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“Move over, Bridget Jones—the new voice of twentysomething women has arrived.”

—Detroit News

PRAISE FOR

CITIZEN GIRL

BY EMMA MCLAUGHLIN & NICOLA KRAUSS

“A satire about staying true to one’s values while also staying employeed, [Citizen Girl] is meatier and more engaging than Diaries—think The Beauty Myth meets Sex and the City. . . . McLaughlin and Krauss keep us amused.”

—Austin American-Statesman

“Perhaps in the wake of the tragic events of Bridget Jones’s love-life, women are ready for something a bit more serious, a bit more grown-up. And Citizen Girl . . . is it.”

—London Times

“Young professional readers will relate to the degrading challenge of scraping for entry-level work in a lousy economy and the tyranny of clueless, selfish bosses. And McLaughlin and Kraus should be lauded for creating an old-school feminist heroine who knows where to draw the line.”

—The Washington Post

“Citizen Girl takes shots at every single instance of one woman’s confrontation with male society during the course of a few months. It does this while being wickedly funny and well written but not dogmatic or finger wagging.”

—The New Republic

“From the authors of The Nanny Diaries comes the hilarious story of a recent college grad looking for the perfect job. Emma McLaughlin and Nicola Krauss strike paydirt with their girl-meets-big-city formula.”

—Marie Claire

“Lively . . . an entertaining read that puts in perspective just how crazy all workplaces are. Whether they’re for profit or nonprofit, no one seems to know what they’re doing. And they certainly can’t communicate it to their underlings, much less the board of directors. That bit of social commentary in itself makes the book a welcome addition to its genre: instead of a decent husband, our heroine seeks a sane boss. Funny that they’re equally elusive.”

—The New York Sun

“The acting is authentic and rooted in real-world experience, and the writing is tight and knowing . . . Citizen Girl is a comic insider’s view of the Pilgrim’s Progress facing today’s citizens possessed of both soul and conscience.”

—Audiofile

“Not only will this latest comic adventure appeal to the thousands of less-than-affluent urbanites who laughed through the duo’s bestselling debut, The Nanny Diaries, but it would also seem to be a natural for young working women dealing with crazy bosses and shifting job descriptions.”

—Boston Globe

“The bestselling authors of The Nanny Diaries return with another mordant satire—this time they skewer self-important personalities of the twenty-first-century workplace.”

—Teen Vogue

“The young authors have a knack for comedy, and there are priceless scenes here, some set at career fairs and in the halls of NYU, that will delight cubicle dwellers everywhere.”

—Hampton Family Life

“The authors have conjured up a vision of America that’s just this side of dystopian, and their funhouse-mirror worldview generates its own strange suspense.”

—Booklist

“Many, many funny lines. . . . Girl’s job-hunting woes will resonate with lots of readers.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“[A] hyperventilating satire . . . witty and biting.”

—Publishers Weekly

“McLaughlin and Krauss [have a] delicious sense of the absurd.”

—Entertainment Weekly
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“. . . I went to my adviser and told her of the fears that were choking me. ‘You feel like an imposter?’ she asked. ‘Don’t worry about it. All smart women feel that way.’ ”

—PEGGY ORENSTEIN

“I wanna be a cowboy, baby.”

—KID ROCK


To Girl’s Fairy Role Models: Shannon, Sara, Katie, Ally, and Olivia, who read endlessly, cheered tirelessly, and who, no matter what their twenties served up, always found the funny.



CHAPTER ONE

Doris Mindfuck

The ladies’ room door squeaks open and I stop breathing, jerking my feet up on the toilet seat lid in an effort to work through my lunch hour in solitude. Rubber soles scuff along the honeycomb tiles as I bend to inch the remains of my lunch out of view, but my pen betrays me, rolling brazenly out of my lap and onto the warped floor.

“Who’s in here?” my boss, Doris, shouts over the din of sweatshop sewing machines whirring up the air shaft. I consider not responding—maybe she’ll think the pipes are now leaking not only asbestos but pens. “Hello-o?” She knocks once on the last stall door before rattling it forcefully. Her tightly permed gray curls appear below me. “Oh, Girl, it’s you.”

I will a cheery smile.

“You have your period again, don’t you?” She stares up disdainfully as she turns a deep red from her inverted stance. “You know, Girl”—she takes in my research materials on the floor—“I’ve provided you with a perfectly good desk.”

“Yes, thank you . . .” I try to dislodge my crossed legs without stepping on her face. “I was just taking advantage of the quiet to finish my presentation for the conference.” I unlatch the door, and she abruptly shoves it in toward me, spraying the cup of coffee I’d balanced on the toilet-paper dispenser onto my coat. My new coat.

She arches her eyebrows over her multicolored Fimo clay bifocals. “You’re a mess,” she pronounces. “You really should make your lunch at home and bring it with you. You’re not managing your finances very well if you buy those expensive sandwiches every day. But I guess that’d mean you’d actually have to get out of bed on time.” She remains squarely in the stall doorway, indicating that I owe her an explanation.

“I should,” I say with a nod, collecting the offending sandwich wrappers, along with my files, from the floor. She folds her arms across her ample chest and continues to stare me down. Before I can determine how to atone, the bathroom door squeaks open again, and Pam, deputy director of the Center for Equity in Community, waddles in.

“Oh, Doris, there you are.” She approaches, hulking from side to side like a bloated John Wayne. “I’m heading uptown for that meeting on the Youth Center rally, and if it’s anything like last week’s, I’m going to be there till dinner—”

“Those. Are. Fantastic.” Doris thrusts her pointer finger at Pam’s purple clogs, which match her bright purple hemp jumper and the dark purple African lariat she has ambitiously combined with lilac Mardi Gras beads. Had an eggplant been available in her kitchen, she’d have donned it as a hat.

“Well, I saw Odetta’s green ones, so I asked for a pair from Santa, but you know I’m still hunting for those.” Pam gestures to Doris’s black Nubuck booties.

“I’ll never tell,” Doris says coyly, turning her ankle. Doris’s hemp and Nubuck ensembles are famously all-black, giving her a cosmopolitan air amidst the Center’s menopausal sea of the waistband-and-ironing-board adverse.

“I’m just going to—” I point to the sink by the door and shimmy past them, dabbing at the pending stain on my coat with a sheet of toilet tissue.

“Look at this one.” Doris grudgingly steps aside and jerks her thumb at me, letting Pam in on the latest Girl Headache. “Can’t keep her coffee in its cup.” She purses her lips, narrowing her eyes before continuing, “Girl, meet me in my office after you pull yourself together. I want to make an addition to the conference packet.”

“Definitely. And I want to go over my presentation—”

But their pear-shaped figures are already disappearing as the door stutters closed. I slap my files down on the cracked Formica counter, yank the last paper towel from the cracked dispenser, and shrug off my assaulted coat. I do make it out of bed on time, thank you very much. And actually, since you ask, I’m working through my unpaid lunch hour. For you. And the fact that the only square inch of peace and quiet I can find in this swirling tornado of psychodrama is on a toilet seat should tell you something about the kind of outfit you’re running here. I’m not the jackass. You. You are the jackass.

“Jackass,” I level at the curling thirty-year-old poster for Having Our Say: Teaching Young Women to Step Up and Speak Out!, Doris Weintruck’s iconic tome and the misleading cornerstone of my Wesleyan curriculum. She manages a dimpled grin, tilted with insouciance, to her raised smocked shoulder, her auburn curls teased into an empowering Linda Carter do. Gripping the lapel where the coffee stain is now indelibly entwined with the pink wool, I whisper my pronouncement to the Doris of the disco era, “I quit.”

I turn to the door, heart rate escalating, mouth sandy. Just do it. Just march right in. Just march in and take a seat—no, stand. Yes, march right in there and stand and . . . and tell her that she’s unprofessional . . . and a hypocrite and, and . . . and mean.

Or wait till five when she’s tuckered. Or Monday when she’s rested. Maybe don’t do it in person at all: Hello, you. This is me. I’m not coming back. Hang up and that’d be it. Over. Done. No bloodshed.

No bloodshed but no closure.

I spin to the poster and search her flat eyes. Don’t I owe Doris Weintruck, founding mother of the Female Voice Movement, the opportunity to throw her arms around me and wish me the best, so that we can move on, not just as colleagues but as friends? So, ten years from now, when we’re co-chairing the same board, and she can’t get over how I look like a rocket scientist, sound like a rocket scientist, and am, in fact, a rocket scientist, we can have a nice long giggle about how she used to treat me like an asshole? I avert my gaze to the counter, where, inside my purse, my checkbook is barely covering the essential trinity of food, shelter, and student loans.

Fuck. Fuckfuckfuck.

I sigh, once again tabling the fantasy. Folding my coat over my arm, I pick up my paper, “Beyond Renouncing: Modeling Practical Strategies for Young Feminists,” that I’ve been researching, on my own time, since Doris finally consented to let me deliver my first talk at her annual Having Our Say Conference. An event charged with activists at the forefront of the field, whose siren song brought me to the Center in the first place: If women could just unite on ____, we could change ____. And it’s this opportunity to join the conversation that’s the last anemic carrot toward which I’m running.

•  •

The next morning finds me literally up to my eyeballs in stacks of pastel photocopies. Mindlessly collating packets while the radiator cackles and clanks, I circle the table, lost deep within a vision in which I’m stepping down from the conference podium amidst warm waves of applause as Doris turns to me, her head bowed low in respect. “NOW wants you on their think tank, and Hillary would like to take a meeting,” she announces, reaching to shake my hand. “I’m hiring an assistant for both of us.”

“Girl! GIRRRRRLLLLLLL!” Doris screams me back to reality from her office down the hall. “GIRRRRLLLL!” She fills the door frame of the overheated janitorial closet, retitled the Speak-Out Room. “What did you do with that number?!”

“Sorry, which number?” I bookmark the pile I’m collating from with my hand.

“That number . . . for the woman . . . with that program—you know!” Doris takes it upon herself to shift my piles to search for the number. Which I logically would have hidden beneath three thousand sheets of paper. I dive to save the lilac from toppling into the powder blue, but it’s too late. “Come on, come look by your desk. I know you kept it.” I swipe my coat before she jerks me down the long row of cubicles and back to the hot-flash-provoked arctic sector of the office.

“I’m sure we’ll find it,” I say, my breath hovering in little frosted cloud bursts as Doris stretches out my sleeve. “If you could just tell me which program she was—”

“Well, if I remembered that, then I wouldn’t have to disturb you from your origami. I gave it to you this morning. Here, look around your area.” She points at the child-sized school desk that’s been allotted for my full and luxurious use. The very same desk on which I’ve had to store six hundred copies of fifty-three handouts because Odetta, the office manager, “just plain can’t stomach people leaving all their junk” in the Speak-Out Room overnight. Reaching for the binder in which I’ve learned to keep a detailed log of every single phone message, I flip to today’s date and run my finger down the list.

“Um, are you sure it was this morning?” I gingerly detach Doris’s clam-grip from my now distended, coffee-stained coat. “Because I don’t—”

“That’s what I said, isn’t it?” She drops to her knees and shoves herself between my legs to root through the garbage can. “If you would just keep things a little more orderly out here, Girl.”

“Right. It’s just that with all these conference materials—maybe it might be more efficient if, maybe, we could store them in the clos—Speak-Out Room. And I’m glad you grabbed me because I’m really eager to get your feedback on my presentation.” I flip through yesterday’s phone log. “Do you mean Shelly from the Oregon YWCA?”

She jumps up, knocking over the full can. “Yes! Yes, that’s her. See, I-told-you,” she singsongs.

“Um, she actually called yesterday and I left the message right . . .” I walk into her office. “Here.” I pull the Post-it off her computer screen and hand it to her as she shuffles in after me.

“Humph.” Doris takes it with a slight blush.

“Super! So, have you had a chance to review my presentation?”

“Girl,” she says sternly, “that’s a premature conversation. I feel there’s another issue you need to address first.” She points with her nose to the sagging chair across from her, and my stomach sinks. “Go ahead, have a seat,” she instructs firmly.

I detest this office; it has no windows and is covered with crumbling collages made by Doris’s Step Up and Speak Out! adolescents of yore. I always end up eye level with the cutout of a woman carrying a big floppy hat from a Summer’s Eve douche box circa 1979 pasted beside yellowed advertising copy that proclaims, Sisters are doing it for themselves! But even that is less cringe-inducing than the framed Ms. cover of Doris bleating into a megaphone.

“Girl,” she says, “I want to share with you that I’m really quite troubled by something that I think would be a disservice not to bring to your attention.”

“Oh?”

“You seem to be abnormally preoccupied with space.”

“Sorry?”

“Space. Having it. Needing it. Wanting it. You talk about it all the time. I’ve told you on several occasions that we’re operating with a commune perception here at the Center. I believe we’ve discussed, ad nauseam, that you need to make peace with your allotted area.”

“Right. I’m, um, fine with my desk. It’s just that these conference packets had only ten handouts for two hundred participants a week and a half ago. And I’m working with a lot more paper now, so—”

“See, Girl, I think it’s pretty unhealthy that you choose to deflect responsibility for your own inadequacies right back onto me.”

“Sorry?”

Doris leans in and places her hands on my knees. The Summer’s Eve woman does a slow hula behind her as I lose air. “I want you to work on this. Maybe work on it in your own life. This is a sign of further—deeper—issues, I feel, for you. It’s really why I don’t like working with you young twenty-somethings—you’re all just so . . .” She tilts her face to stare intensely at me over her bifocals. Instinctively I mirror her, leaning forward. We slowly continue to move in toward each other while I await my sentence. “Needy,” she finally pronounces before nearly planting her face in my lap. She reaches around me to retrieve a stack of crumbling leaflets, momentarily suffocating me with her cleavage. “These should be added to the packets. I’m thinking fuchsia, lime green, and orange.”

I stand up.

“Wait, Girl—not the light orange. I want the bright one.”

“Okay. Sure!”

“No, no, maybe the pale orange is better. Make copies of both and bring them in for me to decide.”

I glance down at the first thirty-year-old leaflet. “This one might be too old to Xerox. It’s almost illegible—”

“Yes? And?” Doris smiles at my idiocy. “So, you’ll need to retype it. Come on, Girl.”

I check the rusted school clock above her shoulder. “I think I mentioned this yesterday, but all these materials have to be in the mail by Monday. It’s just that the copy machine has been kind of temperamental. So if, maybe, we could, you know, not add too many more—because so far I’ve only been able to make fifty out of the six hundred and twenty-two—”

“Six hundred and thirty-four! I just got a group from Des Moines!” Doris claps her hands like an excited child.

I dig my fingernails into my palms and don’t roll my eyes. “So the six hundred and thirty-four packets—”

“Well, Girl, the point is the content. We aren’t going to tailor a national conference around your social life now, are we? I’m not going to call the funders in Washington and tell them we can’t do it just because you can’t put a few more papers into a folder or two.” OR SIX HUNDRED AND THIRTY-FOUR! Doris smiles coyly. “I think you had best plan to be here over the weekend if you’re managing your time that poorly.” The phone rings and I wait to remind her again about my presentation. Smiling out into space, she lifts the receiver to her ear. “This is Doris!” she chimes. “Hello, Jean. Before I answer your questions, are we getting Sunday coverage or not? Uh-huh, uh-huh. Well, I appreciate your challenge, Jean, I do, but if you set this as a goal for yourself—engaging with your editor is a growth opportunity for you. Reframe for him that this year’s conference is going to be an unprecedented gathering . . . Oh, now, don’t take me the wrong way, I’m only saying that when we silence ourselves, Jean, we suffer. And I know you know this. As I was saying, an unprecedented gathering of the preeminent thinkers in the field of teenage-oriented public policy and community outreach . . . I may have said that last year, I can’t recall . . . No, I don’t think my ‘brand’ of feminism is outdated. . . . Well, of course I’m participating. Why would you even ask that? . . . A different angle? What kind of angle? . . . Where are they now?! I’m right here! . . . You’re questioning my relevance? That’s an idiotic paradigm and a right-wing distraction tactic and I won’t participate in it.” Doris drops the phone and turns to me, her dimpled hands splaying across her hemp-swaddled belly. “Silenced, Girl. We’re being silenced.” She glazes over as she fingers her trade beads. “All my hard work getting this summit funded for the back page.”

“Maybe this isn’t really suited to The Times. Why don’t we reach out to Mother Jones, The Atlantic? Or if you want local coverage, I can call The Voice—”

“Light orange. Definitely.” She waves me brusquely from the room.

•  •

“I’ve brought you re-in-force-ments!” Doris singsongs the next morning from the hallway outside the Speak-Out Room, where I’m surrounded by piles of copies and boxes.

She sashays in wearing her black corduroy culotte and vest, looking every bit the Peace Corps elf.

“Great!” I reach for enthusiasm, praying she’s pulled in a few of the other beleaguered, yet able-bodied assistants.

“Yes, our very own office manager has graciously volunteered to come to your rescue.”

Wheezing, Odetta squeezes in around the far side of the table to join me, her polyester pants still stuffed into the tops of her snow boots. “She’s not leaving her stuff in here overnight, is she?” she inquires suspiciously, as she heaves her girth up onto a stool. “I can’t stomach that.”

“Oh, no,” I quickly reassure her. “I have a desk, my own desk, and it’s all the space I need. I put all of this back in my area every evening. Because it’s mine, my space, and I love it.”

Doris rolls her eyes at Odetta.

“So what am I doing here?” Odetta asks her as she hasn’t addressed me directly since I dared speak of the fax machine’s penchant for not faxing.

“Start here,” Doris instructs her with complete authority, while rearranging everything I’ve already arranged.

“Actually, Odetta,” I finally interrupt after Doris has made a collating order that requires nine circuits of the table to fill a single folder, “maybe you could put the name stickers on. That would be super-helpful!”

“All right, boss!” Doris salutes me, and my fingernails find their way back into my palms.

Odetta then proceeds to laboriously center each sticker before applying it.

“Why is this orange?” Doris thrusts a paper at me as I squeeze past her.

“That’s the color you wanted.”

“Well, it’s all wrong for this topic. Orange for menstruation? How about magenta? Odetta, what do you think?”

“You’re the one who knows colors, Doris,” Odetta coos.

“We’ll have to decide later,” Doris sighs, checking her Swatch. “Now, I have to run to a meeting in Brooklyn. I’ll be back after lunch. Be nice to Odetta, and don’t work her too hard—she’s doing you a favor.” She hustles out of the closet, and Odetta sends me a look that lets me know she’s not putting up with any of my funny business.

“Thank you so much for helping out with this!” I beam, eager to boost her sticker per hour ratio. “The fax machine has been working like a dream lately. You really have a way with it. And I hear your plans for the Self-Esteem bake sale are going really well!” I collate around her immobile frame. “I’m so sorry I’m going to miss it—I’m presenting at the conference that day—”

“Nope. You’re working the table from nine to noon.” Before I can correct her, Odetta’s cell rings and she pulls it from her stretched elastic waistband. “Thought you hung up on me . . . Well, you should carry more change. I was saying that I just don’t feel like you’ve been there for me lately. You didn’t call me on Christmas. Or New Year’s. Hold on,” she says, acknowledging my waving hands.

“Sorry, but I’m going to be in Toledo,” I tell her. “I’m presenting this year.”

Odetta shakes me off. “When my sister had that Pap smear, I spent a lot of time thinking about what’s important in my life, and I have my husband, my cats, and us. You and me. I felt like I couldn’t count on you at all this week—” I tap her hulking shoulder. “Don’t touch me!” She puts her hand over the mouthpiece. “Yes, you are working the table. Doris signed you up yesterday.”

“Yesterday?!” No! Nonono! With rising panic, I accelerate my collating, squeezing quickly past her mammoth butt with each orbit of the table. Odetta shrinks from the contact as she rails on to someone presumably in prison.

“When the cat’s feet are acting up, it makes my rash come back. I’ve been awake every night itching and taking oatmeal baths. Well, I should be able to call you when I get to work and if you aren’t there—I’m not saying you don’t have things to do . . . no, I’m not saying that. I said I’m not saying that. If you’ll listen . . . I’m saying that I had to take the cat . . .”

The radiator clanks aggressively, Odetta’s motionless hand leaving a sweaty smear of ink on the forgotten folder, rendering it, and her, useless.

•  •

Trudging back from lunch, I unbutton my coat, prepared to do battle. My heart stops as I round the corner to find that my desk has been pillaged. “Shitshitshit.” Every single thing has been moved; files are gone, piles have been rifled, my carefully constructed packing lists for the conference materials are nowhere to be found, and the binder with my notes on who’s available to sub for me at the bake sale is MIA. I start to see spots.

“Um,” I call out in greeting as I stumble to Doris’s office, “I think my desk has been—”

“Cleaned. Yes, it was a disaster. I don’t know how you were getting a single thing done out there. You’ve been whining about help, so I took it upon myself to make some order. You’re welcome.” Doris has my binder open on her desk, which is in its usual state of disarray. “I really don’t know why you keep all these messages, Girl. It’s a little neurotic. ‘Not a baking enabler.’ ” She snorts and tosses the binder back to me. “What does that even mean?”

I consciously close my open jaw. “Right, I wanted to ask you. There seems to be some confusion with Odetta. She’s under the impression that I’m working the bake sale while we’re at the conference.”

Doris just looks at me.

“So am I?”

“What?”

“Working?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Right, no. I meant the bake sale.”

“Yes.”

“But that’s the day I’m supposed to be presenting—”

“Your behavior hasn’t really indicated you’re ready to present. If you can’t manage the assembly of a few packets . . .” She shrugs, helpless against my incompetence. “Besides, you never gave me a draft of your presentation, and we leave in two days. Did you see my note?” She reaches for the phone.

“What? Wait. I’m sorry, I gave you a draft on Monday. I can print you up another copy now—”

“I’m in meetings all afternoon. The note’s on your desk. It came to me at three A.M., while I was peeing—you can forget about sleeping after you turn fifty—and I realized just what this conference is missing.” The speaker at the other end of the phone picks up and I’m forgotten. “He-llo! Doris Weintruck at your service!”

I walk back to my desk, which looks up at me, sadly violated, trying modestly to cover itself with an article ripped from Ms. Magazine about teenage apathy. I sit down to stare at the flimsy toilet-tissue note paper-clipped to it, in which only an A, S, and T are distinctly legible in the two-word message scribbled in bleeding felt tip. “Arrogant thrust? Apologetic trust?” Wait . . . is that an m? Carrie, another program assistant, squeezes by my desk, and I grab her arm. “Doris-speak.” I hand her the tissue.

“Absolute must.”

“Thanks.”

Carrie fixes me a quick look of desperation and jerks her head toward Odetta’s cave. “Staple machine’s busted again.”

“Open with how much you love her and that you in no way consider what you’re about to say to be her fault.”

“Thanks.” We exchange a nod, and she disappears around the corner.

“GIRRRRRLLLLLL. DID YOU FIND THE NOTE?” Doris’s scream precedes her.

I leap up to catch her elbow. “Please, please, wait right here. I’m making a copy of my presentation right now—you could read it on the way home. Let’s schedule a meeting tomorrow to go over your feedback.” I grab her calendar. “I’ll pencil it in on the way to the copier, you stand here—”

“Of course I can stand here,” Doris mugs for a passing director. “You don’t have to be so dramatic.”

•  •

First thing the next morning, having collated into the wee hours, I lure Doris to her desk with the aid of multiple cheese Danishes so she can review my presentation. She waves me back to work with the promise of a ‘little helper.’ And when he arrives, he is just that. The home-schooled offspring of Doris’s friend, this germ-riddled assistant comes to just below my thigh. It takes his five-year-old hands eleven excruciating minutes to slide a single flyer into a single folder. Which is still faster than Odetta. Progress.

“Bor-ing. I want to play with the toys.”

“Great! Fine! Go play.” I wave him away to drip snot over the tower of training tools lining the walls of the Speak-Out Room.

“Hey, get that down for me.” He points at the Tupperware tub of colored chalk.

“What?” I look up from where I’m stuffing double-time. “Yeah, okay.” I pull the tub from the shelf and toss it on the floor.

“Hey! I want to play with the markers!” Followed by, “I can’t reach the red things.” And then, “See that yellow box? Get it—”

“LOOK. You’re going to have to pick one thing here, mister. And just one thing. I only have one more reach in me, because, while it may not be apparent to anyone else in a twelve-mile radius, I’m actually working here!” His lower lip starts to quiver and, remorseful, I crouch down to his level. “So which would be your very, very favorite one to play with?”

He sneezes into my face before pointing to something high on the shelf that I have to balance on the conference boxes to get down. I toss him the container and try to make up for lost time.

“Aaahhhhh!” His orgasmic cries of passion startle me. “I . . . LUUUVV . . . STYROFOAM!!! I LOVE IT!” I pivot to discover a billowing cloud of sherbet-colored peanuts rising and falling in little bursts above the collating piles. “Ooooh! STY-RO-FOAM!” I inch around the table to find my helper supine beneath a pile of peanuts. Bits of mucus-covered foam cling to his ears, nose, and mouth. His eyes in a drugged-out half-mast, he rolls back and forth, smearing peanuts across his chest.

“Okay, you’re done.” In one move, I jerk him up and into Doris’s office.

“He”—I deposit him in the doorway—“is not helping. Thanks, though.”

“Well, you should have told me that right away, Girl. How can I help you if you don’t communicate with me?” Doris rolls her eyes at Little Helper’s mother before turning back to address him as if he’s deaf. “I bet you’re very helpful at home, aren’t you?”

“I clean up the paintbrushes!” He sneezes, spitting pastel peanuts out of his mouth like a spastic Pez dispenser while my eyes fall on his mother’s batik-covered lap. On which sits a very highlighted and underlined presentation.

That.

I.

Wrote.

“Justice, come here. We’ve been over this: Styrofoam is a killer of the universe and that means a killer of you.” She pulls him to her, swinging her gray braid behind her. “Now play here while Momma finishes up her speech.”

“Doris, can I speak to you for a sec in the hallway?” It’s out before I know what’s coming next.

“Excuse me, Justice, while I go in the hallway to be spoken to.” Doris curves the ends of her mouth down and raises her eyebrows. “Here, why don’t you show Justice the pictures from our Guatemala retreat.” She hands a water-stained envelope to Momma Batik and follows me outside. “Yes?”

“That’s my presentation. That I gave to you to review. Why does she have it?”

“We’re a team and you’re sounding very accusatory.” Doris rests her shoulder against the wall. “You should take a moment to listen to your tone.”

“I respect that we’re a team. But I don’t understand. The research has taken me over a year and a half. I’ve spent weeks of my own time to get it written. When I interviewed with you—”

“When I took a chance on you, I made it extremely clear that you were committing to flexibility—”

“Right—”

“So, listen to yourself.” She stares at me evenly, daring me to go on.

“I have done everything that you asked me to do, and I thought we agreed—look, don’t you remember our conversation in August? When the air conditioner was broken and I had to ice your forehead? How you said my research would be invaluable to the conference participants, helping them mobilize young women for the next election—when choice and health care will be on the table. That my proposal was written with fresh eyes. Fresh. Eyes. Mine. That’s verbatim what you said. We agreed that I was ready to—”

“You only hear what you want to hear. I never said—”

“But you did!”

“Did I?”

“Remember, you said that it was a great starting point for me, and if I wrote my findings up, I could do it.”

“Do what?”

“PRESENT!” I feel as if I’m speaking Martian. Is she deaf?! Am I crazy?! Shaking, I point my paper-cut-riddled index finger in her pruny face. “Look, you! I know what I said. I said it and you said it and I’m doing it ’cause that’s what we said I’m going to do. So just say that I said just now what I just said and you heard. Say it, I’m—”

“Fired.”



CHAPTER TWO

Choking on My Parachute

The buzzer on my decrepit intercom rattles my tiny studio, rousing me from what is snowballing into a month-long power nap. I lift my head in the dusk-darkened room, pulling the phone from where it’s embedded in my face. BBBBUUUUZZZZ. After soliciting every remotely-public-policy-nonprofit-women-for-women organization in the tristate area, I passed out a few days ago while trying, in vain, to get through to my oldest friend, Kira, BBBUUUZZZ who’s cruelly abandoned me to dig a well in some BBBUUUZZZZ Godforsaken country with one fucking phone and an inordinate number of water buffalo BBBUUUZZZ. I’m cosmically dumped, and everyone else is off on graduate odysseys BBBUUUZZZ while I stifle another sob and wait for whoever is torturing me to realize that they’re pushing the WRONG BUTTON.

BBBBBBBUUUUUUUUUZZZZZZZZZ! BBBBUUUZZZZ! BBBBBBBUUUUUUUUZZZZZZZZZ!

Muthafucka.

I rouse myself from the futon, pull my bathrobe tighter, and shuffle to the door through a snowbank of pro forma rejection letters.

BBBBUUUZZZZ!

“Hello?” I ask tentatively, holding down the Talk button, blood draining from my head.

Static.

“Hello!” I cry into the wall.

Crackle. Crackle.

“HEEELLLOOO!!!!”

“It’s me.” Whoosh, whoosh, crackle, crackle.

“Who?”

“YOUR BROTHER! I’M COMING UP!”

Shocked, I press the button firmly with an added jiggle at the end, undo the multiple locks, and step out onto the landing, blinking beneath the bare bulb. I hear Jack trudging upward, thumping something heavily against every stair. He emerges, Cubs hat first, dragging our mother’s ancient plaid suitcase, and looks squarely at me. “Been sent to rescue you.” He flexes a hint of bicep before leaning back against my neighbor’s front door to catch his breath. He lifts his cap off to run a hand through his chestnut mop.

“Rescue me?”

Jack gives my old bathrobe a once-over before raising an eyebrow with disdain. “Yup. Grace says you’ve stalled.”

Following inside, I drag the suitcase down the path between the we-regret-to-inform-yous, lock the door, and do my best to scrape up some semblance of dignity in furry parrot slippers. But Jack’s already thrown off his coat, chucked aside the empty Mallomars packages, and dropped onto my futon. “There’re muffins,” he says, clicking on the Knicks game.

“Jack! It’s not safe for a fourteen-year-old to be wandering around this neighborhood alone. It’s rife with junkies and pimps and . . . and . . . drummers.” I kneel down to tug at the suitcase’s chipped gold zipper to find two Tupperware bowls of Grace’s oatmeal pecan muffins nestled between my grade-school skating trophies. I hold up my dusty Twelfth Night costume in disbelief. “This is what I need right now? Pantaloons?”

“Mom packed it. Said you needed to ‘reconnect with your root accomplishments’—there’s a note.” I find a piece of torn paper bag marked by Grace’s editorial red ink: “Get on with it.” I bite into a muffin to quell the lump in my throat, swallow, and dial home.

“Chatsworth Writers’ Colony.”

“Hey.”

“Hey, Chica,” my mother’s voice drops to an intimate timbre. “I only have a minute—that poet has locked himself in the pantry to ‘rebirth.’ It’s nearly dinner. We’re all getting hungry and grumpy, and I really don’t think I can invite him back. Has Jack arrived?”

I watch Jack clicking through my meager seven channels. “Yes, miraculously he hasn’t been sold for crack.”

“Well, I didn’t think he’d fetch much.”

“I’m being serious.”

“I know you are. You wouldn’t let me come, so I sent an emissary. At fourteen I was—”

“On a kibbutz. Fifteen in Finland. I know.” Jack gestures a gun to the head.

“You should go back to Finland. Remember when you were three—you loved the Northern Lights.”

“So you tell me.”

“Feeling any better?”

“It’s not the end of the world,” I lie.

“I know. Out here, we know that.” I shut my eyes to the pile of homeless résumés, my unworn interview suit. “After you eat the muffins, I want you to celebrate all the incredible things you’ve accomplished. Put on the pantaloons.”

“Right, a tenth-grade play is exactly what I want to look back on as my professional high point.”

“And then I want you to get some perspective. Reread the opening to Grapes of Wrath. It sounds like you’re getting a little dire over there.”

“It is The Grapes of Wrath—nobody’s hiring! I’m competing for unpaid internships with fifty-year-old PhDs who’ve introduced their own bills in Congress! Nobody is sitting out there tonight praying that some twenty-four-year-old with a whopping two and a half years’ clerical experience will swing down their chimney.”

“C’mon, chica, who was the five-year-old who had a booming business charging a nickel an adjective to the writers—”

“Mom.”

“The fifth grader who got her idiotic school board to build a Women’s History section in the library—”

“Mom—”

“The twelve-year-old who offered her own class in the barn when that ballet school refused to teach modern—”

“Grace—”

“Do I have to remind you that class is still running! You and I both know what you’re capable of. As soon as you get in the door, you’re going to knock their pantyhose off—” The televised roar of Madison Square Garden fills my tiny apartment, drowning Grace out.

I grab a balled-up sock and toss it at Jack’s head. He gives a suit-yourself shrug before the basketball game audibly shrinks back to its nineteen inches. “Thanks, but there is no door. I haven’t been offered a single interview.” My shoulders slump. “I should’ve handled things differently with Doris.”

“Oh, no, Missy May, we’re not going down that road. You wanted to quit that job from day one. Now you’re shot of it and can sign up for unemployment. It’s a blessing—”

“A blessing that I spent eighteen months on research that may never be released? I dredged up every single outreach strategy dating back to the first suffragette! I went to the Smithsonian—on my own dime! And it’s all going to have zero impact by the time she’s done translating it into crazy to make it sound like she wrote it. All that work and it won’t make a fucking difference to a single woman—”

“Language. G, I have about thirty seconds so here’s my three cents.” I see her pointing her red Bic as she speaks. “Start your own thing. If you can’t function within the system, strike out on your own. Start your own organization—”

My head reverberates. “Oh my God. Mom, I’m doing everything I can just to get a desk. A desk and a paycheck. I just want my desk back. I want my paycheck back. I even want that fucking broken fax machine back—”

“Language. And that’s system talk.”

“I know! I operate fine within the system. I like the system! The system and me, we’re like this!” I cross my fingers.

“So then get out of bed. I love you. Put Jack on.”

“You’re up.” I stick the phone out to him.

“Yeah, uh-huh . . . yeah, Mom, I know. I will. Yes, a list. Heard you at the train station. Yeah, you, too.” He hits the off button and drops the phone beside him on the futon.

“Oy,” I mutter, my mouth full of muffin.

“When was the last time you changed these sheets?” he asks, distastefully lifting the duvet.

“You were eleven. Want one?” I hold out the rapidly dwindling stash.

“If I have another muffin I’ll puke. Got any more Mallomars?”

I motion him to scoot over as I pass him a fresh yellow package. We sit and munch, glancing about at my living room cum bedroom cum kitchen cum shower, the two hundred square feet that, in a previous incarnation, was my neighbor/landlord’s closet. Jack reclines, his baseball cap tilting up as he takes in the peeling paint, tattered ceiling, crumbling exposed brick, and duct tape that blocks the draft. “You’re totally killing every desire I have to live in the city.”

“If it’s any consolation”—I reach for another muffin—“I’m killing my own, too.”

“Ever consider working for profit?” he asks.

“Every day, asshole, every day.”

“Language. So what’d Grace say?” he asks, licking chocolate off his fingers.

“She wants me to start my own organization.”

“She wants me to start my own soccer league.” He shrugs, passing back the package as he jumps off the bed. “She suggest a nonviolent coup?”

I smile, happy to be talking to someone who isn’t a beleaguered receptionist. “This is nice.” I tap the brim of his cap. “Ooh, I think I have a packet of popcorn left.”

Jack looks at his watch. “Nope—no time.” He claps his hands. “Hit the shower. We’re goin’ out.”

“Out? Out out?” I stuff the remainder of the muffin in my mouth.

“Just get up.” He tugs the duvet off and proceeds to strip the cloud-patterned flannels from the futon with me still on them.

I grab the remaining corner of the fitted sheet by its elastic. “Jack—”

“G, I am the emissary. I have the power of Grace behind me.” He yanks the cotton from my grip. “You’ll feel better when you’re clean,” he adds, unconsciously mimicking her.

“No, actually.” I ball up the sheets he’s tossed to the floor. “I’ll feel better when I’m employed.”

“I’ll feel better when you’ve brushed your teeth.”

Dumping the bedding in the hamper, I attach the hose to the kitchen sink faucet, turn on the hot water, and pull the step stool over. Jack turns away and tugs his Cubs brim low as I clamber gingerly into the old porcelain sink, toss my bathrobe, and pull the eyelet shower curtain closed. “So, did Grace give you a budget for this rescue effort? ’Cause I’m in the mood for Chinese.”

“We’re going to a job fair,” he calls from the other side of the plastic.

“What! No—not tonight. Come on, let’s eat Chinese and watch Schindler’s List.” I stare at the plastic, hoping for an answer. “Jack, I got six rejection letters this morning. Six. What do they do in person? Spit on you? I don’t know if I can.” I lather my hair. “So, it’s what . . . in a gymnasium? With tables? What kind of jobs? . . . Jack?” I stick my sudsy head out to see him flipping disdainfully through my CDs.

He holds up the Chicago soundtrack and rolls his eyes.

“Hello? What kind of jobs?”

He waves a torn announcement from the newspaper circled in the familiar red ink. “We just have to go. It’s a job thing. You need a job. I need a weekend, so let’s get on with it. We have to make a list.”

“Of what?” A rivulet of shampoo drips into my eyes, and I pull my head back under the water. “Why?”

“Grace,” he answers definitively. I blow a raspberry to the chipped paint. “One: Find job,” he prompts. I offer him my middle finger through the gap in the shower curtain. “Two?”

“Two: Start an organization. Three: Start a company. Four: Secede from the Union. Five: Cure cancer. And, uh, six: Free Tibet.”

“Six: Free Tibet. Done!”

I coax the conditioner out with the last dribble of hot water. “Avert!” I climb down from the sink, wrap myself in a towel, and reach over him for my suit. He unfolds the extended liner notes of the Rolling Stones compilation while I get dressed behind him.

“How’d you get your old job with Dorisistryingtokillme?”

“Career Services,” I say, smoothing down the hanger crease with my hands.

“So do that.”

“Jack, that’d be like getting sent back to the ‘start’ square! If I went back to Wesleyan, I’d be conceding zero progress in two and a half years. No.”

“Fine, free Tibet, then.” He tosses the CD onto the futon before scribbling, “7: Career Services” on the list. He folds the paper down to matchbox size and slides it into his back pocket. “A plan of attack!”

•  •

We skibble out of my cheapie nail place an hour later, me waving my fresh manicure, Essie’s Pink Slip, in the air, Jack tucking my pleather résumé portfolio under his arm and indicating the way with his hooded head.

“Wait. I need to buy a ponytail holder first.” I glance around the narrow street for a pharmacy.

“The thing’s going to be over before we even get there.”

“Jack, I can’t do an interview with my hair all down like this. It’s not professional, I’m not projecting an image of—”

“Move it.”

On Stanton, nestled between abandoned sweatshops-turned-dot-coms-turned-sweatshops, we locate what looks like a garage entrance. “Okay, where’s a safe place for you to hang out?” I slide my portfolio from him and nervously smooth my hair back, while looking hopefully down the desolate street for an open library.

“Nice try. I’m coming in.”

“I have to look professional. What’ll they think? That I have a teenage business partner? That I got pregnant in fifth grade? No. You have to wait for me. How about over there?” I point to the flickering lights of the laundromat across the street. Jack tilts an eyebrow. “Fine,” I concede. “But at least stand a few feet behind me at the tables. We’ll start at the front and work around to the back.”

Following the networking hum, we locate the entrance, no more than a rusted metal door cut into a corrugated garage wall. I quell my misgivings, while together Jack and I shove the door until it gives, spilling us into a noisy warehouse space packed with twenty-somethings shouting to be heard above pulsing rave music. We creep along the concrete wall, shrinking from the denim-and-Adidas-clad denizens angling so their messenger bags can hang. There must be five hundred people here. And not a single brochure-covered table in sight.

A young woman in a skimpy red camisole and jeans is released from the sea of Xtreme Networking to cheer from the sidelines with flushed cheeks. “Grab a Remy Red! Make a Bluelight connection!” she shouts, pointing to the crowd.

“Remy Red. Cool.” Jack grabs a Dixie cup from a passing tray and quickly downs it. I give him a withering look. “G, gimme your jacket,” he responds, hanging his down vest over someone else’s on a precariously overstuffed coat rack. A gaggle of trendy Seven-clad women squeeze between us on teetering heels as I stuff my passé professional blazer inside my coat and hand it off. Triaging, I unzip my portfolio, hide it behind a stack of crates, and fold the résumés into my purse, scanning my Generic-Employee-Projecting-Dependability ensemble for quick-change possibilities.

“Jack, I need five minutes in the ladies’ room.” I point over the mass of heads at toilet [image: Images] spray-painted by the stairs. “Meet me by the arrow.”

“Gotcha.” He salutes with the empty Dixie cup.

“And you’re already past your limit. I’m watching.” He flips me off.

I race down the rickety stairs to the unisex bathroom, where I undo two more buttons on my shirt, ditch my stockings, roll my skirt, and rub Nars highlighter onto my brow and cheekbones. I go to wash the makeup off my fingers, competing for mirror space with a man appraising his goatee and a woman with pink highlights wiping away the day’s mascara flecks. Our eyes meet in the reflection and Mascara smiles tentatively, stealing a furtive glance at my chest. Her vintage Pat Benatar shirt is adorned with a blue flashlight sticker. I glance over at the goatee stylist, who’s sporting identical sticker-wear. Stepping back to give the person behind me access to the sink, I look pointlessly for something to dry my hands on.

“Guess it’s an air-dry night!” Mascara remarks with an odd amount of cheer.

“Yup,” I agree, as the throb of music filters down the stairs. We shake our hands vigorously while people squeeze past.

“So . . .” She smiles anxiously as Goatee joins in, hands flapping. “Who are you with?”

“With?”

“Who are you recruiting for?” They peer at me with laser interest.

“Oh, no, I’m—”

“Uch, you’re not wearing a sticker.” She wipes her hands curtly on her cargos. Goatee rolls his eyes before turning on his heel to leave. “You really should put one on, you know. There’s a system.” I roll my skirt one more notch and squeeze up past the queue of chattering people lining the stairs, smacking into Jack as I round the corner.

“You need a—”

“Sticker. I know.”

He does a Vanna White across his sweatshirt. “Yellow Crown: recruiting people. Blue Flashlight: unemployed people. White Smiley Face: onlookers.” He presses a blue flashlight over my heart. “That’s all you need.”

A Dockers-sporting Flashlight passes us, pausing his stride as he catches sight of Jack’s Crown and then looks confused as he takes in the Flashlight and Smiley Face flanking it. He jerks forward and backward before ambivalently moving on, unsure if he’s just blown it with the world’s youngest CEO. Jack doubles over in hysterics.

“Jack, that’s not nice,” I admonish. “People here are fragile—”

“WHAT’S UP, YOU UNEMPLOYED PEOPLE?! HOW WE DOIN’ TONIGHT?!” A whooping cheer goes out from the crowd as we strain to see the woman in the flimsy red camisole steadying herself, one hand to the wall, a microphone in the other as she teeters atop a bar table.

“WHAT’S UP, DEBBIE?!” A man beside me cups his mouth and belts into my ear.

She collapses in self-conscious giggles before tapping the wand, sending feedback splintering through the disco-lit air. “Can you all hear me?” Everyone claps. “Cool!” She grins. “Okay, so thank you all so much for coming out and making tonight our biggest-attended Blue Light event this year! And it’s only January! We have over ten thousand members in the metropolitan area, and we’re growing by leaps and bounds. Every. Single. Day.” She dips down into one hip, as if skiing, her uncontainable excitement contracting her muscles into a downhill shoosh. “And big props to Remy Red for sponsoring this week’s event! We would be nowhere without our refreshment sponsors. We’re very excited to be trying the Passion Fruit flavor next week and the Avocado Guava next month! And especially, thank you to the recruiters who came out tonight!” Heads whip around in the crowd, searching for the coveted yellow stickers. “We’re thrilled for last week’s successful placement, Wendy Finn. If you want to swing by Dean & Deluca on Sundays or Tuesdays, Wendy will be happy to give anyone with a Blue Flashlight sticker free refills on tea. Now, she did ask me to stress that this is for tea only, no coffee beverages. And be sure to check out our mention in this week’s cover article in Time Out New York, ‘Unemployed and Loving It!’ Thank you, Time Out! And remember, you’re all Blue Light Specials! Now you only have forty more minutes in the Blue Zone, so hit the floor!” At that, the music level rises to an unhelpful pitch as a switch is flipped and all gradations of depth and color disappear, leaving the room a wash of phosphorescence, punctuated by blaring white.

“Great, a black light. I’m job hunting at a seventh-grade dance.”

“Cool,” Jack says, his teeth radiating, every fleck of lint on his sweatshirt standing out like electric rice kernels. I follow his locked gaze to the glowing bra of the woman on our left who clutches at her suddenly translucent shirt and makes a beeline for the coatrack. “I’m gonna see how many losers’ll beg me to take their business cards. You’re on your own.”

“Don’t leave with anyone, and don’t drink anything.” Nodding, Jack disappears into the throng.

All around me Flashlight stickers emit a neon blue beam as people do-si-do through the floor in search of a Crown. I jostle into the long queue for a free drink.

“Oh, Thirty-fourth Street is the best one.” The woman ahead of me touches the arm of her friend’s pulsing Union Jack shirt to emphasize her point. “They have couches and wireless connections. And they’ll totally turn a blind eye if you bring your own sandwich. We should meet there. I’m serious about us starting this closet-organizing business.”

“I’m still hung up on the book idea—your boss was as big an asshole as mine.”

“We can decide Monday. How’s ten?”

“Oh, that’ll be tough. I used to have that hour between the Today show and The View free, but I can’t miss Ellen.”

“Huh.” The Starbucks aficionado peruses her Palm Pilot.

“I could watch it at your place and we could work during the commercials,” offers the Ellen fan.

“Can’t. I just sold my TV on eBay.”

“I got three hundred for all my bridesmaid dresses, but I can’t give up my TV.”

“I watch at the gym. Two, please.” She waves her cigarette-free fingers at the bartender to indicate their drink order. “HR never cancelled my company membership and it’s been, like, a year.” She passes off a cup, but they remain rooted in my path.

“You know, I ran into a woman last week who’s selling her used underwear on eBay—she’s getting over a hundred a pair. That’s how you really make money.” They crane their heads. “See any cute Smiley Faces?”

Running an appraisal of my meager sellables—the roasting pan I don’t have an oven for, the ancient laptop that sizzled to an ugly death, my lever-less toaster—I shimmy around them to grab my Dixie cup of booze. Jack leaps into the air from a nearby throng, waving a handful of cards over the heads of the legitimately stickered. Thus prodded, I down the free liquor, exhale, and plunge deep into the swarm, glancing at the chests of every passing soul. After a full loop of the room, I pause to get my bearings beside a thick-necked man whose lapels are sticker-free. We exchange smiles, and he flashes his leather jacket open in my direction, revealing a Crown sticker on the down low. “Hi!”

“What’s up?” he asks, shifting his Dixie cup to shake my hand. “Do you produce?”

“Yes,” I say definitively, swinging my hair over my shoulder.

“Really. What scope do you work with?”

“Multiple scopes! Big, small. Just completed a massively scaled production for an event in Ohio—it was a national thing. You know.”

“Cool.” He nods, the black light illuminating his bleached teeth through his skin, creating two macabre stripes. “We’re looking for people who have experience instituting systems.” He hands me a brochure from his breast pocket, and I catch a graphic of a satellite.

“I love systems. Yeah, I had to put together quite a system to get this Ohio thing to run smoothly.”

He leans in to be heard over the music, enveloping me in his Remy-soaked breath. “How do you feel about Sun? Or do you prefer Microsoft?”

Um . . . “I’m really a paper person. You know, to-do lists, index cards, binders. But systems are really important. God, just so . . . important. For example, this production system that I set up for our Ohio materials—” He looks a bit lost. I switch gears. “I feel great about the sun, though. Just really good. Great.”

Yup.

He scans above my head, prospecting greener pastures. I hold up the brochure hopefully. “So, I’ll call you.”

“Sure,” he says, already past me, his jacket flapping shut.

“He’s a dick.” I turn to face an openly Crowned oxford, the pomaded Caesar and khakis placing him in his early thirties. “He just comes to these things to pick up women.”

“Ah, good to know. How much of an epidemic is that? This is my first one.”

“It’s our third.” Two women jostle in, unsolicited. “But this one is way better than last time, donchoo think?” They grin their toothy grins, and I reach for a second syrupy beverage from the tray passed over our heads.

“I’ve only been to a few myself,” he confides. We lean closer to hear him over the din as two more women join the huddle. “Anyway, I’m Guy.” His blue eyes smile warmly. “And I really am hiring.”

Loud yucks from the ladies.

“Really Hirable, at your service.” I slice the space with my hand, taking his in one firm up-and-down.

“And what are you looking to be hired for?”

Windowslaundrytoiletsanything—“Well, I’ve been in the nonprofit sector for the past few years, but I’m looking to make a transition.”

“Me, too, from unemployed to employed,” the redhead guffaws. “We all worked for Priceline.” They wave in tandem.

“How long?” Guy asks, cup at his lips, and we all lean another inch closer, forming a sound wall against the deafening Prodigy track pulsing around us.

“Since school. We loved it.” They sigh. “There was a masseuse on staff.”

“Yeah. Sounds great. Anyway,” I say, “I want to gain expertise in the private sector and eventually bring it back to those who can most benefit from it in the public sector.”

“Oh? And who are they?” Guy turns away to deposit his empty cup on a passing tray. “I bet the travel discounts were sick,” he addresses the Priceline posse, momentarily derailing my response. A cluster of Flashlights, seemingly using this opportunity to vent their frustration by starting a mosh pit, pounds toward us, leaving a trail of elbow-rubbing casualties.

“Yes,” I say as we collectively side-step, “so, my efforts thus far have specifically targeted feminist organizations—”

“Smack my bitch up!” a young man ‘sings’ along in my ear as he knocks a fellow mosher to the ground.

“—But I’m totally looking to branch out.”

I extend a hand to the fallen woman, who stumbles to her feet. “Smack my bitch up!” She hops off, arms raised, throwing herself even harder against her toppler.

Guy, unjostled, is lost in thought. “Feminist. Cool.” He reaches for cards from his breast pocket. “Ladies, My Company.” The O in Company is the female symbol. We each hungrily take one. “It was a pleasure.” He breaks into a magnetic farewell smile. “But I’ve got to spread it around.” He makes it all of three feet before he’s engulfed by another flock of Flashlights.

•  •

Half an hour later, as I’m whoring out my last breath to creatively package two and a half years of photocopying and becoming-one-with-my-nondesk, the black lights cut and everyone, their teeth restored to natural ivory, blinks up into the fluorescents.

I lift onto the balls of my feet, scanning for Jack, and lock with green eyes beneath tussled blond hair. “Excuse me, have you seen a fourteen-year-old trying to fleece people out of their business cards?”

He glances just above my head. “About yea tall? Wesleyan sweatshirt?”

“Uh-huh.”

He breaks into a Dennis Quaid grin. “No. Never seen him.” I follow his extended finger to where Jack is talking to the DJ.

“Thanks.”

“Sure.” We take each other in, smiling, the creases around his lovely eyes bringing a tingle. “Hi,” he says.

“Hi.”

“So,” he says, glancing at my heart, “you’re a Flashlight.”

“Yes.” I raise my eyebrows, feigning job-search enthusiasm despite his sticker-free chest. “Are you recruiting?”

“Nah, I just came for moral support.” He slides his free hand down into the pocket of his Diesels, hunching his shoulder up. “My roommate’s been laid off twice in the last year, so . . .”

“You’re kidding.” I’m shoved into him by the last of the tenacious moshers, and he reaches out to steady me, leaving his hand on my lower back as he takes a nervous swig of his Remy. He glances over his drink into my eyes. “You were saying?” I ask, flushing.

“Sorry?”

“Your roommate?”

“Luke, right.” He leans in, his warm breath tickling my ear. “Kiss of death for any company. If you want to go under, hire Luke.”

“Well.” I slide back to smile at him. “There are so many companies looking to go under right now. He should definitely highlight that font on his résumé.”

He laughs. And she’s funny. “So, any leads tonight?”

“Not really. Did your friend have any luck?”

“He may. He left with a young lady who was seriously shit-faced.” Charming.

“Come on, this is getting lame.” Jack bumps my arm. “Let’s go.” He withdraws two fistfuls of business cards from his sweatshirt pockets and dumps them into my purse.

Green Eyes clears his throat. “What direction are you heading?” he asks.

“Thompson Square Park,” Jack volunteers, pulling his sweatshirt tabs and closing the hood to a small puckered hole.

“Oh, I’m meeting some friends at the Slipper Room. I can walk you up,” he offers tentatively. “Or not. I mean, I don’t want to intrude or, uh, anything,” he stammers.

“Uh, o-kay,” I say.

“Okay,” he says.

“Okay, whatever. Let’s go!” Jack pushes his face back out from the confines of his hood.

We weave through the crowds toward the exit, stopping where the coatracks have toppled, leaving a heap of black wool on the Remy-sodden floor. “Shit,” I mutter as I look down at an unaffordable trip to the dry cleaner.

Green Eyes squats amidst annoyed Bluelights and begins to rifle the wet cloth with gusto. “The most important thing is to check the pockets. Last winter, I got back from B-bar and realized I’d worn some lady’s North Face home.”

“So, what happened?” Jack asks.

“Well, her cell phone was in it, so I tracked her down”—and now she’s your fiancée, great story—“but I never saw my ski parka again.”

“I’m safe. No one else has a pink toggle coat.”

“Pink?”

“Yeah, pink,” Jack confirms, shrugging on his recovered down vest.

“This it?” Green Eyes thrusts his arm elbow-deep into the pile and surfaces with peony-colored wool.

“Thanks,” I say.

“Now you can remember me as the boy who rescued your coat.”

“I’m not shit-faced, so that should help.”

His cheeks redden. “Ouch.”

“Yeah. Kind of upsetting.”

“I was just being a smart-ass. Not so attractive, huh?”

I shrug. “Not so much.”

“Ah-ha!” He stands, victoriously raising a black pea coat in one hand and pulling a sheet of paper out of the pocket with the other. “Show me another man here who’s carrying a flyer for Pinky Nail!”

“Dare I ask?” I pull on my own slightly damp coat, the sticky red Remy of my job search obscuring the coffee stain of my former employment.

“Just can’t turn down a flyer.” Now genuinely charmed.

As we shuffle with the exiting crowd into the stark cold, I instantly regret ditching my pantyhose. “Who’re you?” Jack plods between us, chewing his drawstring.

“Buster,” he says, fishing a wool cap from his pocket as we walk in tandem around the piles of frozen garbage bags. “Who’re you?”

“Jack.” He drops the tab out of his mouth. “Like Kerouac. G’s brother. What’s up?” He pulls his hand out of his vest pocket and swiftly swipes Buster’s palm.

Buster pauses his gait to extend his hand to me. “Nice to meet you, G.”

I smile as I slide my glove into his, warmth permeating through the layers of wool and leather.

“YGames,” Jack acknowledges the emblem on Buster’s cap.

“Yeah.” Buster drops my hand as we resume walking. “I design for them. You played Zarcon yet?”

“You kidding?” Jack tries to cover his awe. “Hey, how do you get to Level Eight?”

“The bludgeon’s in the third chamber. Past the droid.”

“That is so f’ing cool. I can’t believe you just, like, know that.”

“I put it there.”

Back to me—“Fifty bucks for the droid with the job behind it.”

Buster laughs. “For hard cash, I’ll see what I can do. Here’s my stop,” he says as we reach the no longer aptly named Orchard Street, the lines outside the grotty drag bars just forming. Buster swivels around in the glow of the Slipper Room’s blinking lights. “Hey, why don’t you two come in and warm up? On Fridays they do this retro show—it’s a good time. And they make a killer hot toddy.”

I hesitate, having not been on a date with Jack since the beach rental in Misquamicut. But Buster’s lovely forehead furrows entreatingly, and the Brat Pack–styled lounge, a tonic to the earlier grungefest, glows behind him. “I could go for a hot toddy.”

“Finally, some real nightlife,” Jack mutters for Buster’s benefit as we step into the swiftly moving line of platinum-and-ebony-haired women. They wrap their vintage furs close, stomping their combat boots to maintain circulation as we huddle above the steaming grate.

At the front of the line, I offer my Connecticut driver’s license and the bouncer nods. “Not the kid.”

“He’s with me, Al,” Buster says, bumping fists in greeting.

Jack’s eyes widen at our escort’s cachet as Al waves us into the bustling warmth of the dark gold-toned room. Scott Joplin tinkles above the heads of the mingling audience, while, on stage, a refreshingly robust young woman tap dances in a wholesome ruffled bra and shorts, the sailor suit on the floor suggesting the earlier part of her act. We follow Buster as he snakes past the ring of vinyl booths decorated with glossies of bygone starlets.

“My friends aren’t here yet.” His soft lips graze my ear. “Let’s just grab a table.” He pulls out chairs for us at a small café round and sets us up with two toddys and a cider. Meanwhile, Jack and I pivot to face the stage, our toes tapping to the syncopated beat. As the last few bars of “The Entertainer” peal out, the dancer slides down into a split, arms in a V.

I lean over to Buster, who’s also grinning at the latter-day Shirley Temple. “Thanks for inviting us.”

“Thanks for coming.” He squeezes my hand.

“I’d heard about the show, but I had no idea it was this enchanting.”

“They’re reviving burlesque,” he says, lifting his hand from mine to help pass our steaming drinks from the waitress. The next act begins, dimpled knees fanning in and out as she Charlestons her way across the stage in a flurry of ribbons.

For an hour, feather boas, playing cards, and pastel balloons flutter to the worn floorboards while I’m borne on a mellowing current of hot brandy. Between acts, a man in a zoot suit and fedora jumps up to the stage. “Thank you, Cindy!” People heartily applauding, Cindy peeks her ringlets out from the curtain for a final wave as Jack drops his head on the table and lets out a stream of bored air.

“What?” I lean over to him. He turns his forehead on the tablecloth to face me and rolls his eyes.

“Don’t tell me you’re not having fun,” Buster says. Jack jerks back up, feigning enthusiasm.

“Well, I’m having fun,” I say. Buster puts his arm around the back of my chair, his palm resting on my arm, and I find myself leaning in as if we’re the room’s oldest couple.

“Ladies and gentlemen.” The man in the zoot suit takes center stage once more. “And now . . . the star of our show . . . Please clap your paws together for a little lady who needs no introduction . . . the delightful Rosie La Boom.” A classic bump-and-grind horn-driven melody comes waa-waa-waa-ing out of the speakers as the next act struts on stage, her silhouette an exaggerated hourglass, immobile silicone straining beneath the sequined string bikini. Clearly we’ve made a departure from her sweetly-themed predecessors. Jack sits up pointer-straight as Rosie bends over.

Waa-waa . . . the horn peals out as she strips off her top, her tassled pasties circling in figure eights.

Keenly aware of Buster’s touch, I look at Jack, who’s utterly transfixed by the large breasts, largely exposed, before us. Then I turn to Buster, who’s glancing sidelong at me, as if gauging my reaction, which I haven’t shown yet. Boom-chicka-boom-chicka. With a swift tug, Rosie jerks the G-string off her emaciated haunches and sends it flying toward our table. Jack’s hand reaches up as if we’re at Yankee Stadium.

“You know,” I say, intercepting his catch as she does a spread-eagle, her thorough wax job laid bare before us. The sequins drop to the table, unclaimed. “I think Jack’s a little tired.”

“What?”

“You’re tired.” I kick Jack under the table. “Sorry, I didn’t realize how late it had gotten.”

Buster pulls up his sleeve to check his watch and shrugs. “Okay . . . guess I’ll walk you out.”

“Thanks,” I smile nervously, pushing Jack ahead of me as he cranes his head, his eyes still riveted to Rosie’s spread buttocks. I shuffle us out with Buster in tow, now trying to gauge his reaction.

“Busted!” Just in front of the exit, a guy in an army jacket blocks our path, leaning across me to knock knuckles with Buster. “Dude, we’ve been waiting on line for an hour, but it looks like we got here for the good stuff.” He turns to where Rosie is bending over again, her nose job visible between her muscled calves.

“G, this is my colleague, Sam. Sam, G.”

Sam nods, eyes locked on the stage, as a waitress pushes past, her tray laden with steaming mugs.

A young woman squeezes into our huddle, blowing on her red hands. Sam’s attention still elsewhere, Buster makes introductions. “G, this is Camille, Sam’s fiancée.”

“Hey. Oooh—Rosie’s on tonight! I fuck’n love her.” Camille gently gyrates to the beat.

“We have a table.” Buster points to the seats we just vacated.

Camille gives him a thumbs-up and edges over to be eye level with Rosie’s snatch.

“Nice to meet you,” I say to Sam, whose fiancée probably has an extensive knowledge of football, which she exhibits while smoking cigars and kicking his ass at Zarcon. Feeling deeply less than “down,” I give Jack a final push out the door and Buster follows, hunching his shirtsleeves against the cold.

“Hope that was cool.”

“Yeah, no, totally. That was totally cool.” I nod like a Weeble. “Jack’s just tuckered, so . . .”

“I’m fine.”

“Actually, I’m tuckered. I went running this morning. Five miles. And then I went lingerie shopping . . . which I do, you know, once a month . . . just to be . . . not uptight.”

“Where do you run?”

“Around.”

“Well, Sam and Camille are really awesome. Maybe another time?” Shivering, Buster digs his hands deep into his pockets.

“Yes, definitely.”

“What else you up to this weekend?”

“Mostly just camping out at Kinko’s,” I say, nodding into my scarf as I rub my bare calves together to warm them.

“Hey!” Buster points to a poster of Rosie promoting Monday’s Martin Luther King Burlesque Brunch. “We could meet for brunch. YGames is closed.”

“Oh, fun! Yeah, I’d love to. But.” I inhale through closed teeth, exuding disappointment, as I scramble for any excuse to avoid sharing our childhoods over G-strings and granola.

“She’s going to Career Services.” Jack advances Grace’s agenda once again.

“I am.”

“How’re you getting up there?”

“The train. I have to drop Jack back home for swim practice, and it’s only a short bus ride from there—”

“Hey, I have a car. I could totally drive you. I know this great clam place in Bridgeport. We could grab lunch on the way back.”

“Oh, that’s so nice, but the train is really—”

“Gross,” Jack interjects.

“Right, so let me drive you guys up.” I get a split-screen flash of the return trip sans Jack; our entwined bodies passionately writhing in some sweet seaside motel; my mangled corpse bouncing along in his trunk.

“Okay, great.” Sex wins.

“Cool. So, what’s your address?”

“406 East 7th.”

“Cool.” He nods.

“I’ll write it down.” I fumble in my purse for a pen.

“Nah, I’ve got it.” Buster breaks into another wildly endearing grin. “406 East 7th. So see you—?”

“Jack just has to be at practice by—”

“One,” comes Jack’s voice, muffled by the tightly corded fleece opening.

“So, nineish?” Buster asks.

“Great! Wow, thanks.”

“Okay, well, have a rockin’ evening. J, we have a game in development that could use test-driving. Think you and your friends might be interested?” Jack bobs his head wordlessly. Buster clicks his heels together, giving me a little nod. “G?”

“B.”

“See you Monday at nine.” He salutes.

Jack watches Buster return to the lounge, saxophone bleating out the door as he pulls it open. “Unbelievable. Un-be-fucking-lievable—”

“Hey, language,” I mumble as I tear my eyes away.



CHAPTER THREE

Make Lemonade, Dammit!

“Un. Be. Fucking. Lievable.” I bounce on my heels to keep warm as my watch registers 10:30, officially marking one and a half hours of standing in the freezing cold. I am furious. Furious at an epic level.

“Language,” Jack calls to me from where he sits on his duffel bag, munching a steaming knish.

“Get up.”

“Hey.”

“Come on, Jack, we have to get going right now or you’re gonna miss practice—”

He stands and sticks the last of his snack into his mouth. “Just because Game Boy flaked, this isn’t my fault, so don’t get all—”

“You!” I glare at the sporadic stubble above his lip. “Don’t even—I can’t even—let’s just get a cab.” He slings his bag onto his shoulder and follows me as I scurry over to Avenue A, weaving in and out of the street to flag a taxi. “Okay. Okay. So the upside, to borrow from our rainstorm-gets-your-clothes-clean mother, is that you’re getting to witness, to see what it’s like—what it feels like—when some man just waltzes into your evening and says, ‘Oh, yeah! Sure! Lemme drive you somewhere! Let’s have clams! Let’s watch a stripper!’ With the, ‘Oh, I have a flyer to a nail salon.’ How original is that, Jack? I mean, I have, like, thirty menus to the same two Chinese restaurants. Does that make me charming? Does it, Jack?” I throw his bag onto the backseat of the cab that’s pulled up in a stream of slush. “Slide in—Grand Central—and then just not show up! Because you don’t want to be this person, Jack. You don’t want to leave people standing on a street corner at nine in the morning feeling rejected when it’s TWENTY DEGREES outside!” I huff, crossing my arms in indignation as we snake uptown, the windows icing with the grime of civilization. I throw the door open at the station, jerking Jack awake as I toss a precious bill at the driver. “Can I have ten back? It’s not like we asked him. It’s not like I was radiating transportation neediness. So this is a lesson in watch-what-you-volunteer. Tell a woman she’s going to speak at a conference, let her speak at the conference. You can’t promise a ride and then have her make copies, Jack. You have to follow through. Raise your child outside the system, guess what she doesn’t know how to start, Jack?! Her own system! Because pasties aren’t art.” We locate the train. “That seat in the front—”

“All aboard!”

“It’s just no way to treat people,” I offer my final thought as the doors slide shut.

Jack reluctantly pulls out his homework, his head slumping against the gray window. Making productive use of wasted primping, I borrow a cell phone from the businessman across the way, arrange for a ride from the station, and then feign napping to evade his expectant leer. Yes, as is the custom, in exchange for your electronic graciousness, I will now pleasure you.

By the time we roll into Waterbury, the Robertses, one of Grace’s host of backups, are waiting in their station wagon, windshield wipers beating away the sleet. “Hey!” Jack’s friend Xander waves from the car in a puffy yellow coat that makes him look like a hip-hop budgie. “Find her a job?”

“Nah, gonna take more than a weekend—”

“Thank you so much for the ride,” I address Mrs. Roberts, ignoring Jack’s depressingly astute observation. “My mom had a meeting with the trustees, so—”

“No, no problem. My babysitter has the flu, so I’m chauffeur today. Okay, Xan,” she says, addressing the rearview mirror, “after swim practice, Dad’ll pick you two up—if he’s late, wait under the awning. Then you’re all going to swing by the Changs’ and collect Janie; dinner is pizza—remind Dad to pick it up and that Jack’s allergic to peppers. Oh, and I’ll get your new uniforms on the way home.” I watch Jack and Xan nod along in the passenger-side mirror. Grace always did rely upon the co-parenting kindness of strangers.

When we pull up at the gym, the boys pile out to join their friends dashing from idling cars to the cover of the concrete awning. Jack nearly runs off without paying my hug toll. “Um, excuse me?” I catch him. “Come here, you.” I lean through the window, wet snow falling on my hair, to give him a big squeeze.

“Okay, you’re holding on tighter than Grace.”

“Shut up. Listen, take it easy,” I mumble into his hair. “Don’t let her drive you crazy.”

He pulls back and grins. “You’re gonna be fine, G.”

I nod, biting the inside of my cheek. “I know.” He pulls away from me until I’m just holding his sleeve. “Okay, so good-bye, then. Thanks for getting me up here.” He tugs free. “I LOVE YOU, JACK!!!”

He sticks an arm back at me, his middle finger flipping skyward, as he jogs to his snickering friends.

“Onto Chatsworth.” Mrs. Roberts steers the car out the exit, harried in the middle of her daily routine, which clearly doesn’t break for a national holiday.

“Actually, I’m going up to Wesleyan to tackle Career Services, so the bus station would be perfect if you don’t mind.” I stare out the window at the sleet slanting down the fogged glass, feeling the absence of my brother. “Thank you so much for this.”

“Not at all.” She loops her headset around her ears with her free hand. “Wesleyan’s on the way to my client. Why don’t I just”—she takes a chug of coffee from her travel mug before blindly returning it to its holder—“drop you directly?”

“That would be amazing, thank you—” But she’s already on her cell. I nestle back into the seat as she confirms her client’s address, a flower delivery to an in-law, a PTA fund-raiser, a transatlantic conference call, and a dentist appointment. This woman has a life, a family, and a home, which I’m wagering isn’t predominantly held together with duct tape.

“What time will you be done?” Mrs. Roberts pulls to a rolling stop, sliding a sheaf of envelopes from her bag. “Would you mind sticking these in the mailbox for me?”

“Sure.” I pass off the bundle into the squeaky receptacle. “Um, about four o’clock?”

“See you right back here at four!” She screeches out of the campus parking lot.

“Bye! Thanks,” I call after her wistfully. Standing where the extremes of the Connecticut climate have warped the asphalt into small crags, I pull on my wool hat, insulating myself against the damp mist. As the fog eddies and swirls, the buildings of Wesleyan come in and out of view, an academic Brigadoon.

I recall sitting in my polyester cap and gown at graduation, imagining my return—the driver would help me out of my Town Car and I’d stride in, wearing a perfectly cut Gucci pantsuit, to give a lecture on a burning issue of global magnitude. At the very least, I’d arrive for my ten-year class reunion the picture of triumph—accomplished, secure, debt-free. Important. Nowhere in my fantasy was I wearing frayed corduroys and side-stepping patches of snow. Nowhere had I been flicked off the finger of my employer. Nowhere was I poor, irrelevant, and freezing.

Determined to leave with at least four solid job leads, I clomp across the grass toward Career Services, past students groggily clutching their plastic mugs of dining hall coffee. I hold one of Butterfield’s side doors open for a cluster of girls dressed like Peruvians, who, come graduation, will be hoping their facial piercings haven’t left visible scars and spending their disposable income on crap pantyhose with the rest of us. I follow them down the stairs to Career Services, surprised to find the steps lined with camped-out students. The waiting area is still painted the color of something left in the icebox too long, but now the wood-laminate bookcases hold dusty brochures from companies whose hiring freezes have made The New York Times. Despite the discouraging decoration, the floor is packed with eager collegiate mushrooms gripping the same questionnaire I filled out three years ago. Climbing between them, I take my place on line for the service window. “Excuse me?” I ask, leaning in toward a prim, matronly woman standing behind the counter, her tight pin curls secured with a slim grosgrain headband.

“Yes, dear, what time is your appointment?” she says with a smile, as she highlights the next name on her list. “Forgive us, but we’re running a tiny bit behind today.”

“That’s okay, it looks like you have a lot going on.”

The woman smiles, dropping her hands to the desk. “Goodness, do we ever. If you’re in the two o’clock hour, you might want to go around the corner. We’ve set up some hot cocoa.” Yes, that’s exactly what this job search has been missing: hot cocoa. And heated dorm rooms, a meal plan, and dollar movies—

“So, what time?” she repeats, her pencil poised to check me off.

“Oh, I don’t have an appointment . . .” Pleaseohpleaseohplease.

“Well, let’s get you set up.” Thankyouthankyouthankyou. She pulls out a large calendar. “Time permitting, we take drop-ins on Wednesdays and Fridays for quick questions, but if you want to see the binders you can come back . . .” She quickly flips several pages ahead. “How’s the twenty-first of March for you? Four-fifteen?”

MARCH! “Actually, I came all the way up from the city today. I’m pretty familiar with the system, so if I could just poke my head in—”

Her expression quickens as she sighs through pinched lips. “You graduated.”

“Yes, but only two years ago. I was hoping I could just take a peek—”

“No. Absolutely not.” She shakes her head, crossing her thin arms over her faded floral blouse. “We placed you. Your career was serviced. Our task is to get you out the door, but it’s your responsibility from there. Yet you alums come traipsing in here daily, thinking you can just storm the gates and we’ll roll out the red carpet.”

“Okay,” I regroup. “Clearly you’re working very hard and I appreciate that it’s much busier than it ever was when I was here. And I’ve been doing everything I can, but I lost that job.”

“Yes. I guessed as much. We’re only helping undergraduates now.”

“But I was an undergraduate.”

She broadens her small shoulders. “And you had your shot.”

The waiting room swirls. “That was not my shot. That was a shot. A shot. One.” She puffs up indignantly and puts a finger to her lips to shush me, but I will not be shushed. “That ‘job’ you folks set me up with was with the boss from hell. From hell. I’m talking lying and stealing and—”

“Please, keep your voice down,” she hisses, indicating the huddled masses behind me.

I wheel around to their frightened faces. “You think it’s just about finding it and getting there?” I swipe a file folder off the counter and hold it aloft. “See this?! This will be your new best friend! This will be your working week and your Sunday rest! So pick your color now, kids!” I feel my arm tugged as the door buzzes open behind me. “I was working on a TOILET!!”

Pin Curls jerks me inside. “There’s no need to get bolshy. Fifteen minutes. But if a real student needs a binder, you must hand it over. I’m watching you.”

Getting a grip inside the large, musty room, I perch at the humanities table, pull out my yellow pad, and grab a binder. Only a few pages in, I see that almost all the postings have big black check marks drawn through them.

“Excuse me? What do the black checks mean?”

“Filled. Sshhh.”

“Filled?”

“Filled, young lady, filled. Thirteen minutes.”

“Sorry, but why are the descriptions still in here?”

She squeaks her chair out and marches over to me. “I will kindly remind you to keep your voice down. You are a guest here. If they get unfilled, we reenter them.” She returns to her desk. “So you’ll know what you missed. Eleven minutes.”

I roll up the sleeves on my sweater and dig for my real options. Fewer and farther between, they quickly blur.

Position: Administrative Assistant, Executive Assistant, Slave. Starting Salary: Nineteen thousand, Eighteen thousand, Unpaid. Responsibilities: Ordering new paper towels. Making coffee or coffee alternatives for our caffeine-sensitive employees. Arranging my travel, hair appointments, bikini waxes, and therapy. Held accountable for: paper-clip shrinkage, Xerox paper waste, coffee mug abandonment, FedEx, UPS, PMS, my marriage, and my weight.

Falling down a black hole of administrative misery, my eyes finally alight on a promising posting.





	Position:

	Research and Policy Associate




	Starting Salary:

	Negotiable




	Responsibilities:

	Working closely with Director to create female-constituent public-policy proposals




	Held Accountable for:

	Initiating and innovating organization’s agenda





Weepy with excitement, I pull the sheet out of its plastic sleeve and run to the front desk. “This one’s still available, right? There’s no check.”

Pin Curls slides on her glasses and glances down. “Yes, I rescanned that one myself.” She types the code into the computer and the information screen opens. “You can’t read over my shoulder,” she scolds. “I have to print it out for you.”

“Okay.” I step back.

“No, collect your things and wait out there. Quietly.” She gestures to the anteroom.

“Okay!” I pick up my stuff and run out the door to meet her again from the other side of the window, leaning from hip to hip as the listing glides out of the laser printer. I reread the scanned-in description, eagerly scrolling down to the most important information.





	Contact:

	Doris Weintruck. The Center for Equity in Community




	Posted:

	November 15th





You’ve got. To be kidding.

Underneath, in her nauseatingly familiar scratch, Doris has delineated her idea of my perfect replacement. Note to applicants: equal opportunity employer. Males strongly encouraged to apply.

I somehow refrain from puking onto Pin Curls’s wool flannel lap. “You scanned this two months ago? Are you sure?”

She purses her lips. “Of course I am. I suppose you don’t even want it after all that fuss.”

“No.” Numbly, I slide the paper back through the window. “I just left it.”

“You mean ‘lost it,’ ” she mutters, as I hopscotch over the recoiling hopefuls, run up the stairs and out the fire door, gasping for air.

•  •

I sit silently as Mrs. Roberts drives through the revived sleet, so busily trying to scribble a grocery list on the back of an envelope while steering with her left hand that she misses the entrance to the train station altogether and has to pull a K-turn. She places her hand on my headrest before pivoting her body to back up, her fingers loosely brushing my hair. Tears spring to my eyes at the contact.

“Oh, honey.” She brakes sharply and drops her hand to my shoulder.

“Sorry,” I sputter, fighting the urge to drop into her lap, thankful for the restraint of the seatbelt. “I just, this is just, so . . . hard. I don’t know why she—”

“You’re taking this so personally.” Mrs. Roberts looks me in the eye, the windshield wipers squeaking back and forth. She reaches down to open the glove compartment, springing a gaggle of toys, maps, and fast-food detritus across my lap. “Shit,” she mutters.

“It’s okay.” I bend to help her shove everything back into the tiny space.

“Thought we had tissues. Will a Wet Nap do?”

I nod, dutifully blowing my nose into the moist antiseptic cloth. “I’m just so scared that I’m actually unemployable.” That Doris was right. That I suck. “If I could just get an interview, or even a lead—”

“Of course you’re employable—that’s ridiculous. You know, maybe I can get the New York office to see you—they’re still interviewing. I’ll put in a call tonight.”

“Oh God, I’d be so grateful—” The train clangs in across the street, forcing her to complete the ragged turn and pull, screeching, into the station.

“Gogogo!” she yells, already groping for the headset again as I unbuckle myself, slipping and sliding up the steps and into the ice-covered train.

•  •

Thursday morning finds me standing under the marquee of Radio City Music Hall, flipping through my Filofax to locate the address from Mrs. Roberts’s message. The frigid wind bellows up Sixth Avenue, making my eyes tear as the fluttering pages reveal that I’m on the wrong side of five lanes of traffic. I scurry between steaming hoods of honking cabs to a tower soaring at least fifty reflective stories into the Midtown skyline. Pushing the revolving doors, I pause in relief under the blast of hot air, accidentally causing a hostile pileup of cashmere-clad businessmen behind me.

After a full cavity search at security, I’m directed to a set of elevators that promise to bypass the first lowly thirty-four floors. As the car hurtles upward, I reapply lipstick and try not to look nervous.

On thirty-five, the glass door clicks open and I’m let into a forbidding gray reception area dotted with birds of paradise and black-suited staff, giving the place a distinctly funereal air. After signing in, I run my hands down the back of my own dark suit and take a seat in the horseshoe of reception chairs. Surreptitiously glancing at the others also clutching leather folders to their chests, I try to imagine working in a place not illuminated by Technicolor hemp. I like it.

“Okay.” A man with a clipboard appears, clearing his throat. “We’ll take the next group; you, you, you, you, and you.” I button my blazer and smooth my ponytail as our posse follows him into a windowless conference room featuring two concentric circles of chairs: Big Five does Dante. He pulls an about-face, prompting our group to stall in the doorway. “I’m Chip, and I want to welcome you to today’s session.” He pauses.

“Hi, Chip,” we say, frighteningly, in unison.

“Great, so I’m going to grab the associates and we’ll begin with a Group Exercise.” I get a flash of us doing Tae Bo. “Why don’t you go ahead and take a seat?”

Everyone seems to know to sit in the inner circle and slide their folders under their chairs. Despite their cagey glances, I imagine us in months to come reminiscing about this around the espresso machine; Chip will pass by, give us a thumbs-up. The few chosen ones will be my colleagues; we’ll share our marriages, pregnancies, divorces . . .

Chip returns with his associates, who are our age but with the crisp air of the employed about them. They sit ceremoniously in the circle surrounding ours, while Chip hands out sheets of mint-green paper, a color that ‘deeply troubled’ Doris. SCENARIO is written at the top in bold letters. As I scan down the page, I learn that I’m now Sheila Smith, recently stationed on an ‘engagement’ for Teens Make Up Company, with the objective of convincing my team to ‘reformat their strategy from explicit to implicit.’

“You’ll have fifteen minutes for this simulation,” Chip’s voice booms to us from the two-foot distance between his circle and ours. “And . . . go!”

A man with overly gelled hair begins, “I have a proposed plan of action for which I think there are multiple reasons to consider its flexibility. I’d like to begin with our market share—” And I haven’t got a fucking clue. Not a single one. All I know is that someone wearing way, way too much Polo cologne is scribbling notes behind me. Everyone in the group keeps interrupting one another using terms I’ve never heard before: ‘emotional data,’ ‘tectonic client shift,’ ‘SMEs,’ ‘RFPs,’ and a lot of talk about a ‘multiboutique asset management model.’ Then a blonde with dark roots announces, “I’m Sheila Smith, and I’m working at Teens Make Up Company—”

“Wait—you’re Sheila?” Everyone stares incredulously at me. Sheila glares. “It’s just that I’m Sheila.” I turn to the circle surrounding us. “Is that right? Should there be two of us?” Everyone gasps.

Chip is the first to recover. “Well, we can’t proceed after that, so we’ll just move on to your individual case interviews.”

Sheila’s eyes well, and she spits at me under her breath, “Thanks. Thanks a lot.”

“Girl,” Chip says, crooking his finger in my direction. “You’ll be starting with Stu.” I gather my folder and follow Stu down a long hallway to an empty cubicle, where we both take a seat. Stu pulls off his glasses and rubs his forehead fast and hard before refocusing his eyes on my résumé and then on the attached memo from Mrs. Roberts. “What other consulting companies are you meeting with?”

“None. I mean, this is my first. I’m just starting to look, so—”

“Right. How many years of internal consulting have you booked?”

“Well, I’ve been working as a program assistant over the last two and a half years, which enabled me to take part in a number of interesting research projects—”

“Uh-huh. So what would you do?” Stu tosses my résumé down onto the desk. “As Sheila, what would be your next move?” I think back to my mousy blonde nemesis with the tapping foot. Highlights with a semipermanent caramel rinse?

“Sorry, just to be sure, this interview is for the nonprofit division, right?”

“Good one,” he chuckles. “They’re not hiring. This is for Insurance, Property, and Assets.”

“Oh! Okay, well, if you could just explain a bit more about this whole exercise, I’m sure I could give you the information you’re looking for. Maybe you could just give me a quick overview of the kind of work you do here—then I could speak directly to that.”

Chip pops his head over the cubicle wall, like a puppeteer. “Stu?”

“Yeah?”

“You ready for Monica to join?”

“Sure, yeah.”

A brunette rounds the corner, her tailored shirt blousing perfectly over her pencil skirt. I look from one naked felt wall to the other, wishing there was at least a bumper sticker’s worth of information about the company, instead of just its name pulsing from every surface. Insurance Property & Assets? Anyone? Anyone?! “I’m sorry, I was under the impression that I would be speaking with your nonprofit division—”

“Monz, Sheila wants us to give her some background.”

“Yes, it would really help me to help you if you could just tell me a bit, say, about how you spend your days here?” I ask hopefully.

Directing her attention to her watch, Monica begins to talk. And talk. And talk. About markets, numbers, teams, and an inordinate amount of leveraging. Tons of leveraging. Leveraging is the sole verb in her presentation. Stu nods, tossing in statistics and acronyms here and there while I become enthralled by their enthusiasm, verbosity, and prodigious intake of Diet Coke, their watches that most definitely did not come from Chinatown. I marvel that we’re the same age, yet they’re going to jump into their all-terrain vehicles after work, park them in their two-car garages, and feed their big dogs. I plummet into wondering what, exactly, I’ve been doing these last two and a half years, farting around with public policy and thinking this sufficient. Just what has been so important that it’s kept me from the vital work of learning how to leverage a single fucking thing?!

“I’m up.” A woman peeks around the side before stepping in. “Whitney.” She shakes my hand in one up-and-down move, light caroming off her four-carat emerald-cut diamond, splaying the drab space.

“All right.” Her pink cashmere cable cardigan draped just so, she studies my résumé. “Girl.” She eyes my hands clutched in my lap. “I see you haven’t taken any notes. Do you have this completely memorized already?”

My face beats. “I was so absorbed by what Monica was saying.”

“Right.” She trades glances with her colleagues. “We’re going to converse for a moment.” They get up and stand just outside the cubicle, discussing me in hushed tones. Stepford employees, these people even know how to whisper perfectly.

“Girl.” Whitney returns alone, folding her hands delicately in front of her chin as she sits across from me. “Here’s the thing. We’re just not getting from you that you’re looking to make money. Money. As much as you possibly can. For yourself. Our clients. Us. We just don’t see it.” She leans in. “Do you want to make as much money as you possibly can? Do you really want to and we’re just not reading you right?” She stares at me, and I detest her and every last thing about this whole event. I am, however, still sickeningly dazzled by her ring, proving that I’m officially going to end up as a starving forty-five-year-old Greenpeace petitioner drooling her days away outside Tiffany’s. I take a deep breath.

“I want to make money—as much as I, um, can. You know, for you and me and the clients, and whoever. I just haven’t really been able to get a sense of how you would like me to do that.”

“Exactly.” Whitney stands. “Okay!” she calls over the cubicle walls to Stu. “Who’s next?”

•  •

I roll over to check the clock on the milk crate doubling as a nightstand, nudging aside the tiny stack of business cards I garnered at the ‘job fair.’ Eleven fifty-three. I inhale deeply, trying to slow my buzzing brain from replaying the phone calls I’ve put in to every half-baked Remy-stained lead. I exhale as I flick on the lamp and realize that my breath is coming out in steamy puffs. The pipes must be freezing up again. “I NEED A JOB,” I yell at the waterbug making a relaxed trek across my floor. It skitters back into the shadows over a white card that’s fallen between the wooden slats. Hunching the blanket around me, I reach over and jimmy it out, the thermographed women’s symbol slick under my thumb. My Company.

Debating the air-of-desperation factor, I decide it’s worth the risk in order to go to sleep feeling like I’ve made any headway. Getting on with it, I clear my throat and dial, preparing to leave a message that has the sound of a dynamic team player who’s not even remotely desperate. I picture myself as Whitney. Whitney at eight o’clock in the morning, a flamethrower on her finger and a smile on her money-grubbing face.

“Yeah,” a man’s voice answers expectantly, catching me by surprise. I bite my lip. “Hello?” he asks again.

“Yes! Hi! Hi. Can I speak with,” I tilt the card back toward the lamp, “Guy, please?”

“Yeah, this is Guy.”

“Oh, okay. Hi, we met at the . . . networking event the other night—”

“Uh-huh.”

“Sorry, I wasn’t expecting you to be there this late—”

“We met at the Bluelight thing?”

“Yes!” I rerun our interaction and sickeningly register that we didn’t talk about anything memorable. “I have brown hair, um, it’s long, and I’m tall.” Note to self: no more networking calls after dark.

“Yeah. So how’s it going?” His voice drops a sexy notch. “You, ah, want to get a drink or something?”

“Uh, maybe. Actually, we spoke about my work with nonprofit. I’m following up about your—”

“Righhhht.” His voice returns to its original tone. “You were talking to the entertainment kid—he’s such an asshole. You work with women.” Ding, ding, ding!

“Yes! Yes, I do.” Did. “I just wanted to follow up as you mentioned that you’re hiring and I’m currently in transition, so I thought—”

“Great. Can you come in tomorrow afternoon at uhhhh . . .” I hear a few fast clicks on a keypad. “Six-thirty?”

“Definitely!”

“Very cool. See you then.” He hangs up.

I stand and flick on the overhead in one deft move. Clicking on the stereo, I turn up the volume, letting Blondie tell me “One Way or Another” as I carefully iron and lint-roll the unraveling H&M suit. “Come on, baby, mama needs a new pair of ev-e-ry-thing.”



CHAPTER FOUR

The One, the Answer, the Reason

Having spent the day tap-dancing for overstocked, underutilized temp agencies, I zip into a public library to download everything I can about My Company. But confronted with a two-hour line of kids and dodgy-looking men in oversized raincoats, I hustle to Kinko’s, cursing my fried laptop. At a disgusting dollar a minute, I pound in the URL and find myself before a pixilated collage of Gibson girls and Vogue covers. “One hundred years of being female at your fingertips.” The cursor prompts me to enter a search item. Beneath Twiggy’s awning of eyelashes, I scroll down through the options—predominantly beauty products—and click ‘mascara.’ While logos from Almay, Revlon, and countless other brands pulse in the margins, I’m told that there are two thousand, seven hundred and twelve matches. I open the first article from Galatea, a women’s magazine of the suffragette era. “Blacken the tips of your lashes with a simple paste of soot and cod-liver oil.” Yick.

Over ten dollars in but now handily equipped to make lipstick out of old candles and tartar paste, I click on the tiny hand-mirror icon for Company History. ‘MC, Inc. is the award-winning designer of highly innovative search-engine software and proudly manages the patented on-line portal linking every major women’s magazine dating back to the turn of the last century.’ Fifteen minutes later, I’ve burned MC’s Web site and mission statement into my brain in case there’s a pop quiz at the interview.

Heading west toward the Hudson, I burrow into the frigid wind like a salmon on a mission, silently pitching My Company to Grace as a conscionable use of my public-policy degree. I stumble, my big toe popping through my last pair of tights.

Oh, yeah. I’m going to Whitney this one so hard Guy won’t know what hit him.

On Twelfth Avenue, I pass crews of construction workers transforming crumbling auto-body shops into art galleries, whose anemic interns steal cigarettes in the frigid sunshine. The gusts off the river sting my face, forcing me closer to the brick façade of my destination. “HEY, LADY! WHAT THE FUCK?” I jump aside as a loaded forklift backs out onto the sidewalk. The driver points belligerently, and I dart out of his path and into the cold copper lobby of the former warehouse, where the security guard is huddled like an ice fisherman over his New York Post and space heater.

“Help you?” he grunts.

“Yes, I’m going up to My Company.”

“Ten.” He jerks a thumb over to the elevator bank. “Gotta sign in first. And let’s see some ID.” In the elevator, an impressive roster lights up with each passing floor—clothes I’d love to wear, furniture I’d love to own. Anticipating glamour, I step out . . . onto an abandoned loading dock. Instinctively I get back in and re-press ten. The doors slide closed and then open again onto the same cavernous cement space. Confused and not a little concerned that this is how ladies end up on milk cartons, I step cautiously. Filthy eighteen-wheeler bays stand empty around a Mack-truck-sized hole in the floor, presumably where a freight elevator once was. I peek my head over the gaping chasm and see that it drops all the way to street level. This is not safe.

As I turn back toward the elevator, I’m relieved to spot the brushed-steel letters of My Company, Inc., the woman’s symbol backlit as if hovering. I cross to the other side of the bay and peek in through the glass portals of the double doors, suffering an instant crush. On the far end of an open layout of at least a hundred blond-wood desks, floor-to-ceiling casement windows bathe the humongous bustling room in views of the star-sprinkled skyline above and the Hudson River below.

I want in.

I open the door, preparing to synthesize all I know about women’s magazines (something) and software (nothing) with the determination to speak only in grand affirming statements. “I have a six-thirty with Guy.”

The receptionist picks up her phone. In keeping with the Urban Outfitters vibe of the rest of the staff, she sports a Mickey Mouse T-shirt beneath her suit. “Okay, follow me.” Anywhere.

After divesting me of my coat, she walks me across the room, past youngish employees in various stages of wrapping up their work week, messenger bags filling, bar names being volleyed. She deposits me in front of three steps leading up to a glass wall running the width of the room, which delineates a large office. I watch the man inside stoop to retrieve a Nerf ball while animatedly addressing the air over a speakerphone. I wait for him to hang up before I climb the steel steps and enter. “Hey!” Guy grins at me, his blue eyes twinkling as he tosses the orange ball in the air. “It’s great that you could come in. It’s great that you just called me up. I love that.” He tucks the ball under his elbow before tugging lightly at his royal-blue cords and dropping into his desk chair. “How are you?”

“Good, thank you.” I smile radiantly back. “How are you?”

He laughs, the air around him charged with the arrogant charisma of a man who has derived maximum mileage from his prep-school-crush good looks. Picking up a mug of filmed-over coffee, he gulps, wiping his upper lip swiftly as he sets it down. “I’m great, Girl.”

Channeling Whitney, I stride over to the seat facing him and sit, unbidden. “Guy, first off I have to tell you that I’m a huge fan of My Company—I love what you do here: linking women to information. It’s such an important service.”

He smiles, his eyes locked on mine as he steadies the ball on his lap. “Pretty impressive, isn’t it? Women of all ages log on every day with beauty questions, fashion questions, health—” He smacks his desktop with his hands, rattling the pens in their stainless-steel holder. “Yeast infections are our number one hit!”

“Really!” I match his enthusiasm.

“Want a Vagisil T-shirt?”

“Uh, sure—yes! Absolutely! I’d love one!”

“Great, you got it.” We smile and nod at each other. “Cool,” he says. “So now I want to take MC, Inc.’s success and leverage it—”

“Absolutely. Everything should be leveraged. Otherwise, why bother? I’ve spent the last few years conducting research on the needs of teenage girls and then leveraging that information to impact social policy. Really interesting work.” I lean back and cross my legs.

“Huh.” He nods. “So, the thing is, Girl, I want to tap this last corner of the marketplace that remains pretty stubbornly reticent. Ms. Magazine. My team tells me they’ve got some compelling journalism. I’d like to get their archive on the site.”

“Of course!” Mascara and . . . female genital mutilation. “It’s an obvious match.”

“I think so. I brought you in because I have this initiative, a rebranding opportunity, and I thought you might be a good fit.” He rolls up the sleeves of his blue-and-white-striped oxford. “I’m the CEO, so my plate’s full. I need someone to run it, someone like you.”

“Interesting.” Initiative?! How many people involved? What, exactly, do you mean by run? Me? Ms.?! But questions do not inspire confidence. “Guy, I’m honored by your consideration.” He smiles; I sweat. “And I have to say this sounds like an ideal match. First of all, I’ve been working with nonprofits my entire life. My mother runs the Chatsworth Writers’ Colony in Connecticut, which no one’s really heard—”

“Sure, didn’t Plath write there?”

“She did.” I smile, surprised as he doesn’t strike me as the Plath type. “So, I’ve been helping my mother with grants, outreach, and administration since I was about as tall as your desk. I majored in public policy with a minor in gender studies, as you’ll see from my résumé.” I reach into my purse and pass it to him, trying to steady my shaking hand. “And, as I mentioned, my work at the Center for Equity in Community predominantly focused on serving the needs of adolescent females—”

“And, you’re female!” He laughs.

“Yes.” I’m female. I read Ms. Magazine. I’ve had a yeast infection. I’m a Ms.-toting, yeast infection–surviving, unemployed female.

“Excellent.” Guy shakes his head slowly as he puts my résumé facedown. “I feel like you get it.”

“I do,” I say without hesitation. “I get it and I want it.” Paid rent, restaurant food, new tights, I want it all.

“Shit, girl, I’m looking at you and I feel it, we have found the face of this initiative.” Do not kiss him, do not kiss him, do not.

“Guyser.” A golf club slides the door open, trailed by a very tall, very tanned man in his early sixties.

“Rex!” Guy stands and I follow, vibrating ecstatically as I turn ‘the face’ in greeting.

“Qué pasa, my friend?” The man tugs with his free hand at his cashmere slacks before sitting on the pony-skinned chaise.

“Have you heard back from the board?” Guy asks, nerves patently flickering across his face.

“Vote’s in.” Rex tucks the club behind his neck and dangles his wrists over the protruding ends, suggesting a stockade. “Apparently you really knocked their socks off.” Guy beams as Rex continues, “Green light. But you’re getting limited rope. They want a signed commitment from the client by May.”

Taking a fax from Guy, Rex drops his club, which bounces off the carpet, narrowly missing my toes. Oblivious, Rex tosses his leonine white hair off his forehead, scanning the pages while Guy and I both stand awkwardly. Actually, I’m standing awkwardly; Guy looks as if he’s ready to burst into “The Star Spangled Banner.”

“Now I’m getting my money’s worth.” Rex swats at Guy’s shins with the fax.

“I promised you, Rex. She’ll meet with us.”

“You prick!” The two of them beam at each other before the man cants his head toward me inquisitively.

“This is Girl,” Guy explains while Rex looks me cursorily up and down. “I’m talking to her about our feminist rebranding. Girl, this is Rex, MC, Inc.’s chairman.”

“Hello, Rex. It’s such a pleasure.” I step over to shake his hand, but he makes no effort to rise.

“So you’ve met the Guyser,” Rex says as he squeezes my fingers, digging my rings into the bones. “My number one shark at The Bank. I’m proud as hell to set him loose on My Company—going to take this place to the next level, aren’t you?”

“Keep you out of the salvage yard, Rex.”

Taking my cue, “Well, I’m here to help you do just that.”

Rex winks at me.

“Great, Girl.” Guy nods down into crossed arms. “I’m very excited about this. Very excited.” That’s it—no Dante circles? No Cyrillic typing tests?

“Me, too. So when should I expect—”

“Yeah, I’ll give you a call when I get everything lined up.” Guy sits back down at his computer.

“Great! Do you have a sense of your time frame?”

“This is top priority,” he says, already immersed in the screen.

“Damn straight,” Rex mutters, rereading the fax.

I give official confirmation one last try, “So, I’m . . . ?”

“Just head back past the desks. Elevators are outside reception. Oh, wait! Don’t forget this.” He grabs a T-shirt from an open box and tosses it underhand to me. “Gotta fly the banner!”

“Okay, then, well, very nice to meet you, Rex. Thank you both for your consideration.” I motion good-bye with the white cotton, effectively waving myself out with a five-inch Vagisil logo.

Lightheaded, I recross the giant room, past the remaining employees humming away at their tasks—tapping keyboards, working phones, flying banners. Holy. Shit. Run it—run it! Someone like me!! Relief begins to ricochet through my body, and I’m dizzy with what to do first. Call home, cry, buy something. I slide my coat out of the closet and tug my scarf off the hanger, but it’s stuck. I tug harder, effectively tightening the noose. Ms. Magazine, rebranding—I snag a nail, ripping a long pink thread out of the knit—face of what exactly? I jerk the hanger down, ripping more threads.

“I have a seven o’clock with Guy.” Alarmed, I dart my eyes at a striking brunette leaning against the receptionist’s counter to pull off her calfskin gloves one finger at a time. She drops them into her quilted suede purse as I tug the scarf free. “It’s Seline.”

“Your last name?” The receptionist calls after her as she turns to sit down.

“Saybrook.” She slides a thick sheet of paper out of an elegant leather résumé case but fumbles, sending it floating to my feet. I bend down, noticing Ms. Magazine lightly penciled on a Post-it, which nearly obscures the more alarming Stanford and Columbia MBA. No! This women’s-information-initiative thing, this rebranding-new-direction thing, this Vagisil-gear-flying-the-flag thing has got my name written aaaalll over it. She clears her throat, and I pass the résumé back. “Here for the job?” she asks.

“I just had an interview.”

“Well, good luck.” Okay, I don’t need it, Miss MBA. I’m ‘the face.’

Downstairs I cross the street to take a last longing look up at the hulking building, and Guy’s silhouette comes into view at the window. I replay the interview. No, definitely, I definitely have it. He loved me. I’m in.

A red light pulses in my periphery, a crimson hammer and sickle projected onto the sidewalk up the block. Bella Russe, a dinner befitting my triumph. Past Town Cars depositing their sunglass-toting, baseball-cap-wearing, don’t-notice-me-notice-me guests, a doorman bundled in a Helmut-Lang-Cossack ensemble ushers me in. Moving out of the path of a weaving Hilton sister, I shimmy through the packed bar area in search of the hostess. “Welcome,” she smiles graciously. “IMG has the private room. Rene will take you.” She gestures to her colleague.

“I’m sorry, I don’t have a reservation.”

“Oh.” Her energy drops. “Reservations only. We’re booked.”

“That’s okay! Then I’ll just take something to go.” I lean in to be heard over the ambient music.

“We don’t do takeout here.” She recoils as if I’ve just asked her to supersize it.

“Really?” But having been forced in the last weeks to evolve into a human ball of unrelenting persistence, I persist. “Can you check with the kitchen?”

“We don’t have, what do you call them?”

“Containers?”

“We don’t have containers.” This is ridiculous. I should just go home and scrape out the peanut butter jar. She returns to perusing her heavily marked-up seating chart.

But I can’t. I can’t seem to let this go. “How about aluminum foil? You can just wrap it up in that.”

Sighing conciliatorily, she thrusts a menu at me. I quickly scan my options, my stomach sinking at the prices.

She taps her pen. “What do you want?” she levels at me snidely. “The egg noodles?”

No, Cerebus, egg noodles is assistant-to-the-assistant-color-folders-nights-over-the-copy-machine-working-on-a-toilet-seat. “Lobster.”

“Fine. Wait at the bar.”

“I’ll do that.”

Maneuvering around the six-foot Fabergé egg, I take a seat on a velvet ottoman to watch Cavalli-clad couples swill vodka out of melting ice glasses. I grab a handful of free dried cherries from a lacquered bowl and wonder how often My Company staffers hit the place for Happy Hour. On the mirror above the bar, someone’s scrawled the wine specials in red lipstick. In the smoked reflection, my eyes alight on a certain choppy blond haircut.

Dennis Quaid grin.

Grinning at me.

A flush goes up the back of my neck. Shit. Well, I don’t know who the hell he thinks—he’s waving. I look down to my right heel. I study the mock crocodile for scuffs, twisting my ankle left and right. Pleasecomefoodpleasecomefoodpleasecomefood. I look back up—still grinning. I fix a flat smile on my face.

Buster picks up his beer and begins to maneuver over to my ottoman. Not a chance, no way am I going to—

“Hey! Kerouac’s sister, what’re you doing here?” He drops down to a squat and we are face to lovely face.

“Getting dinner,” I say curtly.

“Cool. You meeting people?”

“Uh-huh.”

“I didn’t even know about this place, and YGames is only two blocks over. I was supposed to meet up with some friends at the diner. Didn’t there used to be a diner here?”

I shrug.

“I feel like there was.” He nods at his Campers. Whatever, fuckface. “So how’s your brother?”

“He’s fine. I’m fine. I’m going to go wait over there now.” I gesture to a free booth across the room. “And you may be tempted to offer to drive me over there, but just sit with that, okay?” I stand.

Buster smacks his forehead. “Shit! Man, I’m sorry—this work thing came up—I spent the rest of the weekend at my desk. I wanted to call, but I didn’t have your number. Are you totally pissed?” He grins and pulls me back down. “Seriously.” He rests his bottle on the table and turns his face to me. “I’m sorry; it was shitty.”

“It was.”

He rubs his eyes and his energy drops. “It’s just been a killer week—I’ve pretty much been chained to my monitor since a few hours after I left you. We’re trying to fight a buyout. I’ve just been retooling and retooling and the reqs keep changing—”

“Okay, please, no more jargon. I’ve filled my quota for, like, the rest of my life.”

“Sorry. How’s the job hunt going?”

I scan over his head for the hostess. “Killer week as well—I’ve pretty much been talking out of my ass since a few hours after you left us.”

“Sucks all around.”

“Yep.” While my lobster remains MIA, the crowd conspires to part, giving me an unobstructed view of Seline Saybrook paying for iced vodkas. I glance down at my watch. Score! Only ten minutes—she blew it.

“Hey, why don’t you ditch your dinner, come get a hot dog, and watch a game at the Piers with me? It’ll be totally relaxing and jargon-free.” I look back up as Seline flicks her mane of teak hair, clinks ice glasses with the man beside her, and downs her vodka in one shot. “Come on, give me a chance to make it up to you.”

“Your lobster.” The hostess, her expression vaguely contemptuous, waves a plastic bag under my nose.

“I have a lobster.” The crowd shifts again and I catch sight of the blue-and-white-striped oxford of Seline’s companion. Ohshityou’vegottobekiddingme.

“Bring him,” Buster says, tossing blond bangs at the bag.

“That’ll be forty-two fifty.” Square red nails snap me to attention. “Cash only.” I should have had the egg noodles.

Buster takes the bag as I pull the last few bills from my wallet to pay for the meal that’s instantaneously morphed from celebratory feast to bank-breaking consolation prize. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Guy hold his finger up to pause Seline and cross through the restaurant to reject me in person.

Buster tries again. “So—”

I jump to my feet. “Great, yes, let’s go!”

“Cool! Hang a minute while I run out and see where my friends are.” He disappears toward the door, passing Guy in transit.

“Girl!” Guy jovially pokes me in the thigh before I can dive my MBA-less self over the crimson couch. “Fantastic place, isn’t it?” His eyes sparkle. “I’ve been eating here five nights a week—almost sick of it. You gotta try the squab. Meeting people?”

“Yes, yes, I am. Doing some work on women’s issues tonight. It’s a brainstorming strategy sort of meal—you know how it is. We meet bimonthly actually.” My vanquisher reapplies her lipstick at the bar. “So much information women need, so little time—”

“Solid presentation today. Just solid.” Guy shakes his head, aglow from the two brunettes bracketing his evening.

“Thank you. As I said, I so admire your work and I think if you’ll reconsider, I can add real value.”

He glances back at Seline, giving her a nod. “Excellent, Girl. So we’ll be in touch.” His body is already beginning its orbit back to her.

“Great, yeah, I should get going, too! Thanks again for the interview! And the T-shirt—I’m really just totally looking forward to working for you, so, bye now,” I call after him as I back toward the exit, smiling and nodding. “Just going to check for my women brainstorming friends outside. They might have gotten lost, so—”

The shiny red door is pulled abruptly shut in my face and I am, once again, out in the cold. I sigh deeply and look down at my shoes.

When I manage to lift my head, I find Buster leaning with two other boys against a parked car in an Abercrombie layout of distressed denim and calculated bed-head. “Ready to go?” Buster waves, swinging my lobster. Okay, so he’s hot. And I can’t spend the entire evening staring at the ceiling and obsessing over every little crap thing I said, everything I should have said not to sound crappy, and what Seline Saybrook is saying right this very minute to make everything I said sound like total crap. Plus, he’s hot.

I smile at his friends, only to be met with clenched jaws. Buster steps over, his breath coming in steaming puffs. “Hey, these are two of my roommates, Tim and Trevor.”

“Hello!” I give an encompassing wave.

“What up,” they spit, already turning to head out. They set a brisk pace, which Buster matches effortlessly, leaving me scampering along behind while they stride in tense silence.

Catching up at the light, I try, “Hey, how’s your coat?”

Buster grins. “Hasn’t gone home without me this whole week—we’re in couples therapy.” Tim and Trevor turn around to give us ‘nerd’ glances.

“We couldn’t find our coats last weekend,” I offer.

“Whatever.” Tim leaps up to grab the high crossbar of a lamppost, his Adidas swinging into my elbow as he lands.

“Dude!” Trevor says, hooking his arm around Buster’s neck and pulling him away from me. I surreptitiously inspect the scuff mark on my beaten coat, which just can’t seem to catch a break. “Sam called—he finally found a place near the thing.” Ah, a place near the thing. He drags Buster along in a headlock while they talk about the merits of different places near different things. Watching them effortlessly vault the cement road barrier to the West Side Highway, I climb over, the seam of my skirt splitting as I straddle it, unassisted. If Buster were along with my friends right now, they’d be carrying him on a litter and feeding him grapes to make him feel included. With increasingly mixed feelings, I follow my rapidly chilling lobster across six lanes to Chelsea Piers, a stadium-sized sports complex built out over the river. We walk about a block through the dimly lit mammoth parking garage, until I step in an icy puddle.

“You know what?” I call out to them, my voice echoing.

“Yeah?” Buster yells over his shoulder, not even stopping.

“I think I’m gonna go. If you could hand me my lobster, maybe it’s better if I just get a cab.”

Buster trots back while his friends disappear into the building. “What? No! Come on, hot dogs. It’ll be fun!”

“Thanks.” I motion for my dinner. “But I feel like I’m crashing your date.”

“No, not at all. Let’s go inside—it’s fucking freezing out here.” He hides the bag behind his back and simultaneously reaches for my gloved hand to give it a squeeze. “Seriously, I’m holding the lobster hostage.”

“Okay,” I laugh. We ride, single file, up the escalator and into the fluorescent-lit lobby. My cheeks tingle from the welcome warmth as we cross the linoleum floor to double doors marked Arena. Buster throws one open, and I’m immediately hit by icy air, colder than the winter we’ve just scuttled out of. Oh, sad.

“Ever been to the rink?” Buster grins. A player smashes into the Plexiglas inches away and before I can answer, a phalanx of helmeted gladiators rips him back onto the ice.

“Nope, can’t say that I have.”

I follow into the bleachers, taking a frosted seat between Buster and Tim, who scream war whoops of glee as the puck goes into play. Rebuttoning my coat all the way up, I attempt to set up my feast, resting the plastic in my lap and pulling out a lobster-sized aluminum swan.

Buster grins at me. “Claw?” I offer, catching the congealing butter with a napkin.

“Thanks, we ordered in burritos at work. Looks yummy, though.” He wipes my chin with his thumb. I look down to hide the flush.

“It’s already cold,” I admit defeat. “I’ll make it into lobster salad tomorrow.” But Buster’s eyes are riveted to the game. I stuff the remainder of my meal back into the bag and clear my throat. “So you guys all live together?”

“Yeah.” He follows the darting puck as he speaks. “There’re seven of us. That’s Luke down there DOING A CRAP JOB!” He points indiscriminately at the pileup. “He’s my boy—we all went to Chapel Hill together.”

“Your boy?”

Buster continues to root loudly at the ensuing brawl another minute before returning his attention to me. “Huh? What did you say?”

“Luke, he’s ‘your boy.’ ”

“Not like that. Yo, Trev, pass me a beer!”

“Okay, ’cause I was picturing chaps,” I mutter as a brown-bagged bottle is tossed just clear of my head. The opposing team scores, and sparse clusters of men seated around the rink cheer and boo. A slow half hour crawls by on frozen kneecaps, sans hot dogs, as advertised. While frost creeps up my stockinged legs, I pass the time flexing and pointing my toes to keep them attached.

Finally, Luke’s team scores. “CUNT!” a large man behind us bellows, bringing the blood back into my brain. “Cunt!”

Jostled on either side by my screaming companions, I look up at the domed ceiling.

“Cunt! CUUUUUNT!” Budweiser spittle sprays the back of my neck.

I wait for Buster to flinch, roll his eyes, or in any way acknowledge the gynecological tirade, but his attention remains firmly on the puck.

The man behind us addresses his companion, “My son can’t goal for shit.”

I stand. “You know, I’m just gonna go to the ladies’ room and thaw.”

“Wha? Sure, fine,” Buster says, effectively shushing me with his waving palm.

Fuck. You.

In the bathroom, I hole up under the hand dryer, letting several rounds of hot air bring circulation back into my blue fingers. So, where we going next weekend? Coal mining? Awesome, count me in. And we’ll take your magic carpet? Fabulous. I’ll be waiting!

Moderately warmed, I step back into the lobby as Buster bursts through the rink’s double doors. “Okay, so, thanks!” I wave good-bye from across the rubber-coated floor.

“Hey.” He strides over, his cheeks flushed from cheering, proffering my plastic bag. “You’re not leaving, are you?”

“Yeah.”

I reach out for my dinner, but Buster catches my wrist, holding me and the bag before dropping his voice. “Okay, well then how about I help you get this home and into a salad?” He grins that grin and I’m sure for him it’s just that easy.

“I don’t think we’re quite ready to make salad together.” I exhale. “Look, this has been an insanely long day on top of an insanely long week, and I just really want a hot shower—” I catch myself. “Which is more than you need to know. If you could just direct me toward a cab.”

“Will you at least let me walk you? I’d feel better if I knew you got home safely.” Knee-jerk-chivalrous-bullshit-signifying-nothing. But, facing a long trek through the desolate parking lot, I concede, letting him fall into step with me. We cross the highway and walk over to Eleventh, where we stare in silence down the empty avenue. Buster ducks his head. “I feel like I’ve totally fucked this up.”

“What?” I ask, surprised at his acknowledgment. “No. No—it’s not like this was a date.” A glowing cab light makes its way toward us.

“I have fucked this up.” The car slows to a stop. “You think I’m an asshole.”

“I don’t think anything. I don’t even know you.” I reach for the door, exhaustion officially setting in.

“Well, I’d like you to. Can I call you?”

“Actually, no.”

Buster looks stricken as the cabbie raps his window impatiently. I slide into the backseat, the contents of my purse spilling out. “I’m sorry. But, um . . . here.” I thrust the roll of cotton out the window. “Have a T-shirt!” He takes it from my outstretched arm as the taxi swerves from the curb.

•  •

“You have three new messages.”

Beep.

“Message one received Wednesday at eleven thirty-four: Hi, this is Estelle from Tempting Temps. Again, we’re not taking on anyone new right now. As it is, we have no assignments—”

*4

“Message deleted. Message two received Wednesday at twelve thirteen: Yes, this is Women In Action. With regards to the position, we’d love to hire you. We’d love to hire a hundred of you. But we simply don’t have the funding—”

*4

“Message deleted. Message three received Wednesday at two forty-three: Hello, this is Stacey, Guy’s assistant from My Company, following up on your interview two weeks ago. Our chairman, Rex, has just requested that you meet him at The Club today at four o’clock. That’s Fifty-three East Sixty-ninth Street. Please call to confirm.”

•  •

Running breathlessly up to the mansion, I bypass the liveried doorman loading an octogenarian into a Town Car and push against the trellised iron doors, falling into the imposing lobby of The Club. On one limestone wall sits a reception desk, on the other, beneath a portrait of Robert E. Lee, a wood-paneled coat-check, both abandoned. Following the sound of gruff laughter and clinking stemware, I race up the double staircase and down a Persian-carpeted hallway, past canvases of cigar-toting founders. Touching my fingertips to the mahogany doors, I propel myself into the dining room, where I’m met with the thick aroma of chicken pot pie and contraband Havanas. Through the smoke I spot Rex at a corner table overlooking Park Avenue, peering at a neatly folded paper while he eats.

“Rex, hi.” Tilting like a cocktail bunny, I announce my presence, accidentally brushing the bald pate behind me with my purse. “Sorry.” I spin to apologize to a gin-flushed face made even redder by my contact.

“Young lady?” a stern voice addresses me, and I turn the other way to find a phalanx of white-jacketed, dark-skinned men, armed with tongs and dish towels, poised as if about to snare a crocodile. The room has gone silent.

“Young lady!” The offended older gentleman is shaking a freckled fist at me. “You are not permitted!” A host of heads-in-service nod emphatically behind him, while scores of liver-spotted wattles shake in horror.

“I’m so sorry,” I say, mortified. “Was I supposed to sign in? I’m sorry, I didn’t know. There wasn’t anyone at the front desk.” I turn to Rex, who’s barely managed to pull his attention away from the editorials.

“Girl,” he instructs, calmly laying down his fork. “Wait downstairs.”

“I’m so sorry—the message just said to meet you here. I didn’t mean to—” The headwaiter takes my arm firmly. A team in biohazard suits most likely en route, I’m escorted past recoiling members and their staff, who stare stonily at the floor awaiting a flaying worthy of their negligence. I’m led swiftly back down the staircase and released in front of the Ladies’ Lounge.

“You may wait here,” my captor announces into the tomblike quiet. Shit. I sink into a tufted, quilted, ruffled, floral club chair and catch sight of my beating face in the mirror across the way. Shit. I grimace as I replay my entrance. Shitshitshit!

Half an hour perched expectantly in Rose Kennedy’s wet dream later, and it becomes evident that I’m here for the long haul. I slump back against the tufts and pull my mail out of my purse. Bills, bills, bills, an aeropostale letter from Kira—We finally got both tribes to agree on where the well should be dug. Only now they say we can’t dig until they’ve consecrated the ground with—you guessed it—a rain dance, which, of course, is pretty fucking unlikely as we’ve flown six thousand miles to dig them a fucking well—the taunting Pottery Barn catalog, and a handwritten note that must’ve been shoved through my mail slot.

Hey, Girl!

It’s been totally rockin’ having you live in our little Annex (hah, hah), but Zeldy sold a major piece this week (!) and she’s finally letting me take back the walk-in closet. We’re gonna knock through at the end of the month, but please come over for the ‘knock-through’ party. Zeldy’s gonna make her bourbon cake!

Lots of love,

Eva

I am not. Leaving here. Without a job.

“Can’t,” a Caribbean voice admonishes me as I head for the door.

“I’m sorry?” I glance around a potted fern to find an elderly cocoa-skinned woman in a maid’s uniform, methodically folding hand towels.

“He said wait. Ladies ain’t allowed in da building, ’cept for wife nights.” Well, of course. I maneuver my chair to the doorway and stare intently at the bottom of the staircase. And stare. And wait. And stare some more.

Two elder statesmen shuffle themselves to the bench beneath Robert E. Lee to pull on their galoshes. “For my money, no one will ever top Connery. But the one we rented had that dark-skinned girl, what’s her name?”

“A fruit. Berry something.”

“Yes, that’s the one. She put a bit of a crackle into the picture.”

“Yes, Jefferson had the right idea.”

I lock eyes with the woman folding towels, who remains stone-faced.

No, I think this is the perfect club for the chairman of a company catering entirely to women. Augusta with sheets. Shame, Grace’s disgusted voice rings in my ears. Shameshameshame.

But, there’s a wad of unpayable bills in my hand and Zeldy’s artistic aspirations for my sublet.

As if a bell’s rung, a throng of cashmere coats and university scarves suddenly swoops down the stairs. I dart into the hall, trying to pick Rex out from the faces stampeding to their pre-theater dinners. Headlights beam through the windows, and I run out onto the street. “Rex! Rex!”

He pauses, one foot already in his silver Jag, his open Barbour revealing squash whites.

“I’m so sorry,” I say again as the doorman places Rex’s racquet bag in the trunk. “I really apologize for my entrance up there. I didn’t know about your,” I swallow, “policy.”

Rex smiles, chuckling to himself as the door is opened for him. “Girl, I saw everything I needed to see.” He folds himself into the car, the glaring doorman slamming it shut.

I stare after the departing taillights, tears blurring their beams.

•  •

“Just fill out the form and take a seat.” A stick-thin man draped in a nubby green cardigan sits beneath the water-stained STATE OF NEW YORK UNEMPLOYMENT OFFICE sign and slides a clipboard to me, along with a child-sized pencil.

“Can I just ask—I haven’t received any checks yet. I’ve been trying to get someone on the phone, but I really, really need to get paid.”

“Yes?”

“So when will that happen? Because in the booklet—”

“The booklet?”

“Yes, in the section about payment schedules—”

“Well, if it’s in the booklet, then it must be right.”

“So . . .”

“So, sounds to me like you have your answer.” He slides a clipboard and pencil to the person in line behind me. “Just fill out the form, take a seat, and wait for the meeting.”

“So, then you can help?”

He stares at me.

“Should I talk to someone?”

“You’re talking to me.” He arches a tweezed eyebrow without missing a beat in the next handoff. “Just fill out the form and take a seat.”

“I need to attend the meeting just to talk to someone about getting paid?”

“Just fill out the form.”

“Right, but I might not actually need to—”

“And take a seat.”

We stare at each other.

He slides his Coke-bottle glasses up his nose before passing a clipboard and baby pencil to the next person on line. I shift my backpack to my other shoulder. “Okay . . . we’ll resolve this later then! I’ll just go on ahead and fill out the form.”

“And then you can,” he says, pointing over to where a group of people sit wedged into school desks, “take a seat. With your goddamn booklet,” he grumbles.

Sighing, I do as instructed. Furtively surveying my fellow unemployed, I lock eyes with the dark-rooted blonde from the Big Five interview—the other failed Sheila. I blush and follow her head cock to the overtly gelled hair of the man who seemed to have the whole case exercise thing down. Apparently not down enough.

I smile meekly. Sheila glazes over.

“Hello,” Nubby Cardigan drones as he stands up. “Hello,” he repeats as we all look over. “Hello. This is my colleague, Mrs. Kamitzski.” A frazzled-looking woman with glasses on a chain steps forward to give us a little wave as Nubby opens a binder and begins to read to us sans inflection. “Hello and welcome to the New York State Unemployment Office. You have been required to report in person today . . . Required to report in person today . . . today.” He pauses, looking pointedly at Mrs. Kamitzski.

“February thirteenth,” she delivers her line.

“Today, February thirteenth, for the purposes of a Periodic Eligibility and Employability Review interview. You are required to have been keeping a written record of all job search efforts with the dates, names, addresses, and phone numbers of employers contacted, the positions applied for, and the results. If you have not kept a written record of all job search efforts with the dates, names, addresses . . .”

The heat makes me woozy and I tune out, surreptitiously scanning the real-estate section of The Village Voice for free apartments.

“Can I just ask a question?” A large woman in a heap of crinkled velvet speaks up from my right.

“Apparently.” Nubby pushes up his glasses at her. “You can.”

“I’m a singer. I’m classically trained in opera and musical stage, but I’ve only been to a few gigs in the last month. I’d say three—no, four—wait.” She digs into her overstuffed patchwork duffel, rooting out a desk calendar covered in photographs of red-eyed cats lounging on radiators. “Umm, I would say four, because even though the fourth was my cousin’s bar mitzvah, they were going to pay for my transportation to and from the hall. And I’ve gone to tons of voice-over calls—do they count?”

“Do you receive a paycheck?” Nubby stares at her.

“Well, yes, if that’s what you’d call it. Sometimes I just take the work for the connections. I got a great gig in Boca Raton from a car show last year—”

“Your question?” Nubby grips the white binder in front of him like a homicidal caroler.

“I don’t have all the contact information for every call I went on and even though I put the time in and made the effort to go, which hasn’t been easy, because my brother’s been sick and I’ve been watching his parrot, who I sometimes take to auditions, but sometimes I just have to feed him. I’d go back to Boca if I could, but mostly I prefer the opera work, and there are just limited venues in Southern Florida for quality opera.”

He blinks. “So?”

“So, should I not list those calls? Or do I list them? Or don’t they count at all, because I think the work I do to take care of my brother’s bird should count for something, because Lord knows that’s work—anyone who’s had to change a birdcage knows there should be some sort of salary for that . . .”

Sweet mercy at long last arrives in the form of Hair Gel Man, who extends his arm up into the air. “I just want to confirm that this meeting is an hour and a half.” His tone is pleasant, as if, unlike the rest of us civil hostages, he’s been getting a full spa treatment. “I have a pretty promising interview scheduled and would sure hate to miss it.” He smiles winningly.

“Oh, yes, yes,” Mrs. Kamitzski concurs coquettishly, turning back to Opera Lady. “We’ll have to resolve your issue in private when the session is over.”

After Nubby drones on for another forty-some minutes, we’re instructed to bring our forms up as our names are called. Another half hour and it’s down to me and Hair Gel Man, who covertly scrawls on the corner of his desktop.

“Girl?”

“Here!” I step to the front, hand over my form, and pull on my coat. “So, exactly how much longer do you think before I receive my first check?”

Mrs. Kamitzski scans the paper and then points out something in her binder to Nubby. Nubby smiles thinly. “Your claim was denied.”

“What?” I break into a new kind of sweat. “How is that possible? I was fired.”

“Record shows that you lost your position due to misconduct and that disqualifies you.”

“What record? There was no misconduct. I was fired!”

“Well,” Mrs. Kamitzski chirps, “you can always appeal if you want to get yourself a lawyer and register for a hearing, but you have to do that over the phone. If you take your seat, we’ll get you the number, just as soon as I take care of this patient young man so that he can make it to his interview on time.” Hair Gel Man waltzes up, debonairly straightening his tie. I wedge myself into his vacated seat, too stunned to protest.

“You sure have been nice to accommodate me with all you have going on here,” he says sweetly, launching Mrs. Kamitzski into a fit of what I’m sure she believes to be girlish giggles as the three walk out together.

I start to see spots. I am utterly out of money. Game over. I’m going to have to move back home—and spend the rest of my miserable life enduring ceaseless ‘Just start your own ____’ pep talks while my chore list exceeds Cinderella’s. I look down at my shaking hands, noticing Hair Gel Man’s prescription for Mrs. Kamitzski, thoughtfully inked in a long column down the desktop. “Mrs. Kamitzski, you fat whore, you need a cow’s shlong shoved straight up your sagging ass—”

“Here.” Nubby thrusts a new booklet at me. “You were right. You didn’t need to be here.”

I grab it from him, dashing out to the frigid street, past the desperate souls lining up outside, and all the way to the subway platform before stopping to catch my breath. I lean against the cold tile wall, staring down the long hallway of the Fifty-ninth Street station. My breath is labored and my cheeks are wet.

“Shitshitshit,” I mutter to my sneakers. Wiping my nose with my coat sleeve, I heft the thick booklet, at least fifty pages long in its explanation of the hearing process involved in contesting Doris. I eye the numbers listed on the back cover and walk over to the pay phone while digging deep in my bag to pull up a dog-eared card worn soft with worrying.

“My Company. How may I direct your call?”

“Guy, please.”

“Hold on.” There’s a pause before another woman picks up the line. I clear my throat of all signs of sniffles.

“Hello, this is Stacey.”

“Yes, is Guy in? I’m calling to speak with him regarding an interview I had with Rex. There was a misund—”

“Hold on, please.”

I grip the phone with both hands, praying she returns within three minutes as I’m now out of change. I’m going to beg him.

“Hey, Girl.” Guy comes on the line. “Yeah, so you wowed the fucking pants off Rex at your meeting. He loved you. We’ve been meaning to get a call out, but we’re swamped with this client we’re pitching overseas. Can you come in at uh . . . say, twelve-thirty on Friday?”

“Yes! Yes, I absolutely can. Um, sorry, for a second inter—”

“See you Friday.” The call disconnects.

A bolt of sunshine cracks through sixty tons of New York City concrete and shines directly onto my head.



CHAPTER FIVE

By Any Means Necessary

Retracing my steps over the cracked cobblestones of far-west Chelsea, I nod confidently to the security guard, flash my license, and sign in. But when the elevator slides open onto the musty loading dock, my spirits falter. So help me God, I’m leaving employed or throwing myself out their perfect windows.

“Girl, hey.” I startle as Guy strides up from behind, tossing a coffee cup into a nearby Dumpster.

“Hi!”

“Great.” He continues past, his booming voice filling the dank air. “Glad you’re here. We’ve got this thing I want you to be a part of.” A welcoming Virgil, he holds the door open to his sunshine-bathed offices.

“Thank you. Yes, I’m happy to be part of a thing—” His cell rings and while he nods and yeahs into the minuscule appliance, I fall violently back in love with all that is My Company, filling with childlike yearning for every bonsai tree and brushed-steel recycle bin.

Clicking his phone shut, Guy stops abruptly just inside the doorway of a small glassed-in conference room, blocking my entrance. “Hey, folks, this is Girl. We’re looking at her to head up the initiative.” Squeezing in around him, I smile at the expectant faces as I roll out a mesh titanium-colored chair. “Girl, some key players to impress in the MC, Inc. family: Matt, design; Stan, I.T.; Angel, our office manager; and Joe here is the People Department, killing us with all the HR bullshit.” Joe, his beard a soft gray, looks to be the eldest employee. “You made me a promise, Joe. All My Company policies should fit on one index card. Like running a hot dog cart.” Joe laughs nervously, while the other men give me a halfhearted wave. “Let’s just jump right in,” Guy continues. “The issue on deck is what’s going to bring in the Ms. woman; this is an incredible opportunity for everyone here. Incredible.” He slaps the top of his chair arms. “Girl?”

“Yes.” I nod enthusiastically, eager for details. “Absolutely.”

“Right. Girl, take it away!” Everyone turns expectantly. I flash to the dream where I’m taking the biochemistry final, never enrolled in the class, and am naked.

“Well . . . I assume you’re all familiar with the Ms. community.”

“Me?” Angel asks.

“The Web site?” Matt asks.

“No, I mean real life, their readers.” Blank looks all around. So totally butt naked. Guy’s cell rings and he blessedly steps out, leaving me to flail unobserved. “Well, let’s see, from what I know, their readers are politically savvy, socially active, and vested in gender equity across the board. So if you were them—”

“Who?” Angel interrupts.

“The Ms. readers.”

“If we were women, you mean,” Joe helps me out.

“Yes! Yes, if you were a woman who fit the description I’ve just given—”

“Did Guy say how long we had to be here?” Stan hooks a lackadaisical finger through the neck of the T-shirt escaping from his oxford collar. “ ’Cause I have a dentist appointment.”

Joe stands, his knees cracking, and lifts the whiteboard from the floor to the table with a thud. He writes WOMEN in squeaky felt-tipped strokes. The others stare at me.

“Maybe we should approach this in the reverse.” I look from male face to male face. Stan glances obviously at his watch. “What aspects of My Company do you think would particularly appeal to the type of women I described?”

“The bathrooms!” Angel perks up. “We give free tampons.”

“We do?” Matt asks. “We don’t have anything free in the men’s room.”

“Maybe let’s focus on content. How do we take all the information on beauty and health that our company has to offer”—my heart misses a beat at the proprietary ‘our’—“and leverage it to capture the typical Ms. reader?” Silence. Matt shoots Stan a look. Perhaps they’re fomenting a rebellion to get free condoms into the men’s room.

“Okay, whadda we got?” Guy returns and swiftly takes in the empty whiteboard and silent group.

“Sorry, Guy, bit of confusion here,” Joe explains. “Maybe it would grease the wheels if you speak to what MC wants from the Ms. woman.” Thank you.

Guy sighs in exasperation, tugging at the skin on the bridge of his nose.

“Totally unnecessary,” Stan says, suddenly animated. “As you were saying, Girl.”

“Right,” I scramble. “You know, examining what interests the Ms. Magazine crowd . . . culture, politics, social issues . . . basically the agenda of most nonprofits.” Whitneywhitneywhitneywhitney. “So, maybe we could reach out to those nonprofits serving women, find out how what they’re researching can benefit from our expertise.” Whatever the fuck that is.

“Go on.” Guy leans forward on the balls of his feet as I offer the one professional notch on my belt.

“I’m thinking My Company should sponsor a conference, get these organizations together, and . . . tap their brains.” I flash to approaching Doris’s wiry curls with an ice pick.

Guy claps twice and smiles broadly. “I love it.” You do?

Taking their cue, Stan and Joe stand. “Awesome,” Matt yawns.

“Awesome.” Angel makes a beeline for the door.

“Yes.” I smile, feeling the unfamiliar flush of acknowledged competence. “Let’s leverage what they know.”

“Sure, awesome.” Stan follows Matt out, with Guy bringing up the rear.

“Excellent, just excellent,” he says. “Thanks for coming. Got time for a bite? I’m starved.”

“Yes, me, too, starved.” For. A. Job.

“That was great,” he says, dialing.
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