I start to ask. “What kind of designers do you like?”

Tom scratches his chin. “Tom Ford: good strong name. The Brits know what they’re doing. Nothing by that talentless hack Elan Behzadi.”

Everyone laughs, except Elan and me. Over his shoulder, twenty feet away, I spot Eloise Cunningham-Bell. An unwelcome blast of familiarity.

She hasn’t seen me. She can’t see me. My heart is slamming my rib cage. I’m losing my grip. The music is too loud; my bra is too tight; my shoes pinch my feet. My hand is on my breast, pressing the soft flesh. I whip it away, alarmed. A hint of a smile tugs at Elan’s lips. He knows I am unraveling and he finds it funny. “September.” I lick my lips. “A September wedding.” A September wedding. That sounds nice. I’ve never thought a lot about weddings, my wedding, but now I might never get the chance, because my genes have painted a bull’s-eye on my forehead. “Fireflies in mason jars, and strings of . . . of little white lights . . .” My diagnosis puts me at an insanely high risk of breast and ovarian cancer, cancers that kill women, that have killed hundreds, thousands, millions of women. Women like my— “Linen . . . Fabrics that . . . breathe . . .” But I can’t breathe, because it wasn’t supposed to be me, but it is me: it is me; I will get cancer; it’s in my goddamned DNA. The truth seizes my throat, and I almost stumble.

“Lacey?” Vivian’s voice is brusque.

“Vivienne Westwood’s summer slim fit suit,” I reply, a perfect answer but I’ve lost it. I’m done. “Excuse me.” The crowd presses in on me, rendering me airless as I search in vain for the exit.
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“Steph’s not here.” The guy who answered the door gestures inside the loft. “You’re welcome to wait.”

Ordinarily I’d tell him of course I’m welcome to wait, and do whatever the hell else I want, because I used to live here, I’m OG. But instead I perch stiffly on the end of the old sofa. It’s not as comfortable as I remember.

The boy hovers, unsure. “I’m Cooper, by the way.”

“Lacey.” I don’t offer my hand.

The boy—Cooper—is wearing a T-shirt that reads The Future Is Female Ejaculation. He’s my age, maybe a little older, maybe a little taller, with slightly scruffy sandy-blond hair and rimless glasses. He is the human equivalent of an NPR tote bag, and he is still hovering.

“I like your dress,” he offers. “Very . . . modern.”

Modern? Is that a veiled way of saying I look ridiculous? Or is Cooper a time traveler from the 1920s and about to ask me to take a turn around the garden? I can’t conjure a comeback.

He’s keeping a healthy distance from me as he asks, “Are you all right?”

I nod.

“Because you look kind of . . .”

My head snaps at him. “I look kind of what?”

He opens his mouth. I narrow my eyes. He changes tact. “Do you want a drink?”

I fold my arms tight across my chest. “I happen to have received some very upsetting personal news.”

“I’m sorry.” Cooper settles on the edge of the coffee table. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No.”

“Okay.” He sounds so . . . amicable. “So a drink? I have whiskey. In my room.”

The loft is the same level of messy since the last girl moved out, but there seem to be more things in frames on the peeling walls. Everything you need to know about it is summed up by the spidery writing above the power switch in the kitchen: Don’t turn me off, I control the fridge. When the radiator is on, it sounds like someone is trapped in the basement. The loft’s comfortable state of disarray feels homey even though Astoria, Queens, hasn’t been my home for over a year. When I graduated from entry-level to junior sales last year, I moved into a pea-size studio in Williamsburg (don’t worry, nowhere near the waterfront). I could barely afford it but it felt like the adult thing to do. Steph, my old roommate, replaced me with a series of hot, single straight girls whom she fell for one by one and who all broke her big gay heart, one by one. The boy is a smart move. He’s got real furniture—a desk, a bookcase. A far cry from the collection of wood pallets and street finds I had to pass off as decor when I first moved to the city. Above his bed, a framed, signed black-and-white photograph. It’s a New York City subway car. From the graffiti, I’m guessing 1980s. Four people sit side by side. A drag queen, an older Latina, a black teenage girl with cornrows, and a businessman in a cheap suit. They are all spacing out, bored and relaxed, shoulders comfortably touching. It’s intimate and a little funny and incredibly human. His bedroom walls have been painted a crisp light blue. I’d call it a winter pastel: fresh and soothing. This whole room is soothing. I sink onto his neatly made futon. “It’s always so weird being back in this room.”

“How often are you back in this room?” Cooper scoops up some clothes off the floor.

There’s a splayed paperback on his bed, one of those New Agey books written by a monk with a serene smile. The Art of Being Happy Most of the Time. “Any good?”

He finds a bottle of Maker’s Mark wedged into a very full bookcase and pours two shots, one into a shot glass, one into a Cal Bears mug. “It’s interesting.”

I slip off my heels and draw my feet to my chest. Yesterday those heels made me happy. Yesterday feels so far away. “Are you unhappy, Cooper-the-new-roommate?”

“No.” He hands me the shot glass and settles into one of those absurdly large black office chairs. “Not overall. I just thought it could be useful to hear what the Buddhists had to say.”

“To the Buddhists.” I raise my glass. “I hope I don’t come back as anything icky.”

He tips his head to one side, curious. His T-shirt is old, soft, and I wish I was wearing something that cozy. We drink. I close my eyes. Still the taste of pickup trucks and off-brand pop and high school parties around bonfires where everything and nothing happened. As much as I try to retrain my palate, fermented grain mash always tastes like home. Like another life.

Cooper leans forward, hands clasped. “So, what happened to you today?” He sounds genuinely concerned.

I meet his gaze without hiding my fear. It’s the first time I’ve looked him properly in the eye.

Maybe I should tell him. Maybe I want to?

He doesn’t look away.

The front door slams. “Lace?” It’s Steph.

I blink and call, “In here!”

She appears in the doorway, cheeks flushed from the cold, glancing between me and Cooper in confusion. “I got your text. What’s wrong?”

* * * *

We sit cross-legged on her bed, and I tell her about the call from Dr. Fitzpatrick.

Steph Malam is a good listener, maybe from all those kittenish roommates pouring their heterosexual hearts out to her. She’s British Indian, which means a blimey, guvvner! UK accent and endless patience for ignorant Americans who don’t understand history or geography (“Yes, I can be brown and a Brit: there’s actually about 1.5 million of us”). Standard outfit: indie-band T-shirts, red lipstick, nose ring. She’d like to be thought of as a bit of a badass but her enormous chocolate-brown eyes fill with tears if she even thinks about YouTube videos of soldiers returning home to their pets, or parents accepting their transsexual children. She is bad with money, girls, and being on time, and is so conflict avoidant she will always eat anything mistakenly served in a restaurant rather than send it back (“I don’t want the server to feel bad, and honestly, Lace, these braised chicken necks are really yummy”). She makes me laugh and has a heart the size of a solar system. She’s my best friend, even if we’ve never stated that.

I explain what I know, that everybody has BRCA1 and BRCA2 genes. When they work, they stop cancerous cells from forming. The problem is when they’re broken; mutated to the point they can’t do their job. Then you’re screwed. You’d have better odds leaving your keys in your apartment door and hoping thieves ignore you—for the rest of your life. That’s what this is: a broken lock against near inevitability of home invasion.

My old roommate takes my hands and squeezes them hard. “It must’ve been such a shock.”

“So much so that I ran out of the Hoffman House party like a total lunatic. God, I hope no one saw me.”

“That doesn’t matter.” Steph gazes at me. “How are you feeling?”

“I don’t know.” I rub my forehead. “I have no idea.”

“That’s all right.” She pats my shoulder. “Just take it a day at a time.”

“I have an appointment,” I hedge. “Tomorrow. With a genetic counselor, at a cancer care place uptown.”

Steph reacts to the word cancer as if I just said something unspeakably mean: a shock she’s trying to absorb without getting upset in turn. “Wow. Okay. That sounds . . .” I think she wants to say terrifying. She settles on “good.” She pulls her bob back into a tiny ponytail, something she does when she’s nervous. “So, what does all this mean? If you have an elevated risk, then what do—”

“I guess I’ll find out tomorrow.” I roll off her bed and move to the bookshelf on the other side of her bedroom.

“What’s the average risk for most women? Like, five percent?”

Thirteen. “I’m not sure.” I unearth a book from the piles on her desk, Fear of Flying. “I’ve always meant to read this. Can I borrow it?”

Steph’s silent. When I turn around, she’s staring at her phone. “The lifetime risk of breast cancer in BRCA1 carriers can be up to—”

“High, yeah, I know, really fucking high.” I sound angry and immediately lighten my tone. “Now is not the time for WebMD-induced hysteria, Stephanie.”

“I’m not on WebMD,” she says. “I’m on Komen, something Komen.”

“Just not now, okay, Steph? Not right now. Don’t you have any whiskey? Let’s get drunk.”

“I’m just trying to understand what this all means.” She’s almost pleading.

“Well, there’ll be plenty of time for that, matey.” I glance around, looking for a bottle of something brown. “DNA, you know? Not exactly a cure for it.”

“Oh, God.” Steph’s hands go to her mouth.

“I didn’t mean—” I exhale. “I’m fine. Right now, I am totally fine.”

“But . . .” Her eyes drift to her phone.

“Steph! Change of subject.” I click my fingers fast, searching for anything, literally anything. “Girl barista. One you’ve got a crush on. Any progress?”

“Barista?” She cannot stop her eyes going to her screen.

“Café on the corner. Tattoo of the horse. She gave you a free latte.” Now I’m the one pleading.

“Um . . . yeah, I—went in the other day and . . .” She shakes her head. Her eyes are filling with tears. My stomach crunches. “Lace, I can’t. I need to know what this means.”

“Jesus, Steph! It’s not about you!” Immediately I regret it. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay. Let it out. Your feelings are valid.” She’s coming for me, arms outreached for a hug.

I back up, knocking a lamp. Yellow light seesaws across the walls. “Shit. It’s late, I should go.”

“Lace!”

I hurry back through the loft, stabbing my arms into my coat, circling my scarf too tight around my throat. Steph is behind me, calling for me to wait, please, wait. She grabs me as I pull open the front door. “We’ll get through this, Lace.” Her voice shredded and high. “Whatever happens, we’ll get through it.”

I pull myself away. The inches between us are a chasm. “This isn’t happening to you, Steph.”



4.



They say a good night’s sleep cures all, and everything feels better in the morning. “They” are filthy liars who should be unmasked and punished. I don’t sleep much or well. At about 3:00 a.m. I take a sleeping pill and succumb to a suffocating nightmare about turning into a werewolf that Elan Behzadi keeps trying to put in a runway show. My alarm goes off at six. It’s still dark outside when I drag myself into my tiny bathroom. The fact I shower before and after spin class is something only Steph knows about me, and this morning, I am determined to get my butt on that bike. I am in control of my body; I am its master. I put it through hell four mornings a week, and it rewards me by fitting into size 4 jeans. Hot water blasts my skin. I scoop out some rose-and-bergamot sugar scrub and circle it gently around my breasts. My fingertips swirl over the faint stretch marks and scatter of small freckles. Each breast sits comfortably in my palms, the weight of a small bird.

My boobs made their appearance fashionably late. I was nine before there were any developments worth journaling about, and almost thirteen before a critical mass could justify a real bra. I was dying to ditch the hand-me-down training bra I’d gotten from my sister, but the question was how. By this stage, my dad was more like a special guest star than a cast regular, and my sister spent all her spare time listening to Morrissey and hating everything. I’d started to make money babysitting, which I did in secret because both my family members were not above “borrowing” my savings. I’m the only girl I know who bought her first bra on her own. I told the saleslady my mom was in the bathroom. The lady brought me four soft-cupped sizes, and I tried them all on with the diligence of a scientist. I bought the cheapest, counting out the exact amount on the chipped beige counter. The saleslady, who’d been periodically sweeping the store looking for my absent mother, eyed me as she handed over the plastic bag.

“Is this your first bra?” Her earrings were shaped like little cat faces.

I nodded, embarrassed.

She pursed her lips. Frosted mauve lipstick feathered into the cracks. “Sometimes men don’t think with their brains. They think with their . . .” She frowned at her crotch. My embarrassment escalated to mortification. “You gotta always use this”—she tapped a temple hidden by a cloud of orange hair—“when it comes to this.” Her crotch penis.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said automatically, while sending a nondenominational prayer for my immediate execution.

She nodded, satisfied, and turned to help the next customer.

My adolescence was full of those moments: well-meaning if disjointed pieces of advice from a loose network of older women that formed an elusive patchwork of womanhood. I needed “sanitary napkins” for when “Aunty Flo arrived”; I might have “urges” but it was best to “let them pass.” Rather than being taught to embrace being a woman, the message was ignore it, and maybe it’ll go away. All in all, anything to do with sex, my body, or being female was mysterious bordering on shameful, and the less I had to think or do anything about it, the better. You can imagine how grateful I was when my boobs stopped growing at a 32B. The girls are neither pendulous nor bite-size and thus not one of my top five body concerns. (I’m generally okay with what I’ve got going on, but let’s just say my hips don’t lie or shut up in any outfit.) Nipples the size of a cranberry, areola the color of a ripe summer peach. I can pull off cleavage in the right push-up bra. My college boyfriend called them “polite.” A couple of quiet achievers who have unexpectedly become the stars of the show. For all the wrong reasons.

The sweet smell of rose mixes with the steam. I draw a long breath in and let it out to a count of four, then do it again. For the first time since Dr. Fitzpatrick’s phone call, I feel something close to pleasure. Release. Even . . . hope. Perspective. I don’t have cancer. I may never get cancer; I’m twenty-five. I’m young, even though it doesn’t feel that way. The absurdly high stats Steph found are a lifetime risk: the chances of me getting cancer in my twenties are much, much less. This isn’t a death sentence—far from it. Maybe I’ll postpone my appointment this afternoon. It’s entirely possible my panic is a bit of an overreaction . . .

That’s when I feel it. There, on the left side, the underside.

A lump.

Everything stops.

I press into it, around it again and again and again, and it’s a lump, I think, I don’t know. I do breast checks every now and then, but I’m never sure what I’m supposed to be looking for, and half the time I end up plucking errant hairs or casually masturbating. It could be a lymph node or a cyst or IT COULD BE FUCKING CANCER. I slam off the hot water so hard my hand stings. Rocketing out of the shower, my foot hits the bath mat and keeps zooming forward. I shoot backward on the slippery tiles, landing hard on my butt. Pain shoots up my tailbone. I’m not sure if I’m thankful or sad that there’s no one around to witness this.

* * * *

I’m still limping when I get to Midtown Medical, where my impression of a pigeon trapped in an attic convinces a receptionist to squeeze me in to see Dr. Fitzpatrick about my jaunty new bump. To be perfectly frank, I have more loyalty to my hairdresser than my doctor. Fitzpatrick is the kind of white-haired patriarch who probably considers deer heads to be wall art and has a few illegitimate children stashed around the globe, but he takes my insurance and he’s close to work.

After feeling my boobs for .2 seconds, he tells me he can’t be sure of anything but he’ll try to book me in for a diagnostic mammogram and ultrasound after my appointment with the genetic counselor this afternoon. A diagnostic mammogram is different from a screening mammogram; diagnostic means they’re looking for something. I have no idea if my insurance covers this, or what it does cover. When I start to cry out of sheer terror, he tells me, “There’s no need for that,” and that the nurse will handle the scheduling. I had no idea so much empathy could fit in one aging body.

At Hoffman House, my colleagues are all slumped at their desks with breakfast sandwiches and hangovers. With my red eyes and smeared mascara, I fit right in. The interns twitter around me like Sleeping Beauty’s forest friends, bearing phone messages and gossip, wanting direction, needing attention. It appears no one noticed my panicked exit out of the party last night. I should feel relieved but I have no room for any emotion or sentiment other than the one blaring in my head, bright red and full caps: CANCER. CANCER. YOU HAVE CANCER. I will myself not to touch that spot, which I’ve done so much it’ll either bruise or turn shiny like a brass door handle. The sight of my desk, so neat and cheery, almost reintroduces the waterworks. Black-and-white photo-booth snaps of Steph and me pulling goofy faces at a random event, my VIP pass to the Alexander McQueen retrospective at the Met. My copper pencil sharpener in the shape of the Eiffel Tower. My niece’s third birthday party invite. Next to my keyboard, a paisley fabric swatch. So small. So innocent. A perfect metaphor for my small, innocent past, back when the goal was just to have fun and get drunk and laugh with Steph, and even though I know I’m rewriting history and it wasn’t that easy . . . it was. It really was.

A raspy voice: honey on broken glass. “Lacey?”

Patricia Hoffman is standing at my desk.

Oh no.

Patricia Hoffman is a thousand kinds of fabulous that invokes a heady mix of loyalty, admiration, and fear. I’ve never worked out exactly how old she is, thanks to her devotion to plastic surgery, boyfriends who wouldn’t be too old to be dating me, and wigs. She’s been married four times, owns two town houses in Manhattan, one uptown, one downtown, and rumor has it Paul Simon once wrote a song about her. Classic extrovert with the energy of a freshman, the sophistication of royalty, and the wardrobe of a costume designer. I typically enjoy our brisk bantering. But nothing about today is typical.

“P-Patricia. Hi. How was Paris?”

“The usual.” She slips off a pair of gold cat-eye glasses. “Lots of little boys with silly mustaches foisting cheap champagne on me, trying to get me into their tiny beds.”

My cue to offer a peppy reply like “I see you flew Emirates,” but I’m trying so hard not to cry in front of my boss that I can’t get a single word out.

She pulls off a pair of dusty-pink leather gloves, revealing a manicure the color of plums. “How was the party? I’m so terribly sad to have missed it!”

“It was . . .” I cannot conjure a single decorative adjective or simile. Horrifyingly, I settle on: “Nice.”

“Nice?” Patricia peers at me, confused. Which changes to alarm. Which softens to concern. In her nontheatrical voice she asks, “Lacey, are you all right?”

I nod, quick and fast, affecting a smile as convincing as a toupee.

Her brow flicks into a frown. She places a hand on my shoulder.
“Come into my office. We’ll have the kittens”—the interns, fawning—
“pick us up cappuccinos from Le Coucou.”

And while the pathetically needy part of me wants to dig my feet into Patricia Hoffman’s sheepskin rug and tell her absolutely everything, another, more powerful part of me shuts that down. My boss has already been extraordinarily kind in supporting my working on Clean Clothes after hours, most likely because I’ve implied that, if we ever got funded, I wouldn’t quit my job here. I didn’t want to disappoint her or worry her unnecessarily: so many start-ups don’t, well, start up. But to be honest, there’s something about Patricia’s generosity that has always made me feel a bit uncomfortable. I’m not a charity case. I don’t want to be anyone’s burden or for anyone to feel sorry for me. And I don’t want to give Patricia any reason to think I don’t belong exactly where I am. I summon the ambitious glint of a thriving New York transplant. “Thanks, but I want to follow up from last night’s rampant networking. Strike, iron; you know the drill.”

Her smile returns with light relief. “No rest for the wicked.”

That was the right move. I smile back. “No rest at all.”



5.



I spend the day watching the clock count down to 4:00 p.m. Seasons change more quickly. There’s a poster opposite my desk that asks in bold typography, WHO IS AFRAID OF NOW? I’ll give you one guess who is afraid of now.

Vivian and Steph call multiple times, and I send each one to the vastness of voice mail. Speaking to either of them about last night feels as tempting as an anal probe.

At exactly 3:30 p.m. I cut out, mumbling something about a coffee-drinks thing to our receptionist. Last night’s snow is already turning gray and sludgy. I take the subway uptown.

I had assumed the New York Cancer Care Center was a clinic for consultations and sorry-you’re-fucked support. I’m unprepared for the fact it’s also a treatment center. The woman in the queue in front of me has a completely bald head. My reaction embarrasses me: I find it horrifying. When she finishes at the front desk, I realize I’d been keeping an unnatural distance from her.

I’ve never liked hospitals. It’s fair to say I hate them. For reasons I don’t really want to think about.

I’m instructed to wait on one of the immaculate teal-green sofas. Everything looks new and clean and expensive, which makes me worry, again, about my insurance and what exactly it covers. I know I’m putting off calling them, and I know that’s cowardly. The prospect just makes everything way too real.

Anxiety itches me. I tell myself it’s just a consultation, that nothing bad is going to happen here. But my body won’t hear of it, responding instead as if I’m about to give a solo presentation to the entire company. My heartbeat is loud in my ears.

A trashy women’s mag is a ghoulish carousel of grinning photoshopped faces. A woman with as much body fat as a rubber band stands over a guy with a waxed chest, tied to a bed. His eyes are slit in a way that indicates either desire, or intent to kill. The headline screams: Unlock Your Fantasies! The Sex You’ve Always Wanted to Have. Rubber Band’s breasts spill out of a lacy black bra like a couple of overripe melons intent on escape.

She is textbook sexy.

Breasts are sexy. Everyone likes breasts: ogling them is one of the great American pastimes, like baseball and casual racism. Babies like boobs. Men like knockers. I like mine. But I’ve definitely never towered over a dude tied to a bed in order to motorboat him with some renegade cantaloupes. Is that what I should be doing, considering one option is . . . well . . .

“Lacey Whitman?”

A woman in an ankle-length skirt, cream turtle neck, and what I strongly suspect is a hand-knitted vest, is holding a clipboard. Demure bob, open face, few extra pounds. Have I tumbled down the rabbit hole back to Illinois? She is bake sales and Tupperware and if she’d ever unlocked her sexual fantasies, I’m betting they involved buttered English crumpets and a nice lie-down. She is Judy-Ann McMallow, and she is my genetic counselor.

Judy-Ann’s office smells like a hot cinnamon bun as interpreted by a cheap air freshener. Lamps attempt an atmosphere of “cozy,” but they don’t hide the fact this an office where people get bad news. No fewer than three boxes of tissues are within arm’s reach. I perch on the edge of a pillowy love seat as she apologizes about a mess I can’t detect. Tea? Sure. She has a pot of chamomile, ready to go. Judy-Ann speaks in a voice I know is designed to soothe me, and while it doesn’t do exactly that, it does result in my mimicking her. I’ve always been something of a chameleon, able to mix it with everyone from billionaire bros to fourth-generation farmers, by almost unconsciously simulating their mannerisms and speech patterns. As Judy-Ann begins in a puddles-of-pity half whisper, I find myself responding in kind.

“So, Lacey, how are you doing?”

“I’m okay, Judy-Ann. I’m okay.”

“Good. Now, what do you know so far?”

“I know I’ve tested positive for the BRCA1 gene mutation, and I understand the risk that puts me at.”

“Mmm.” Cue look of fervent compassion. “That’s tough. I see from your file you didn’t see a genetic counselor before taking the test, is that right?”

“Yes,” I say. “My doctor didn’t mention that as a possibility.”

This is, in fact, a lie. The truth is I told my doctor I’d already seen a genetic counselor; that, yes, I understood the risks. I was fundamentally convinced the test would be negative. Seeing a counselor beforehand seemed completely unnecessary; just another way the health-care system was trying to screw me out of my already paltry paycheck. I was more worried about whether my insurance covered the test than the result of it.

“And how are you feeling right now?” Judy-Ann asks.

I pretend to consider the question, and answer in her affected half whisper. “Scared I’m going to die of breast cancer, Judy-Ann.”

Her lips move into a sympathetic smile, but her eyes are assessing me, drawing conclusions. “Would you like to talk about it?”

About my fear of dying? With you, a complete stranger? My mirroring trick evaporates. I stare at my feet. “Maybe later.”

She scribbles a note. “Let’s talk about your family history.”

Even though I suspected this was coming, my foot jitters the carpet. “Sure. Won’t take long.” I explain my grandparents on my dad’s side live in Florida, still alive, with no history of cancer. We are not close. “They think abortion is worse than pedophilia, which they know about from the existence of gay men. Last I heard, my dad, Wayne, was working as a pearl diver in Tahiti. He is a free spirit slash terrible father. No aunts, no uncles. My maternal grandparents died in a car accident in Rome in the 1970s while on vacation, but at least they died doing what they loved, which was drunk driving. I have an older sister, Mara, thirty. She lives upstate with her daughter, Storm, who is the most sane member of my family. Storm’s best friend is an invisible horse called Bottom, to put that in perspective.”

Judy-Ann is unfazed by all of this. “Any history of cancer with your sister?”

I shake my head. “My sister is . . .” How do I put this: a worshipper at the altar of kombucha? “Not exactly a fan of Western medicine. Which includes genetic testing.”

“When a sibling tests positive for BRCA1, there’s a fifty percent chance the other siblings also carry the gene mutation,” Judy-Ann says. “How do you feel about telling your sister about your results?”

“That I won’t,” I say. “That I can’t? That I’m scared?” I wipe my hands on my pants. “My sister is . . . I don’t think she would . . .”

“We can come back to Mara some other time,” Judy-Ann says. She looks at me pointedly.

“That’s all I know,” I say. “Like I said, it wouldn’t take long.”

“What about your mother?”

I stare at Judy-Ann as if she’s asked me the most invasively personal question possible, which in some ways, she has. It is surprisingly easy not to talk about your family in a city like New York. Here, everyone is remaking themselves in a model they alone see fit. It only takes a few conversational sleights of hand to plant the message that family is not something you talk about. I feel exposed. I’m squirming in my seat, knowing Judy-Ann is going to jump on this like a drunk girl on a cheeseburger. But this isn’t a bad first date. This is serious. I have to face my own stupid fear. I look her square in the eye. “My mother, June Whitman, died of breast cancer when I was five years old. She was thirty-one.”

“Thirty-one?” Judy Ann can’t hide what appears to be excitement, or possibly relief: there is the explanation for my mutation. “That’s very young.”

I nod, once.

“What was her treatment plan?”

“Two rounds of chemo. She died in the hospital.” My voice is robotic. I won’t be getting emotional.

“Do you know how old June was when she was diagnosed?”

I shake my head. “I know it was quick. From the beginning to the . . . the end.” I remember a dark room, curtains drawn against bright sunlight. The glass of juice I’m holding, so big in my small hands, falls to the floor.

“Do you know what kind of breast cancer it was?”

“I don’t. I can try to find out. If it’s helpful.” I’m worried the juice will stain the hospital room floor and I’ll get in trouble. I want to cry, but I’m afraid of waking her. My efforts to help my dying mother, so phenomenally useless.

Judy-Ann underlines something. “It helps to have as full a picture as possible.”

“Why?”

The counselor assesses me for a brief, sharp second, her would-you-like-another-cookie? sweetness momentarily flashing away. Evidently, she decides I can handle this. “Hereditary cancer that forms in patients with the BRCA1 mutation tends to be very aggressive. Triple-negative, fast-growing tumors, which means a lower threshold for chemo. I’m just curious if that’s the cancer your mother had.”

If that’s the cancer I will get. If that’s the cancer I already have. If that’s the cancer that—and surely, I’ve known this all along—meant my insurance covered the genetic testing in the first place. That made me ask Dr. Fitzpatrick about starting mammograms. The air in the room feels tight. It strikes me as utterly ludicrous that we’re sitting here, drinking tea, discussing my possible death as if it’s serious, yes, but no more serious than a noisy neighbor (“It’s noise pollution. That’s what it is: noise pollution.”). This is my life.

“I need a plan,” I say. “Tell me a plan.”

“We can certainly start to explore your options,” Judy-Ann says. “If you’re sure you’re ready—”

“I’m ready,” I say. “I’m ready, let’s go.”

I have two courses of action. The first is “surveillance.” Regular screenings, every three to six months. Mammograms, MRIs, ultrasounds. Not all of this is necessarily covered by my insurance. I get the impression the screenings are less about making sure I’m cancer-free than waiting for the fucker to show up. The second is . . . it. Mastectomy. I still can’t form the word without shuddering. In one fell swoop, this reduces my risk from very, very high to very, very low. Real peace of mind. I just have to lose my tits for it.

No. Fucking. Way. “I read online something about BRCA cancers forming earlier in younger generations,” I say. “Is that true?”

“Officially, there’s no evidence of that,” Judy-Ann says. “But I can say personally, yes, I have seen that happen. Often due to lifestyle and environment factors, but we don’t know for sure.”

“How can I reduce my risk?”

“I’m not a physician,” Judy-Ann is quick to say. “I can’t officially advise you on that.”

“Unofficially?”

“A physician would probably suggest a low-fat, high-fiber diet. Regular exercise.”

I’m not naturally thin. I perform the compulsory labor of femininity via spin class and the odd celebrity diet. “I’m pretty healthy.”

“Reduced alcohol intake.”

“Ouch. Really?”

“A physician might say alcohol increases the risk of breast cancer.”

I’m shocked. “Wow, someone should really tell . . . every single person about that.”

“How many drinks would you say you have a week?”

“I say I have very few, but that’s a terrible lie.” I laugh weakly. “Me, personally?” I point to myself, as if it might be possible she’s asking for, perhaps, the average of everyone in the waiting room. “I have a very social profession. Drinking is really a part of the culture.”

“Eight to ten?”

“A day?” I laugh, relieved. “No, no. I mean, sometimes. On weekends. Thursday to Sunday. Including Sunday.”

“I meant a week,” Judy-Ann says. “How easy would it be for you to eliminate drinking?”

“Very easy.” I’m shaking my head, and stop. “How much would that reduce my risk?”

Judy-Ann makes another sympathetic face. “Not very much.”

I’ve never wanted a gin and tonic more badly in all my life.

I’m on birth control for my acne, which Judy-Ann says is good. The pill is helpful for reducing ovarian cancer risk. “For a lot of women, it’s as essential as pills for cholesterol or heart disease,” Judy-Ann adds, which surprises me. I’m too young to worry seriously about ovarian, but we run through the signs anyway. Have I noticed bloating, increased abdominal girth, urinal urgency? No, no, no. This is good, good, good. I can keep monitoring myself as I get older. Or there’s . . . the other way.

“An oophorectomy.” I force myself to say the odd word in a calm, controlled tone.

Judy-Ann nods. “Most women wait until after they’ve completed their family before they have their ovaries removed. Do you want to have children?”

The huge question is asked in such a low-stakes perfunctory way, I almost laugh. “Kids. Wow. Offspring. Fruit of my loins.”

“We don’t have to go into it now.”

The way I see it, women tend to fall into two camps. There’s the always-wanted-kids clucky mom-in-training types, the ones who feel this innate calling; it’s like they can see their own future and it involves a family Christmas card and playdates with strangers they met in a park and they’re like, Yes. Score. Then there’s the women who are like, No freaking way. I’m not destroying my vagina and turning into a milk station for some gremlin to ruin my career, my sex life, and all my best clothes. Fuck you and your biological imperative propaganda, I’m pouring myself another vino and binge-watching Game of Thrones, again, because I can.

Me? I’m neither.

I pull at a stray thread on the love seat. “Jury’s out on kids.”

“Are you currently in a relationship?”

The question every single girl longs to hear! Have you heard that saying “There’s a lid for every pot?” These days, thanks to online dating, there are too many lids. New York City is a lid party 24-7 and it is exhausting. “No, I am not, Judy-Ann.”

Judy-Ann asks, “Do you have any relationship goals?”

“I wouldn’t mind being in one,” I say. “If only because you’re basically a second-class citizen as an unwed woman.” Here’s something you never hear: It was a real single-friendly day. There were so many singles there! All different kinds of singles, enjoying some good single fun. I was there myself, as a single.

“How about a timeline?”

“For . . . ?”

“Marriage, children.”

My cheeks and throat tingle with heat. My instinct is to perform indifference, even disgust: Gross! How bourgeois! But it’s not the truth.

“I don’t have a timeline,” I mutter.

Judy-Ann makes another note. “For a young woman looking to form a primary relationship, there can be a physical consideration—”

“Let’s not beat around the bush, Judy-Ann. You’re saying if I get my tits cut off, guys will be less into beating around my bush.”

The counselor gives me an almost amused smile. “No, I’m not saying that. It’s just something to consider.”

A scratch of anger under my collar. “Do you have the mutation?”

“I don’t.”

“Right. So you and your husband”—probably high school boyfriend, probably married for a billion years—“have never had to deal with something like this.”

“That’s true. My wife and I have not.”

Holy smokes, Judy-Ann’s a lesbian? Steph’s right, my gaydar is the pits. What else have I gotten wrong about this goddamn shit show? I mumble sorry, feeling about ten inches tall. We’re silent a moment. My fingers find my left breast again. “When does this feeling go away?”

“What feeling?”

“This . . . worry.” This ever-present, bubbling dread.

Judy-Ann closes her notebook. “It’s different for everyone.” Which sounds very much like It never goes away. “Let’s move on to insurance.”

* * * *

I’m introduced to Dr. Laura Williams, a breast surgeon. She is six feet and almost disconcertingly beautiful; a tall Kerry Washington, in a white coat. She radiates the calm, efficient kindness that must be in everyone’s job description here. A brief breast exam confirms my lump’s existence, which leads to a diagnostic mammogram. This takes place on another floor of the rabbit warren treatment center. I change into a white terry cloth robe with an NY3C logo embroidered on the pocket in teal green. It’s as soft and nice as a hotel robe, which is a surprise. The hazy memories I have of hospitals from early childhood are full of lurid colors, bright lights, and hard smells. The female technician who helps me with the mammogram is polite and polished. The equipment is as shiny as a spaceship.
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