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Preface


You are here to read about Anna Delvey, and I don’t blame you. I, too, found her charming—while we were friends. The best villains are the ones you can’t help liking despite their malevolence. That was Anna’s power. I liked her so much that it took me six months to realize my dear friend was a con artist. The truth was right under my nose.


From the outside looking in, people may think they comprehend the story of my friendship with Anna. It may seem easy to presume my motivations or assign blame based on stories in the news. But nothing about what I went through with Anna was simple. By telling my story here in all of its detail, I hope people will come to better understand what it was really like to live through this experience.


Ultimately, I believe that it’s natural to want to trust people. I’m not sorry about that. Having this impulse doesn’t make a person stupid or naive; it makes her human. In my opinion it’s a mark of good fortune not to have developed the type of cynicism that comes with so-called street smarts. If you’d asked me before I met Anna, I wouldn’t have thought I lacked this type of common sense. I was skeptical of strangers, suspicious of new people. But I didn’t see Anna coming. She slipped through my filters. You read about those characters in books, you see them in movies, but you don’t expect to meet one in real life. You don’t think it’s going to happen to you.


If you haven’t yet had the experience, I can tell you: it is deeply unsettling to learn that someone you care about, a person you think you know well, is an illusion. It messes with your head. You replay the scenes, the words, the implied understandings. You pick them apart. You hold each bit up to the light and ask what, if any, truth it contains.


Regret is an unproductive emotion. What’s done is done. All any of us can do is choose how to react in each moment—informed by the past, we decide how to move forward. I don’t have regrets, but I can see how this happened. And there is something to be learned from that. I say something, which is vague, because what I learned seems to evolve and expand with time. I’ve processed this ordeal in waves, privately and publicly. Looking back on different parts, I feel a long way from myself—from the way I used to be.


This is my story.










Part I










Chapter 1 Mayday



The three of us—Kacy, the fitness trainer; Jesse, the videographer; and me, the friend—had come to Marrakech at Anna’s invitation. She had offered to pay for our flights, a luxurious private riad at La Mamounia, complete with three bedrooms, a butler, and a pool, and all of our expenses. It sounded like a dream. But my last full day in Morocco—Thursday, May 18, 2017—got off to a rocky start.


I had woken up to three new messages on my phone. The first was from Kacy, who had succumbed to a stomach bug and wanted to go home: Morning Rachel. I think I need to leave today, it read. The other two were from Jesse. He had gone to the tennis courts to film Anna during her private lesson, but when he arrived, she wasn’t there. She was asleep beside me, in the room we were sharing.


“Anna,” I whispered. “Don’t you have tennis?”


“Humph—no, I postponed it,” she said groggily, then turned away and fell back asleep.


Anna said she postponed tennis, I texted Jesse. Evidently that was news to him, and he sounded annoyed: K. Yeah, I went to tennis and the trainer was there without Anna, he wrote back—and a hotel manager had come by looking for her, he added.


Wanna go to breakfast with me? I asked.


Yea, he replied. Give me 5. I’ll meet you in the living room.


In the meantime, my focus returned to Kacy. She hadn’t had the energy to make any travel arrangements, she’d told me. I did a search on my cell phone and sent her a screenshot of a 12:40 p.m. flight that looked like it might work, although it was already a little past ten.


If u could help me pack I can make it, Kacy wrote back.


Before I could respond, I got a text from Jesse. Ready, he said.


Start packing, I told Kacy. I’ll call the concierge [for a car]—have you booked [the flight]? I think you need to leave within about 15 minutes to make it! Calling the concierge to see if they think it’s possible.


I used the landline next to my bed. Awakened by my voice, Anna sat up to reach for her cell phone. She blinked rapidly before using a fingernail to separate the long lashes on the outer corner of her right eye.


“Kacy’s leaving,” I said, hanging up the phone. “I need to help her pack.”


“Why?” asked Anna. “You’re not her maid. She shouldn’t be asking you to do that.”


“Yeah, but she’s sick,” I reminded her.


Anxious about Jesse, who was waiting for me, and Kacy, who needed to hurry, I swiftly changed out of my pajamas into a cotton dress. When I grabbed my cell phone from the bedside table, I saw that Anna had fallen back asleep.


I met Jesse in the living room. “Hey, you should go ahead without me,” I said. “I’ll meet you there.” The breakfast buffet was next to the pool, about a five-minute walk from our riad. Jesse seemed aggravated by the morning’s disjointedness—first at the tennis courts, waiting for Anna, and now here, waiting for me. I was in too much of a hurry to pay him any mind.


“Okay,” he said brusquely before leaving.


When I entered Kacy’s bedroom, on the opposite side of the riad from mine, the air felt stale and smelled faintly of coconut. She was lying on the bed, where she had spent most of the last two days. I stood beside her and pulled up a travel website on my phone. Kacy got up slowly. After finding her wallet, she gave me her credit card and I used it to purchase her ticket. Noting that her car hadn’t arrived, I called the concierge for an update. “She really needs to leave,” I implored. I frantically helped her pack.


Kacy was out of sorts, and her movements were labored as she ambled around her bedroom, picking up clothing and shoes. After helping for about ten minutes, I paused to see if her car was out front. But one step into the living room, I saw two men standing across from me. Their patterned silk jackets with mandarin collars told me they were hotel management.


“Where is Miss Delvey?” the taller one asked, his tone stern. The men’s faces were familiar—they’d spoken with Anna the night before, too—but they didn’t look friendly.


There had been an issue with the debit card Anna had given the hotel to pay for our stay, and after two days of polite but firm pressure from the management, she still hadn’t fixed the problem. Anna resented institutional authority and seemed to shirk rules and regulations as a matter of principle. The hotel made it very clear that they needed to have a functioning card on file, but Anna answered their entreaties with flares of condescension and flashes of anger. How dare they interrupt her vacation with such unpleasant badgering! Anna had always expected special treatment because of her wealth, but this time she had gone too far. I had seen touches of this before Morocco, and liked her despite it, but never before had it involved me so directly or to such a degree. Now that we were in Marrakech, an ocean away from Manhattan, where our friendship was born and based, I saw Anna’s aloofness in a new way—and it unnerved me.


“She’s asleep,” I answered curtly. Our decadent vacation had taken a dark turn. I was frustrated but unsure whether to direct my anger toward Anna or the hotel’s staff. The men’s unannounced presence in our private lodging felt invasive, so for the moment I aimed it at them—not that they’d have noticed. I quickly shelved my emotions and snapped into action mode, the same thing I’d been doing all morning. Thanks to my job putting together complex photo shoots at Vanity Fair magazine, defusing stressful situations had become second nature—and, as exhausting as it was, I was good at it. I strode across the room and down the long hallway, determined to wake up our host.


“Anna,” I prodded. “Anna, those guys from the hotel are here. Can you see what they need?”


“Ugh,” she grunted.


“They’re in the living room.”


I skipped off to rejoin Kacy, assuring the managers that Anna was on her way. At this point, I realized that my panicked phone calls asking the concierge for an urgent car to the airport had set off alarm bells. They thought we were fleeing. My heart raced. Kacy’s illness, Anna’s nonpayment, our general disorganization—the troublesome winds that had gained force through the week were now whirling into a perfect storm.


I picked up the telephone next to Kacy’s bedroom. “Hi, I’m checking on that car.” There was a pause. My next words came out in one breath: “Okay, he needs to please hurry! We’re not all leaving—the managers are here—we have one sick traveler who needs to get to the airport.”


Now that Kacy was finally up and moving, she was ready to go, her attention focused only on going home. Wheeling her suitcase, I walked beside her past the managers. In her haste and malaise, I’m not sure Kacy even noticed them. But they eyed us watchfully. Anna had not yet appeared, but Kacy’s car finally had. I passed her suitcase to the driver, and while he loaded it into the trunk, Kacy and I exchanged a modest farewell.


“You’ll tell Anna I said bye?” she asked.


“For sure,” I answered. Kacy got into the back seat and closed the door. I was relieved that she was on her way to the airport and would make her flight, but when my thoughts returned to Anna, I felt a growing sense of dread. I went back inside.


“I’ll go check on her,” I said to the men before they could ask.


Why was she taking so long? I jogged along the dark corridor that led to the master bedroom and found Anna speaking on her phone in German, pacing around in her bathrobe and wearing a serious expression. Her gaze was cast downward, eyes shifting from side to side, as if she were processing information or waiting for an answer. She listened more than she spoke.


“Anna,” I interrupted, “you gotta go.” She nodded without looking up and, after a moment, left the room. I stayed behind. I understood why Anna might have had trouble reaching her bankers the night before—it had been late when the manager had flagged her down in the lobby. Now that it was morning, I trusted she could contact whomever she needed to and that she would soon have the situation under control.


Glad to have a moment to myself, I went online to find my travel itinerary. Unlike the rest of the group, I had booked my flight out of Morocco before we left New York. I would fly to France directly from Marrakech and spend a few days traveling alone before meeting colleagues in Arles for the opening of an Annie Leibovitz exhibition. My flight to Nice (with a connection in Casablanca) was at 10:05 a.m. the next day, less than twenty-four hours away, so I checked in online. Wanting to avoid an experience like Kacy’s, I called the concierge to schedule a 7:30 a.m. car to the airport. Once that was done, I considered our agenda for the day.


We planned to visit Villa Oasis, the private home of Pierre Bergé and Yves Saint Laurent, which bordered the couple’s beloved Jardin Majorelle, tourist-filled gardens that we’d seen on Tuesday. The villa itself was closed to the public and could be seen only by special request, with an obligatory $1,600 donation to the Jardin Majorelle Foundation. Ordinarily, that wasn’t something I’d have ever considered realistic, but because Anna was paying, she called the shots. We were scheduled to leave the hotel at 11:00 a.m., and since it was already a quarter till, I was worried. I rushed to gather what I’d bring with me for the day: my Fujifilm X-Pro1 camera and the beige leather pouch that contained my passport, credit card, and receipts.


I’d have to skip breakfast, I assumed, but without caffeine I’d likely get a headache. So I sent a text to Jesse: Can you order me a coffee to go?


Before he responded, I entered the living room through its dining area and saw Anna, still wearing only a bathrobe, sitting on a plush gold sofa across the room. Her arms were crossed at the wrists, resting lightly on her thighs. The two managers stood on the tile floor between us, in the same spot they’d been for almost an hour. No one was talking.


Anna’s cell phone sat blankly on the coffee table in front of her. It struck me as odd, with the men still there, that she was done making calls—even odder that she’d stopped using her phone altogether. Desperate to understand, I looked to her face for a clue. She appeared neither worried nor particularly calm—if anything, she seemed strangely detached. This was the frightening part. It was clear that the men were waiting for her to do something. What was she waiting for?


“What’s going on?” I asked her. “Were you able to sort things out?”


She made a lazy gesture toward her phone. “I left messages,” she said. “They should be calling me back.”


“How long will that take?”


“I don’t know—I’ve been promised to have this resolved already.”


“Is there no one else you can call? Your banks should be open, right?”


“I called them already. They shall be taking care of this.”


Anna’s detachment was startling, and it made me angry. The tension in the room was unbearable—did she think this could wait? I considered briefly that she might be dragging her feet out of spite. I’d known her to be contemptuous toward hotel managers before. Back at the 11 Howard hotel, where Anna lived, for instance, she had been enraged when they insisted that she begin paying for her reservations in advance. But here and now, Anna didn’t seem mad at all.


Another thought occurred to me: if Anna received monthly trust fund disbursements (as I had every reason to believe), maybe she’d already exceeded her allowance for May. The weekend before our trip to Morocco, at the start of the month, Anna had chartered a private jet to travel from New York to Omaha and back in order to attend the Berkshire Hathaway Annual Shareholders Meeting. I’d booked charter flights for photo shoots before—not many, but enough to be familiar with their expense. If Anna hadn’t made prior arrangements to access more funds for her travels, it might explain why she now seemed to be mired in red tape.


Back in New York, occasional mishaps like this hadn’t seemed like a problem. Anna could afford to make mistakes—financial or otherwise. I remembered one night in late March when she and I had gone to a nautical-themed cocktail lounge in Manhattan called The Ship. It was less than a block away from 11 Howard. We’d never been to The Ship before, and we went with a few hotel employees after their shift.


“I’d love to buy everyone a drink!” Anna proclaimed. The 11 Howard crew gleefully accepted her offer, cheering “Drinks on Anna D!” She reveled in other people’s delight, and it showed: her cheeks grew rosy, her eyes danced, and the corners of her mouth twisted up into dimples. The bartender took our orders and passed out the round before requesting a card for the $130 tab. As it turned out, Anna had her hotel key and nothing else. “Will you get it and I’ll pay you back?” she asked me discreetly. I did. And because she was always so generous, I never bothered to remind her.





The La Mamounia managers listened to our conversation with their patience visibly ebbing. Not only had they been in our riad all morning, they’d gone through the same ordeal with Anna the night before. They had stopped her as we passed through the lobby after dinner and followed her to the riad to wait as she made calls. Thinking it best to give her privacy, I had excused myself and gone to bed. When I left the room, the men were standing just where they stood now: at the edge of the living room by the steps to the foyer, effectively blocking our path to the main door.


“So, you’re gonna sit there and wait?” I asked Anna.


“There’s nothing else I can be doing. I told them, but they don’t want to leave, so…”


I glanced at the managers. No shit, Anna, I thought. The men were firmly planted with their hands clasped: one man’s behind his back, and the other’s in front. They weren’t going anywhere.


The taller one turned to me, exasperated. I saw the train coming before it hit me, but I couldn’t see a way off the tracks.


“Do you have a credit card?” he asked.


I looked at Anna and suppressed an urge to vomit. Jump, she seemed to say. I’ll catch you. In an instant, her bearing went from obstinate to conciliatory, and her expression softened, particularly around her eyes. “Can we use it for now?” she coaxed.


Adrenaline surged through my body. Irresolute, I looked at the managers, hoping for latitude. “It’s just for a temporary hold,” the tall one said. “The final bill will be settled later.”


“And I shall be hearing back,” Anna added, picking up her phone.


Seeing no alternative, I buckled under the pressure, unzipping my beige travel pouch and removing my personal credit card. A manager stepped forward to take it. “The block will only be temporary,” he again assured me.


The episode couldn’t have lasted more than fifteen minutes, but it felt like eons. When the men were gone (along with my credit card), I turned to Anna in disbelief.


“Did you tell your parents you were going to Morocco?” I asked.


She shook her head no.


“But you’ll fix this, right?”


It was a statement more than a question. I didn’t need to tell Anna what she already knew—that she had boxed me into an extremely unpleasant position.


“Yes, I’m taking care of it. Thanks so much for stepping in,” Anna said cheerily.


My attempts to rationalize the situation did not make me fine with it, but once the standoff had ended and the air had cleared, I convinced myself that it would all be okay. The managers had said that the hold on my account would only be temporary, and Anna would settle the final bill upon checkout. I was glad to be departing before her.


But a short while later, while Anna was getting dressed, the taller manager returned to the living room just as I was leaving to meet Jesse. He was the same man who had taken my credit card, so I assumed he was there to return it. It was either a clipboard or a tray that he passed me—I can’t recall—but it held a slip of paper that looked like a receipt, which he asked me to sign. My stomach dropped. The slip of paper displayed a block of numbers—date, time, some unintelligible coding—and farther down, in a slightly larger font, “30000.00 MAD.”


I froze. Receipts came after charges, not before them, I thought. What was this?


“I thought my card wasn’t going to be charged,” I said.


He pointed to a word on the ticket printed in all uppercase letters: “PREAUTORISATION.” It was French, a language I had studied, but in this context the word’s meaning eluded me.


“Your signature for the block,” the man said.


God, I wish I had said no, had walked away, had flat-out refused.


It was over in a heartbeat. It wasn’t even my full name that I scribbled: if you didn’t know any better, you’d think it was signed “Rah.” That was enough.





It was past our scheduled departure time for Villa Oasis, but Anna had only just begun to get ready. I left her in the riad and walked toward the hotel’s main building along the wide central allée that cut through La Mamounia’s sprawling gardens. My head was spinning. Had Jesse ordered my coffee? I glanced at my phone for his reply.


His first message said: I’ll ask.


His second: Why don’t you ask [the butler]?


I let out a sigh. I’m not in the villa, I replied. Don’t worry.


On my way to meet him, I decided to stop by the front desk to tell the concierge that we were running late. But then, considering how hesitant the staff had been to send a car for Kacy, I began to wonder whether the outing had been scheduled at all.


The concierge listened to my question, shifting his weight forward to the balls of his feet and back again to his heels. Then he nodded and picked up the telephone. After a brief call, he turned to me and said, “Your car will be here shortly.”


As the restaurant’s name suggested, Le Pavillon de la Piscine (“The Pool Pavilion”) was adjacent to the hotel’s lake-size swimming pool. Le Pavillon featured a lavish buffet breakfast with a bounty of fresh fruit, yogurts, and pastries, in addition to meats, cheeses, and eggs cooked to order. The dining tables were outside, which is where I found Jesse.


We sat shaded from the harsh sun by a white umbrella. I was preoccupied with an internal call-and-response: a dull aching in my stomach that yanked downward in tugs, which my chest would answer with flutters of vague warning. I buried my apprehension beneath a willfully cheery exterior.


Anna appeared just as my coffee was cool enough to sip, floating across the tile patio to join us. She was wearing one of my dresses. It was the short, cotton, white one with blue stripes that I had recently purchased at a sample sale and hadn’t yet worn. The tag was still attached when I last saw it hanging on my side of the closet. Anna hadn’t bothered to ask if she could borrow it.


I felt a jolt of anger. If my sister had done something like that when we were kids, it would have provoked a temper tantrum. But I was an adult now, I reminded myself, and Anna wasn’t my sister. It was only a dress. Besides, just one more day and I’d be gone.


“That suits you,” I conceded, worrying about whether her frame would permanently alter its shape.


Anna smiled and struck a cutesy pose. “Yes, I thought it would look good in pictures,” she explained.





After a morning fraught with tension, I was relieved to be leaving the hotel for our excursion to the Yves Saint Laurent villa. It would be good to get out. We’d spent most of the week lounging around the resort, and it felt silly to have come all the way to Morocco to spend so much and see so little.


We set off with our driver and arrived at the Jardin Majorelle entrance fifteen minutes later. Our guide, a handsome man with gray hair, emerged to greet us. He wore thick-rimmed glasses and a denim shirt. His round belly rested atop a camel-toned belt and green khakis. We followed him through the garden’s entrance, past the tourists, and over to a discreet second gateway, where a dusty path lined with tall palm trees and hardy flowers led to the private grounds of Villa Oasis.


The gardens around us were filled with citrus plants and whimsical cacti, wild shapes from the pages of a Dr. Seuss book. The walls of the villa itself were peach-hued with turquoise and ultramarine accents, nestled behind spiky green foliage. We paused regularly along the way to take photographs.


Anna always made sure she featured in the pictures. She knew how to pose. Unlike her, I was camera-shy and self-conscious. There’s a rare photo of us together that was taken in front of a fountain, an eight-point star made of multicolored tiles, centered in front of the villa’s main entrance. Anna has her legs artfully crossed in a way that emphasizes her femininity. She has one hand on her hip, which flatters her figure. Large sunglasses shield her face, except for a composed, thin smile. In contrast, I am tucked a tad behind her, facing the camera straight on in my loose-fitting dress, cheeks round and eyes squinting as I grin widely in the bright sun.


Before we entered, our guide announced that filming and photography were forbidden inside the villa. This was disappointing news, especially to Jesse. Anna didn’t appear particularly upset, even though she had said she wanted to use the trip to Morocco as an opportunity to make a film, partially to justify its large expense. In New York, she had been working on the Anna Delvey Foundation, a visual-arts center she was developing that would house gallery space, restaurants, members-only lounges, and more. She was considering making a documentary about its creation, and she wanted to see what it felt like to have someone around with a camera. It seemed to me that Anna cared more about the idea of having Jesse there than she did about what he shot—his presence was more about the feeling it gave her: of being interesting enough to film. By coming to Morocco, he’d agreed to do a job, and he took it seriously. He maintained that for the film to work, it would need to be more than just a montage of Anna gallivanting around La Mamounia. Trying his best to capture an adequate variety of footage, he decided to record audio of our conversations during the Villa Oasis tour, given the photography ban. His handheld microphone was on as we entered through the patterned cedar front doors.


The contrast between the bright exterior and the dimly lit entrance hall was staggering. A feast of texture and color surrounded us, the most intricate ornamentation I’d ever seen: mosaic tile-work, hand-carved plaster, elaborate paintings. We paused for a moment to let our eyes adjust before circling the space as one would in a museum, each moving at our own pace and direction under our guide’s watchful eye. I was struck by the entrance hall’s vastness, its high ceiling and marble floor, which, in combination with a tile fountain in the room’s center, made it feel more like a place of worship than a home.


The other rooms were cozier, smaller but still grand, with textured handwoven fabrics on overstuffed pillows, inviting furniture, and plenty of nooks. There wasn’t a single object that appeared to have come from a store, at least none that I had ever been to. It all looked handcrafted, hand-painted, and handpicked. The place and its contents were clearly the result of loving attention over the course of many years.


I was overcome with reverence for the mystery and splendor of the villa, but something about Anna’s presence made me suppress the impulse to lean into my interest too profoundly. Letting her see that I cared too much about anything made me feel vulnerable. I moved through the villa taking notes with my eyes, as though I was scouting a location that I might come back to later in life, someday when I could appreciate it properly, on my own time and with different company.


We took photographs on the roof terrace and patios, wherever we were permitted, as we made our way through the tour. We finished in a sunny blue drawing room, taking a moment to admire a square table with a chessboard set into its center. Anna was especially interested in chess. She once told me that her younger brother played at a competitive level, in tournaments and such. Talk of her brother seemed to reveal a soft spot in Anna, an access point to something warmer, more human, a familial affection to which I could relate. As a result, anytime I was with her and saw anything relating to chess, I went out of my way to point it out. She seemed as taken with the game as her brother must have been.


After our tour, the four of us sat on low stools around an etched silver table in the property’s outdoor pavilion. We drank glasses of fresh orange juice and ate crescent-shaped cookies called kaab el ghazal, or “gazelle horns,” from a scallop-edged blue dish.


Then we followed our guide toward the exit, back out through the doorway into the public gardens. He led us down a path and around the side of a bright-blue building, the Berber Museum, a place we hadn’t seen. Wooden shutters with metal rivets framed the front door of the museum’s bookshop, pale against the vibrant cobalt of the building’s exterior. The guide led us inside, to the shop’s cash register, and came to a stop. Was this the end of the tour? An exit-through-the-gift-shop farewell?


“How would you like to take care of the donation?” he asked.


We turned to Anna. “Oh, I thought the hotel took care of that,” she replied. “I’d understood it could be billed through our reservation at Mamounia.”


But it was clear that payment was required there, in person, at the bookshop. Anna and Jesse turned to me, which caused the tour guide and the cashier, a trim man in a dark uniform, to follow suit. My face warmed. I unzipped my leather pouch and riffled through receipts looking for my credit card. It wasn’t there. I felt a surge of panic as I flipped through again. The manager had returned it to me when I signed the preauthorization slip, right? I frantically thought through my steps. Did I drop it in the riad? Leave it on the concierge counter? Did I carry it with me to breakfast and accidentally leave it there?


Flicking through the pouch’s contents a third time, I was forced to accept that I definitely did not have my credit card—only my debit card, which was tucked away carefully next to my passport. I felt stuck. I handed it to the cashier with a heavy heart, knowing that my account, which contained only $410.03, would go into overdraft.


The cashier attempted to run my card once, twice, again, and again—but the transaction was repeatedly denied. Since I hadn’t used my debit card in Morocco, nor informed my bank that I would be traveling there, the irregular charges had been declined.


None of us had a way to pay. I was mortified. What now?


The guide insisted we return to our hotel to collect a card for payment. To ensure that we didn’t just disappear, he would accompany us.


Over the year or so I’d known Anna, I had noticed how determined she was to be taken seriously. Following the guide away from the cash register, I felt a shift as we transitioned from guests to potential criminals, and suddenly I understood how it hurt to have your validity questioned. I felt misunderstood, as if we’d finished dinner in a restaurant and forgotten our wallets (an honest mistake), and the staff didn’t believe that we had intended to pay.


We filed out from the garden’s main entrance to the street, where our driver sat waiting in the van. The four of us climbed into the back seat. The guide was quiet and increasingly withdrawn. During our tour, I had learned that he was actually the director of the Jardin Majorelle Foundation and had been a lifelong friend of Bergé and Saint Laurent’s. His incongruous presence in the crowded back seat of our vehicle, bouncing along the road to our hotel, felt humiliating and wrong. I apologized repeatedly for taking up his time. Certainly he was busy with more important matters than ours, especially since the foundation was working on the Musée Yves Saint Laurent, which was set to open later that year.


Our van pulled into the drive nearest our villa, at the side of La Mamounia’s walled grounds. My friends stayed in the vehicle while I sprang out and set off at a jog. In the moment, faced with problem after problem, my growing anger and frustration toward Anna was overshadowed by my frenzied struggle to keep our ship afloat. I was simply too busy plugging holes to waste time being angry about why they kept appearing.


Our butler, Adid, spotted me coming and opened the front doors. I searched our villa: my credit card was nowhere to be found. I looked again and again in the living room, on my bedside table and the desk, scanning the floors in case I had dropped it. Could I have put it in my suitcase? I opened the compartment where I had hidden other cards for safekeeping. Nothing. In desperation, I grabbed my American Express corporate card, the one given to me by Condé Nast (Vanity Fair’s parent company) for work expenses, slipped it into my travel pouch, and ran back down the soft gravel path to the hotel’s main building. My heart was racing and the air-conditioned lobby felt cool against my skin.


I signaled to a manager behind the front desk.


“Do you still have my credit card?”


He answered with a slow nod. He did! It was there. I felt a pang of relief and thought of everyone waiting in the van. “I need it back,” I choked.


But to my dismay, he refused. The billing for our accommodations was unresolved, he told me. My card was being held hostage because Anna was responsible for payment, which hadn’t yet materialized.


I pleaded, explaining that I needed the card to pay the gardens, that it was our only functioning method of payment, and that the man from the foundation was there with us in the car. My desperate words fell on apathetic ears.


Thinking fast, I unzipped my travel pouch and removed the corporate American Express card.


“Here,” I said placatingly. “Give back my personal card and you can hold this while I’m gone.”


He reached for the corporate card, but before he took it, I said firmly, “You may physically hold it; you may not charge it.” He nodded.


“Where is Miss Delvey?” he asked.


“She’s waiting in the van.”


“We need to speak with her.”


His tone was chilling. I knew the situation was getting serious. I walked fast across the grounds back toward the driveway.


I passed Jesse on my way. He looked peevish. “I’ll be in the villa,” he said. “This is ridiculous.”


Anna and the guide were still in the van. Its rear sliding door was open.


“Anna, they’re asking for you at the front desk,” I said.


Her audible scoff made me feel like the tired mom of a petulant teenager. Without further discussion, she climbed out of the van and walked away, leaving me alone with the director.


It wasn’t like in some places, where they can take down a card’s details or use a device to scan a credit card remotely. We had to return to the bookshop. Sitting on bench seats in the rear of the van, the director and I awkwardly faced each other on the journey back to the Jardin Majorelle. I tried to make conversation but could tell he wasn’t interested.


“I’m so sorry again about taking up your time like this,” I said. In the silence that followed, I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eye.





Once at the cash register, the director stood beside me as a shop employee ran my Amex card.


It was declined.


He tried again.


It was declined.


I had nothing else. The employee behind the counter tried dialing the number on the back of the card. The call did not go through. Were they going to let me leave? Could we pay them later?


With the wave of a hand, I was ushered from the register, led by the shop employee and director away from the beauty of the bookshop, with its carved wooden shelves and vaulted tile ceiling, a space where nothing bad could happen. They took me into a narrow back corridor, filled with banal office supplies and a low counter that ran along one side.


I stood alone between the two men. My hands became sweaty and started to shake. I struggled to maintain my composure.


“How do you propose we resolve the situation?” one asked.


I stared at the wall in front of me. It was covered with instructional papers and employee announcements, rules and diagrams written in French. The visual details are blurry but I remember thinking how far away my normal life seemed. I was on the edge of nowhere.


“I need to make an international phone call,” I said.


The shop employee picked up the receiver on a landline phone and again tried the number on the back of my American Express card. When it didn’t work, he turned to me and said that the number was wrong. I asked to try for myself and after several attempts—experimenting with the country code—I heard a clicking sound, then a tone, and at last a singsong robot voice: “American Express. Please tell me in a few words how I can help—”


“Representative,” I interrupted. The robot went on. “Representative,” I cut in again. I repeated the word until I reached a human. His voice was deep and Southern. He sounded like home.


With the men standing on either side of me, I explained the situation, doing my best to stay calm while also conveying my distress. Why had the card not worked? He told me that “Responsible Lending” had flagged my account for irregular spending activity when La Mamounia put through a charge for $30,865.79.


My vital organs shut down, caught fire, and floated to the top of my chest.


No, no, I assured him, that was only a block—it would not stay on my account.


The duress in my voice must have registered. Instead of belaboring the fine points, he asked how much money I’d need to get safely out of Morocco. If it had been possible, I’d have hugged him through the phone. He raised my spending limit, and I hung up.


I fought back tears as we left the back room, swallowing hard to contain my emotions. I was furious to be there alone, to be put in that position, to be cleaning up Anna’s mess.


Re-entering the bookshop, I was surprised to see Anna and Jesse walking toward the cash register. Another car from the hotel must have dropped them off. They looked relieved to have found me, but they didn’t seem overly concerned or even apologetic. Regardless, it was too late. The damage had already been done: the museum employee had run my card again, and this time the transaction went through.


The three of us walked back to the van in silence. It’s a wonder I didn’t explode.





All of this happened before we’d even had lunch. I don’t remember the conversation that followed, how it was decided we’d go to the medina, who suggested the restaurant or knew how to find it. Our driver stopped on the edge of the labyrinth, let us out, and agreed to wait.


It was the first time we’d ventured into the souk without a guide. I was irritable and impatient. We wound our way through narrow alleys, dodging speeding motorbikes and the aggressive heckling of pushy vendors, on a search for the Places des Épices.


By the time we reached Nomad, a rooftop restaurant overlooking the Rahba Lakdima spice square, it was late afternoon. The lunch crowd had already come and gone, and the place was nearly empty. We sat alone in the open air, quieter than usual. I was too shaken up to talk about what had happened. On the verge of sobbing, I ordered vegetables on a bed of couscous even though I wasn’t hungry. All I wanted to do was return to the hotel and add up the charges on my credit card.


On our way back to the van, we got lost. We walked in circles, passing the same scenes again and again. Anna and Jesse took turns choosing which way to go. I trailed behind them, barely holding it together, ready to collapse into a heap of self-pity and despair.


Just before panic set in, the knot untangled. Anna managed to call our driver. He found us on the edge of a busy street, and we set off for the hotel one last time.


At La Mamounia’s front gates, as usual, security guards used mirrors on long rods to check our vehicle’s undercarriage for signs of anything sinister. That afternoon, they appeared to move in slow motion. As soon as we were out of the van, I strode to the front desk, where I collected my corporate card and asked why, according to Amex, the block on my personal card had gone through as an actual charge, rather than as a temporary hold. Hadn’t the hotel said that my card wouldn’t be charged? What was the definition of a “block” anyway? Was it just a euphemism for a temporary charge?


The front-desk clerk explained that a credit for the same amount would appear in my account; it was just a preauthorization, a formality, only temporary. I couldn’t understand his logic or why he was speaking in such vague code. After a few minutes of talking in circles, I was physically and emotionally spent, and returned to our villa with both of my credit cards.


Anna had ordered a bottle of rosé and was pacing around our private pool, modeling one of her new bespoke dresses. Its white linen was sheer, revealing her black thong underneath. A glass of wine occupied one hand, a cigarette the other. I walked right past her and went straight to our room.


I sat cross-legged on the bed and focused on my laptop. I made an Excel sheet tabulating the expenses I’d incurred relating to our trip, beginning with four one-way flights. On the morning we were scheduled to leave from New York, Anna had been stuck in meetings and our flights still hadn’t been booked. Pledging to wire reimbursement within a week’s time, she’d asked for my help. So I’d purchased the tickets. (One-way only, rather than round-trip, in order to maximize flexibility, she had said.) Then there were the restaurant charges, clothing from the souk, and our visit to Villa Oasis. I didn’t factor in the hotel, since that block was, apparently, only temporary.


I took a screenshot of the itemization and sent an email to Anna, as she’d requested, including my bank account information so that she could wire reimbursement:




Hi Anna,


The total amount is $9,424.52


Let me know if you need anything else.





I hesitated before signing off:




—Thank you so much.





I took a deep breath. Sending the email provided some relief: the ball was no longer in my court. Anna now had the information necessary to get repayment underway, and I was almost done with the whole experience. I felt a burst of energy, the slaphappy mania you get when you’ve not slept or you’ve come through a stressful event. I joined Anna and Jesse by the pool. I told Anna I’d sent her an email outlining the grand total of what she owed me. She smiled without batting an eye.


“I’ll wire $10,000 on Monday,” she promised, “to make sure all expenses are covered.”


My mood lifted further. When Anna handed me a glass of rosé, I took it from her gratefully. We finished the bottle, I changed into a dress—one like Anna had on, but in black—and we went to Le Marocain, the hotel’s Moroccan restaurant, for our last dinner in Marrakech.


The riad-style restaurant was situated in the gardens near the hotel’s main building. We sat on the terrace, next to a lily pond, surrounded by candlelit lanterns, at the same table where we’d eaten on the first night of our trip. It felt like an appropriate ending. While we waited for our food, Anna pecked at her phone. She looked pleased, almost giddy, glowing with self-satisfaction. Andalusian music floated through the air as a trio of musicians waltzed from table to table, offering each of their songs like an intoxicating dram. The trip had been tumultuous, to say the least, but as the three of us sat there on our final night, the mood was pleasant and calm. We talked about Anna and Jesse’s plan to depart the next day for Kasbah Tamadot, Sir Richard Branson’s hotel in the High Atlas Mountains where we’d all had lunch the day before.


After dinner, I gathered my belongings while Anna finished a cigarette in the courtyard and Jesse went to his room. Packing was soothing: finding, folding, and stacking. It allowed me to re-establish a feeling of control.


“You should have all of these,” piped Anna, back inside and holding an armful of clothing. “I don’t think I’ll really be wearing them again.” She handed me the garments she’d picked out in the medina, including a red jumpsuit and gauzy black frocks, all but the two dresses she’d had custom-made. I crumpled them into my suitcase. I didn’t like or want the dresses, but there was something in Anna’s eyes that I couldn’t refuse. I thanked her for the gift. She beamed.


My departure was early the next morning, but in my mind I had already left. Bag: packed. Alarm: set. Car: booked. I clung to my mental checklist, thumbing each of its tasks like beads on a rosary. The more organized I felt, the better I would sleep. Anna’s presence threatened my efficiency. Finally, I changed into my pajamas, washed my face, and brushed my teeth. Anna’s back was to me as I turned down the covers on my side. Gently, I lifted a long pillow and placed it between us on the king-size bed as a barrier. I hoped to leave before she awoke.










Chapter 2 New York, New York



Marrakech was a long way from Knoxville, Tennessee, where I was raised, the eldest of three children. Neither of my parents was from the state, but they attended graduate school in Knoxville and returned to raise a family, attracted by the city’s livability and its proximity to my mom’s parents, who lived just over the mountains, in Spartanburg, South Carolina.


My siblings and I were taught the importance of good manners from an early age—that they were an essential way of demonstrating consideration and respect for others. It didn’t matter if it was a relative or the lady making milkshakes at Long’s Drug Store: through politeness we acknowledged another person’s dignity.


Our parents wanted us to work hard and follow our passions, and they gave us the tools to do it. They energetically supported us in our pursuits but also gave us the space to find our own way. They didn’t seem terribly focused on the mistakes we made because they wanted us to meet tough challenges with excitement rather than a fear of failure. I know now that I was quite fortunate. I had been given the strength and confidence to follow my dreams and I believed there was at least a kernel of goodness in every person.





New York entered my mind’s eye through stories my dad told. Being from Brooklyn defined him. I pictured the city like the grainy, black-and-white photographs he’d taken when he lived there, street scenes of panhandlers and vagabonds, friends and strangers. In some ways, it was the thing that made my dad feel other—that and his Jewishness, which in our house didn’t mean much except that we got presents on both Hanukkah and Christmas. But to the society around us, it seemed a distinction worth noting. When I said a word with too much of an East Tennessee twang, he’d jokingly fine me a quarter. (Movie “thee-AY-ter” got me every time.) He was irreverent and loud and loved a good laugh, and I identified his way of being as symptomatic of his Brooklyn-ness.


My Grandma Marilyn lived in New York, and we’d visit her once a year or so. We came at Hanukkah, when the northern cold was bitter and numbing. I dressed for the weather, in an excessively colorful poofy jacket, earmuffs, and mittens. I wanted people on the street to understand that I belonged. I snuck a shy glance at each passing stranger, smiling when our eyes met, the way we did in the South. It would be a long time before I learned that New Yorkers played it much cooler than that.


The summer after my freshman year at Kenyon College, I got an internship in New York at the Planned Parenthood Federation of America. I moved into the spare bedroom in Grandma Marilyn’s apartment, unpacked my new “work clothes” into the closet and drawers she’d cleared out for me, and began my professional life in the city.


Planned Parenthood was a bold choice for my first summer away from Knoxville. In my East Tennessee high school, there was a vocational track with a course in teen parenting. There was even a child-care center, where teenage parents could leave their babies for the school day. Young parents were not an anomaly—the abstinence-based sex “education” taught in our lifetime-wellness class made that clear.


“Raise your hand if you’re a virgin,” said the educator in one of the classes I attended. She came from an outside Christian-based organization and was brought in by the school to teach this portion of the health curriculum. “Okay, now raise your hand if you’re a second-time virgin.” This meant that you had already lost your virginity, but having seen the error of your ways, you had repented and declared your virginity anew, presumably until marriage. We looked around and shifted uncomfortably in our seats. Some girls exchanged knowing glances. Others raised their eyebrows and sat up straighter in their chairs, perhaps thinking good posture was evidence of purity. A two-day program consisting of a graphic PowerPoint presentation and several interactive exercises taught us that sex before marriage inevitably led to heartbreak, irreversible physical damage, and diminished human worth. The abstinence pitch centered on saving the prize of your “diamond zone” (an invisible area that starts at your neck, goes out to include your breasts and mid-region, and concludes at your crotch) for your future husband. You saved your diamond until you got a diamond (wedding ring).


Accepting an internship at Planned Parenthood was an act of rebellion in my mind against ineffective parochial constraints like abstinence-based sex education. And coming to New York offered a glimpse of how life could be in a city so much bigger—in size and worldview—than where I was from.


That summer proved revelatory. By the end of it, I had an intensified respect for people who worked tirelessly for organizations whose means were insufficient and whose successes were always measured against how much remained to be done. Public health wasn’t the profession in which I wanted to build my career, but New York was the place for me.


For the summer after my sophomore year, I landed an internship at a creative agency called Art + Commerce, which the entertainment management company IMG had recently acquired.


My college boyfriend, Jeremy, wanted to pursue work in the New York restaurant industry, so he and I moved into an apartment together along with two of his best friends from home, Matt and Corey. We lived in a studio just north of Union Square that had been converted into a two-bedroom apartment. After a week or so in the kitchen of a busy restaurant, my boyfriend changed his mind, left the city to join his family on vacation in Croatia, and then returned home to Los Angeles. I was left to live with Matt and Corey.


Matt and Corey were magnetic, attractive, and relentlessly social. By day, Matt interned for Late Night with Conan O’Brien and Corey worked as one of the shirtless models that used to greet customers inside Abercrombie & Fitch stores. By night—and I mean late at night—they promoted for clubs. I spent those months tagging along like a little sister, during what I came to call my summer of “models and bottles.”


Out with the boys, I thought everyone seemed taller and more mature than I was. I didn’t have fancy “going out” clothes. I attended college in Ohio, where we wore mismatched clothes from American Apparel, oversize tank tops, boots, and flannel. That summer, I wore mostly vintage and thrift-store finds, and a short dress I’d sewn myself from a brown paisley fabric. I tried not to let it shake my confidence, but I knew that my baby face and off-brand shoes were to blame if we ever got turned away from a door.


Even though I wanted to be included, going out every night could sometimes be tedious. On occasion, I’d do an experiment to entertain myself. I’d speak to strangers with an exaggerated Southern drawl and gauge their reactions. When I used a slower cadence, people would hang on my every word. Jokes were funnier. Stories were sharper. The only trouble was the inevitable disappointment—or, worse, disinterest—when I returned to my usual way of speaking. I suppose, to varying degrees, we all try on different identities in college, on the path to finding our own.


My internship with Art + Commerce was eye-opening. In addition to supporting photography agents who represented industry legends like Annie Leibovitz and Steven Meisel, I helped orchestrate photo shoots with the agency’s in-house production team. My responsibilities on the shoots were mostly menial—organizing contact lists, sourcing supplies, picking up coffee—but I was working behind the scenes to create pictures like those I’d admired in magazines for as long as I could remember. In the process, I discovered my passion for production, and fell in love with the fast-paced and glamorous world of photography.





I studied in Paris during the spring semester of my junior year and turned twenty-one the month I arrived. It was the first time I had traveled abroad on my own. My friends had all chosen to study in other places, like Amsterdam, Buenos Aires, Cape Town, and Jaipur, so I had to find a roommate. Through the grapevine, I arranged to live with a friend of a friend, a girl who’d gone to high school at Harvard-Westlake, in Los Angeles, with my Kenyon roommate Kate. We lived on the Left Bank of the Seine, in the Latin Quarter, a stone’s throw from Notre-Dame. In our little apartment, the living room doubled as my bedroom and the pullout couch was my bed. I got to know Paris as it turned from winter to spring, all while studying photography, the history of haute couture, drawing, and French. It was magical.


Toward the end of my time abroad, I considered my plans for the summer. I had my heart set on interning within the photo department of a magazine. Vanity Fair was the dream.


From my Paris apartment, I scanned the magazine’s masthead and found the name of a woman listed as the senior photography producer. Then I looked online to see how Condé Nast formatted their email addresses: firstname_lastname@condenast.com. It was worth a shot.


“Dear Ms. MacLeod,” my note began. I described my experience at Art + Commerce, expressed my fangirl enthusiasm for Vanity Fair, and ended by saying that “I would give my left hand to work in the photo department, but [would] also [be] willing to try something totally new!”


Kathryn MacLeod emailed her response a couple of hours later. “Hi, thank you for your email,” she said. “I quite like your letter, let me check on this for you… I’m not so involved with the internship process at V.F. I will see who is and recommend you—I promise your left hand can remain intact.”


At the time, this felt like the most miraculous thing that had ever happened to me. I was giddy to have received a response. A few days later, I was granted a phone interview. The call from Kathryn’s assistant, Leslie, came as I was walking past the Pompidou Center on my way home from an early class. Caught off guard, I stopped on the edge of a plaza in the shadow of the hulking modern art museum and sat on the ground.


Unfortunately, the full-time internships were already filled, Leslie explained. I was disappointed, but I had always known an internship was a long shot. I was pleased to have made it as far as I did, and managed to secure an internship in the photo department at Harper’s Bazaar instead.


During my final semester of college, I went to a dinner in the dean’s house at Kenyon. The chairman of the school’s board of trustees was seated to my right. He had seen my senior art exhibition in the college’s gallery space earlier in the day, which led him to ask about my plans post-graduation. I described my past internships in New York and told him I’d like to find something along the same lines.
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