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one

Today, I would be meeting the woman whom I was convinced would change my life.

In approximately one hour and twenty-five minutes, Aaralyn Taylor would glide into our school’s assembly hall.

There, poised against a lectern at the Meadow Lake High School in Agoura, in the suburbs of Los Angeles, she would address the crowd about her experiences as the editor of Celebrity Style, the hottest celebrity and fashion magazine around. Then, after enrapturing her audience, she would wait to take questions.

I, of course, would ask the most insightful and thought-provoking ones. She wouldn’t be able to help noticing my profound intelligence. And then, as the crowd would start to disperse, she would signal to me to meet her in the foyer, and would proceed to tell me that I was the smartest fifteen-year-old she had ever met. I would reach into my Kate Spade striped canvas knockoff, from which hung a good-luck charm in the shape of the Hindu elephant god, Ganesha, and fish out a bright pink folder containing my pretend-reports from the catwalks, my perceptive analyses of recent runway events that I had seen on the Internet, if not in person. Aaralyn Taylor would then offer me the summer internship I had applied for at the magazine she had founded three years ago and that she had turned into a huge success.

Today, a beautiful March day when the chill of winter had passed and we were in the full bloom of spring, was going to be one I would never forget.

I turned once again to look at the clock.

“Indira! Are you paying attention?”

Mr. Fogerty, my chemistry instructor, was suddenly standing in front of me, his four-foot-five frame seeming even more stunted now that I was perched on a high, round stool.

“Mass and mole relationships,” he said, his small red nose covered with tiny whiteheads. “It was your assigned reading last night. I take it you’re familiar with the chapter?”

“Yes,” I lied. It was uncharacteristic of me. I always did my homework, even if it was sometimes at the very last minute, as I was buttering my toast at breakfast. My parents would have been mortified to learn that instead of poring over chemistry books the night before I had been rereading the last four issues of Celebrity Style, prepping for my life-altering exchange with Aaralyn today. As far as I was concerned, mass and mole could have been the name of a Guatemalan appetizer.

“So let’s start with you then,” he said, a look of smug satisfaction on his face. “Perhaps, Indira, you can enlighten us as to the distinction between molecular mass and formula mass?”

There was a lot that I didn’t like about Mr. Fogerty. But the fact that he insisted on calling me “Indira” was at the top of the list. Granted, it was the name I had been given at birth, the one that was inked on my birth certificate and on the crisp pages of my American passport. I might have been able to live with it if my last name was not Konkipuddi. It was such a mouthful that most people gave up midway. In elementary school, I had been teased mercilessly because of my odd-sounding last name, which was perfectly common in India. The other kids used to call me “Conk” and “Conkers” and “Pudding.” So I started calling myself “Indie,” as if in doing so I was helping them forget that I had such a cumbersome surname. Indie was short and sweet and memorable. It was what I called myself, who I felt I was.

When I had started complaining about how old-fashioned my first name was, my father told me that in deciding what to call his firstborn child, it had been his hope that I would embody all that he admired about his native land and the other Indira—Indira Gandhi—who once led it. He wanted me to be strong, virtuous, compassionate, intellectual.

And while he had originally wanted me to choose what he constantly would refer to as a “noble profession”—something in medicine or engineering or government—his views had started to change recently when his nephew Naresh had landed a six-figure job in New York in the digital media arena. Every time my father would speak to Naresh, my cousin would use terms like “interfacing” and “multimedia.”

Although my father had yet to fully understand what my cousin did exactly, the fact that Naresh was able to send a substantial amount of money to his parents in India every month, and had paid in cash for a loft in Soho, had convinced my father that there lay an entire world beyond the borders of law and the sciences, the kind of vocations that he and other Indian parents had always held in the highest esteem.

“Indira!” Mr. Fogerty called out again. “Are you with us?”

I opened my mouth, prepared to make something up about molecular structures. But fortunately the bell rang, books were slammed shut, and bags swiped off tables.

Only two more periods to go.



There was a feature article I had once glanced at in a magazine, which was in the office of my father’s neurological practice, about what children dreamed of becoming when they grew up. According to the report, boys who once longed to be soldiers or astronauts or pilots would instead end up becoming insurance executives or chefs or investment bankers. Similarly, girls who saw themselves as movie stars and nurses and missionaries would end up raising children full-time or becoming management consultants or trial lawyers. The point of the feature was to highlight that what most children say they will do professionally as adults is almost always vastly different to the reality. As the article concluded, the practicalities of life often got in the way.

But despite what I had read, I knew in my heart of hearts that the career I had seen for myself would definitely, no matter what, happen for me. When I had decided, at age eleven, that I would one day become a fashion reporter, there had been no doubt in my mind that I would somehow get there. Even if nobody in my family could understand my fascination with clothes and shoes and supermodels, my commitment to the cause never wavered.

I can remember exactly when it happened. It was a sweltering hot summer, the first week of school vacation, and I was beyond bored. Some of my friends were in summer camp, while others had rented vacation houses in Mexico or Costa Rica or Santa Barbara. My parents had opted not to go that route, choosing instead to spend time with my baby brother, Dinesh, and myself, doing fun, family things in the comfort and convenience of our own home, with the exception of some day trips on the side.

But my father was suddenly asked to speak at an important conference in the fall, and needed to spend endless days during my vacation preparing for it. As if that wasn’t enough of a disappointment, my mother got immersed in some volunteer project that involved collecting clothes and toys to send to charities in India.

All of a sudden, those plans to visit Legoland, Disneyland, and the Monterey Bay Aquarium disappeared, leaving me with nothing but a basket of Barbie dolls and endless hours of Nickelodeon to keep me occupied.

After I had spent yet another afternoon complaining about having “nothing to do,” my mother took me to the local crafts store and asked me to take my pick: I could choose from scrapbooking, candle making, or quilting. There were balsa wood airplanes to be put together, stained-glass kits to fiddle with, glistening multicolored beads to string into necklaces.

But nothing captivated me.

On the way home, we stopped at the library so my mother could pick up a copy of the latest John Grisham. While we were waiting in line, me clutching Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret, which I had really wanted to reread, something caught my eye on the top of a donated pile of books someone had left on the counter. I shoved the book I was holding under my arm, reached out for the one I had just seen, and held it firmly, transfixed by the image on the front. The black-and-white picture fascinated me; it was of a fashion model standing in a large plastic bubble that was floating down what looked like the Seine. She was gazing outward, looking prim and elegant in a checked suit. I turned the book around, and there she was again, in the same bubble, but this time on a dirt-strewn road. She was wearing gloves and a long dress, her dark hair swept off her face.

“I want this,” I said to my mother, who plucked it out of my hands to look at it.

“Melvin Sokolsky: Seeing Fashion,” she said, announcing the name of the book and its author. “I’ve never heard of him.”

“Yes, but I want it,” I said.

The book had yet to be cataloged and entered into the system, but the librarian told me that if I came back the next day, she would have it set aside for me.

That night, through dinner and even in my sleep, those pictures didn’t leave my head.

First thing the next morning, after my brother and I accompanied my mother on her clothes-collecting mission, I dragged her back to the library to pick up the book. I had my eyes glued to it all the way home and for the rest of the day. As I discovered, Sokolsky was a fashion photographer from the 1960s who took pictures for magazines like Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar. The photographs were a collection of his work over the years, each one more mesmerizing than the last; there were shots of girls in gowns dancing on giant chairs, and women in bright-colored suits suspended from strings, like marionettes. I studied all of them, memorizing not just the setting but the clothes, staring at the hair and makeup, taking note of the designers whose clothes the models were wearing. At dinner that night, I kept the book next to me, on the table.

“What is that you’ve been reading all day?” asked my father, who had been working on his speech in his office at home.

“A book on fashion,” I said. “The first one I’ve ever seen. I love it.”

“Well, at least it’s something to keep you occupied,” my mother announced wearily as she transported a tin of hot chapatis from the kitchen. “Finally, one whole day in which you’ve not told me that you are bored.”

That’s how it began. This was before I was really familiar with Google, so I had no choice but to actually leave my house to find out more. I went back to the library to see if there were any more fashion books, and checked out anything I could get my hands on. When I had exhausted all those possibilities, I asked my mother to take me to Borders and Barnes & Noble, where I sat in a chair leafing through encyclopedias on fashion and books on fashion history that I knew I could never afford to buy, my mother hovering nearby checking out the arrivals on the New Fiction table. I went all the way back to Egypt in 3000 BC, which, according to the weightier books on the subject said, was where fashion began. And I slowly charted its evolution through the ages, through ancient cultures, to arrive at where we were today.

All of a sudden, history was interesting to me; if I didn’t know the difference between Mayans and Etruscans before, I knew it now. As I left Borders one humid afternoon, I stopped by the magazine section, where I picked up a copy InStyle. I leafed through the pages, gazing at the silk bustiers and taffeta gowns, the hip-hugging denim capris and leather halterneck dresses worn by rich, famous, and beautiful people. I loved staring at the clothes in the pictures, wanting to soak in the details of each and every one.

It was that summer that I decided that fashion was going to be my life.

Now, at fifteen, my ambitions were utterly serious. Girls my age loved to troll through the mall, checking out the cool clothes in store windows. That was all fine and fun. But as far as I saw it, the study of fashion was a serious academic exercise. While the other girls in my class looked at “The Red Carpet” section of Us Magazine, I perused the contents of The St. James Fashion Encyclopedia: A Survey of Style from 1945 to the Present. When they were off listening to the new Gwen Stefani album, I would be examining every item of clothing she was wearing in her videos, guessing which designer she had chosen and why, writing lengthy dissertations for myself about how her fashion choices reflected her mind and music.

I put as much thought into fashion as my friends did when they were cramming for geometry or biology or English. That’s why I loved Celebrity Style so much. It took fashion as seriously as I did. It didn’t do what other magazines did—stalking famous people, writing about their drug addictions and alcoholic binges. It didn’t talk down to young readers, like so many of those teen magazines did. It was about fashion, yes. But as I told my mother countless times, it was frivolous in a good way. Few magazines could claim such a virtue. Yes, there were beautiful pictures and glamorous clothes, but I loved how it was put together. It was really about style. And because I was so in love with the subject, I could talk for an hour about Donna Karan’s signature look or the resurgence of Pucci or what defined London street style. I cared about it.

Fashion was my life. And today, after staving off sleep during algebra and being breathed on in class by Mrs. Mok, who had the worst case of halitosis ever, I was finally going to start living it.


two

I skipped the last five minutes of phys ed so I could hit the showers early, beating out the lines that would invariably start forming outside the curtained-off cubicles. It was my least favorite subject anyway: The problem with exercise, I had decided, was that it involved movement. Whenever my mother was in an especially generous mood, I would take advantage of it by asking her to write a note for Mrs. Mok, specifying that my allergies were acting up, that I was wheezing and puffing and couldn’t possibly jog around the campus again. My mother might have known that this wasn’t true, and that perhaps it didn’t reflect well on my doctor father, to have a daughter who always claimed some ailment or another. But my mother was a very practical sort: As long as I didn’t miss “real classes” as she called them, skipping phys ed on occasion was fine. After all, being able to sprint a couple of miles or score goals wasn’t going to help me get into an Ivy League college, was it? But today, I had decided to go for it, figuring that maybe a bout of exercise would lend a nice blush to my cheeks and a shine to my eyes before my life-changing moment with Aaralyn Taylor.

Still, my lack of interest in the exercise discipline, combined with the love of my mother’s homemade idli sambar, accounted for the roll of flab I had around my waist and that hovered on my upper thighs, parts of me that my irritating younger brother would describe as “jiggly bits.”

And I had to confess that there were moments when I would almost succumb to the desperation to be thin that lived in the air around me and that was everywhere I looked. There were at least three other girls I knew of in my school who chewed gum all day because it was the only thing that made them feel less hungry. I couldn’t imagine forgoing my mother’s dosa for a packet of Dentyne. There were rumors that Ashli, a brunette who was a math whiz although she looked like she could be a model, would routinely throw up after lunch, just so she would never have to worry about zipping up her True Religion jeans. Anybody considered even remotely fat or pudgy was immediately discounted as a “loser,” even if they were sweet and smart. I had tried, ever since I started high school, not to buy into it, to try and be comfortable with who I was. But I would be the first to admit that it was not always easy, that I had pushed away my mac-and-cheese in the cafeteria more than once, that I had vowed to start that watermelon diet on Monday, but had given up as soon as I smelled my mother’s spices.

So thank heaven I knew how to dress. With the right cut of top and jeans, I had grown pretty good at camouflaging the parts of myself I most disliked.

Today, the day my life was going to change, I had carefully picked out a pair of cords, my favorite cap-sleeved cotton tee, and a nifty blazer with burnished chrome buttons. Gazing into the steamed-up mirror, I slicked back the golden highlights in my short hair, the color of which had made my parents cringe when I first came home with them a few weeks ago. It had been inconceivable that a black-haired Indian girl could carry off such pale streaks, but I somehow had managed to accomplish it, and even my parents eventually had to agree that I “looked nice.” The tiny diamond I wore in my right nostril sparkled beneath a spotlight overhead. When I had first started high school, all the girls had oohed and ahhed about my innate fashion sense. I decided not to tell them that every woman in my family had had a nose piercing as soon as she “approached womanhood” as my mother had nauseatingly called it, and that fashion had nothing to do with it. On my lips I rubbed some bronze-colored gloss, and feathered some mascara onto my lashes. I spritzed on the Shalimar perfume I had taken from my mother’s dressing table, wanting desperately to smell like a grown-up. Then I took a slim chartreuse-colored dupatta and wove it through my belt loops, adding just a touch of ethnicity without looking like I was going to a Bengali religious festival. On my left wrist, surrounding the Timex I had found on eBay, were four mirrored bangles, their slim wooden bases knocking against each other. My mother had bought them for me during a recent grocery-shopping visit to “Little India” in Artesia, more than an hour’s drive from our house, but as close to going back to Calcutta as possible without actually having to get on a plane. When my mother had first brought them home, I had grimaced at their ultra-Indianness. But now, combined with bootleg corduroys. Nepalese beads around my neck, and pointy-toed Payless shoes on my feet, they looked perfect.

I stepped back, wishing that the school would at least invest in a full-length mirror in the girls’ changing room. I looked at myself up and down, reminding myself again why I coveted clothes so much. In the right things, like I was wearing today, I could shine. I could stand out and be distinctive. Fashion, in that sense, was really the only thing that helped me make any kind of a mark.

Now, I just had to hope that Aaralyn Taylor, discriminating fashionista that she was, would agree.



The auditorium was still being set up when I arrived. Brown plastic chairs were being wheeled out and stacked in rows, about twenty in a line, stretching all the way back in the hall. Aaralyn Taylor wasn’t due to arrive for another fifteen minutes. The idea was for the assembly hall to be packed with eager listeners before she got there. Given her celebrity status and the fact that today’s visit was the highlight of Career Week, there was no reason it wouldn’t be. Guests from the previous day had included someone from NASA and a transport official from Los Angeles County, neither of whom had interested me very much. The following day, there would be talks given by a Silicon Valley executive and a political blogger, both of which had potential. But this encounter with someone who sat front row at all the biggest fashion shows, who regularly chatted on the phone with Nicole Kidman’s stylist or had personal shopping expeditions at Barneys: Well, how could anyone not want to come hear her? Aaralyn had become almost as famous as the stars who appeared in the pages of her magazine. I had seen her on TV, on the red carpet at all the award shows, being interviewed about her dress and jewels as if she were a nominee herself. She was the Anna Wintour of the West Coast, someone whose glamorous looks and coveted closet and access to huge movie stars put her in the same league as them.

But there was another far more compelling reason for me to be here.

The other week, tacked onto the bulletin board in the College Counseling Center, was a flyer that made my head spin.

There, a few months before the end of semester and the start of summer break, counselors would post potential internships at local businesses that students might be interested in taking on over the summer. There were also babysitting jobs and lots of assistant positions to entertainment-industry types who lived out here in suburbia. But there were often a number of service jobs as well—sales positions in neighborhood boutiques or cashier postings in restaurants and cafés. I had gone along in the hopes of checking out potential listings for anything to do with fashion: Maybe the Gap or Victoria’s Secret in the mall closest to my home needed some help over the summer. Maybe I could spray perfume on people who walked through the beauty floor at Nordstrom; it was beauty and not fashion, but at least I’d be close to gorgeous clothes. There would have to be something for me.

And that’s when I saw it.

A pale green sheet of paper and, on it, in medium-size gray font some words that had made me almost faint with excitement.


Summer Internship Available at Celebrity Style. Top US national celebrity and fashion magazine needs a bright, talented, personable intern for the teen fashion department. The position entails receiving and returning samples, helping to manage the fashion closet, answering phones, and general admin duties. For the right person, there may be opportunities to attend product launches and accompany senior fashion staff to interviews and photo shoots. Familiarity with Mac OS X is crucial. Minimal pay, but a great opportunity for someone who is interested in fashion and journalism. To apply, please write no more than 200 words explaining why you are the right person for the job. Please submit all applications by March 15. Our Human Resources Department will inform the successful applicant by June 15. The internship will begin on July 1 and run for six weeks. Must be 16 years of age by July 1 to be eligible. No phone calls, please. 



This was it. This was everything I had ever wanted. I couldn’t tear myself away from the flyer. I would qualify well before July 1. Celebrity Style wanted me!

When I had gone home that afternoon, I barely spoke to my mother before racing upstairs to my computer. All I had been able to think about all day was how I would wow the people at the magazine, Aaralyn Taylor especially, not just with my enormous knowledge of and passion for the subject of fashion, but also for my reliability, efficiency, and punctuality. There was no way I couldn’t get this job. I would know each and every item of clothing on sight. And as for accompanying a senior fashion editor on an interview or photo shoot—I would be knowledgeable and smart and would do the magazine proud. I was perfect for it. I just knew in my heart that nobody would be able to do this better than me. I didn’t care that it was in West Los Angeles, and that I would have to take three buses and spend two hours getting there. It was a matter of fate that I had come into the College Counseling Center that day and seen the flyer. My parents had always taught me to believe in destiny, and here it was, staring me in the face.

I peered intently at the screen. There was an application that had to be downloaded, printed out, filled in, and mailed back to a street address in Beverly Hills.

There wasn’t anyone who would read this and who would doubt my sincerity. Aaralyn Taylor, I had decided, must have been like me once. My words would resonate with her. She would see a kindred soul in me.

I thought of all that now, as I hung around the assembly hall waiting for the talk to begin. I had already sent in my application, before the deadline. I guess they had to give everyone a fair shot, but I was sure that my bid for the job was on the top of a big pile of them on Aaralyn Taylor’s desk, and that she had drawn a gold star on it and stuck on a Post-it note to call me.

I looked around for my best friend, Kim, whose parents were Korean and, like my own, traditional but trying to keep up with the times. I finally caught sight of her down the long corridor, her blunt hair swinging from side to side as she waved and made her way toward me. She was the spitting image of her mother. Mrs. Cho was small and slender, her cheekbones high, her skin porcelain. She had always reminded me of a little doll. Kim had inherited her mother’s pretty if rather bland looks, but had elected to give herself a bit of an edge with some rather unusual fashion choices. One weekend she had dyed her bangs pink. Another, she had paid for an airbrush tattoo across her upper arm. Last week, she came to school wearing a vintage Hermès tie and baggy gray pants, looking for all the world like an Asian Annie Hall.

“Wow, you look fab,” she said. “I skipped phys ed. Cramps. How was it?”

“Look, we need to sit up front, okay?” I said, ignoring her question. “I want Aaralyn Taylor to be looking right at me.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” she answered. “Nobody’s here yet. As soon as these guys finish setting up the room, we can go in and sit down. Nervous?”

“Kind of,” I replied. “I know you think I’m crazy, but this is the moment I’ve been waiting for.”

“Indie, you think I don’t know that you’ve saved every issue of that magazine? That you keep folders crammed with pictures of each season’s must-haves? I love pretty clothes as much as the next girl. But you’re insane.”

“Yeah, but you love me anyway,” I said, grabbing her by the hand and dragging her into the auditorium.

I had told my mother to pick me up a little later than usual today. I had warned her that I would probably be deep in conversation with Aaralyn Taylor when she got there, and that I might need a few extra minutes to wrap things up. My mother, as she always did, rolled her eyes and proceeded to ladle out the homemade yogurt sweetened with wildflower honey she was serving for breakfast.

She had asked me why I had skipped the NASA speaker the day before, and why I wasn’t scheduled to be in on the Silicon Valley insider the following afternoon. I wasn’t sure how to explain it to her. Somehow, between the heaping spoonfuls of cut papayas drizzled with lime juice and the jam-smeared croissants that followed, I didn’t find the opportunity to inform my mother that the main reason I wanted to attend Aaralyn Taylor’s talk was so I could meet her in person before I went to work for her. Summer break wasn’t too far off, and I wanted to have something lined up—something more enjoyable than taking appointments at the dentist’s office, like Kim was planning. I wanted to spend those glorious summer days going to interviews and fashion shoots and product launches all around town. It was going to be fabulous, and I was going to be part of it.

“It’s nothing, Mom,” I said, responding to my mother’s concerns. “I just think she’ll be interesting, that’s all. And you know how I much I like fashion.”
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