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To my parents, two Iowa kids who have built something beautiful





one



No one had said anything about farm animals.


Three minutes to midnight in a cavernous Manhattan loft, dark except for the lights we’d brought in for the photo shoot, and my view was entirely taken up by three leggy models holding sheep. Sheep. As in woolly coats and blank expressions and a reputation for being daft. There were three small ones, lambs, if we were being technical, and each of the models clutched her own. I wasn’t sure who looked more terrified, the animals or the women.


One of the lambs bleated loudly, and Akeyo, the model on the far left, startled, causing the photographer to bark for neutral faces.


I shifted in my boots, a glorious pair made of the softest charcoal suede. They were a complete indulgence, a splurge from a month prior when I was finally allowing myself to believe I could soon be vacating my position as a design assistant at Milano, one of the premier fashion houses in New York, and heading at last into the designer role that had my name on it. The final edict would come down tomorrow, and in a moment of pre-promotion hopefulness, I’d tugged on my new boots in the early morning hours. Turns out, I’d been suiting up for an interminable workday. And turns out, these boots with the three-inch heel, so perfect at nine a.m., eleven a.m., even three p.m., were spawn of Satan every minute after eight.


I checked the clock on my phone again and bit my lower lip to stifle the groan. We had hit the nine-hour mark into the Photo Shoot of Doom.


Taking a deep breath in, I let it out slowly, reminding myself again that tonight would mark the end of long days without purpose and that tomorrow held the promise of something entirely different. Slow breath in, slow breath out, I thought as I watched the assistant to the photographer’s assistant rush up with a bottle of water and a pack of chewing gum.


Isa snorted quietly next to me. “I think we passed the point of cleansing breaths when the first model broke out in hives.”


Isa had started her job as a junior visual merchandiser at Milano the same week I had been brought on as a design assistant. We had gone to the Fashion Institute of Technology together, both of us finishing at the top of our class, and we had struck up a fast friendship over our love for vintage Dior and our disdain for sensible shoes.


“Remember clogs and how we hate them?” I whispered, sucking in a sharp breath as I moved too quickly and felt the sting of a new blister.


Isa raised one perfectly plucked eyebrow. “I do remember. A sister never forgets.”


I shook my head, my whisper rising in volume. “I’m leaving the sisterhood. I love clogs. I want them. Big, ugly ones with arch support and horrible, thick leather soles that make me look like a chef. Or a Midwesterner.”


Isa tsked. “You can take the girl out of—”


Her words stopped abruptly when Javi, the senior designer in charge of the shoot, threw a clipboard across the room.


“Iowa!” he shrieked, shielding his eyes from the glare of lights.


I jumped and headed toward him, dodging the art director, the creative director, and an impossibly tall makeup artist who was beelining for Akeyo with a tube of lipstick, deep wine color already bared. I walked across the room cringing at the nickname Javi had christened me with for the photo shoot. In general I tried to forget my state of origin. In general I found others much less willing to forget. Doing my best not to shuffle or whimper with every blistered step, I picked through the electrical cables snaking around the photographer and her crew.


“How can I help, Javi?” I asked, bright smile in place.


“Grace, thank God you’re here and not one of those other idiots in your department.”


My smile remained fixed. I knew two things: first, that Javi thought we were all idiots, me included, and second, that he had given that same faux compliment to every person on our team at one time or another. “What do you need?” I looked at the models, itching to try my hand at these shots for Milano’s newest ad campaign. The women were perched on an elaborate assemblage of wooden crates draped with the sumptuous fabrics Milano would feature in its upcoming fall line. The models wore beaded bralettes over wide-legged, high-waisted trousers. The cut on Akeyo’s top needed different tailoring, and I knew just what to do to make it beautiful. My fingers twitched involuntarily, willing Javi to ask me what was wrong and how to fix it. Ask me how to fix it. Ask me what’s wrong and how to make it right.


He took an indulgent pull of his umpteenth espresso of the day before pushing the empty cup toward me, the person nearest to him who occupied a low rung on the totem pole. “Put your 4-H skills to good use and take that animal,” he said, nodding to the sheep held by Akeyo. “The sheep is tired and starting to sleep. I need his eyes to be open.”


I bit my lower lip, feeling my pulse quicken and recognizing both an exhaustion and a disappointment familiar enough to make me nearly burst into tears. I stared for a moment at Javi, who already had his back to me and was engaged in conversation with the creative director on the possibility of changing the ad’s font at this stage of the game. Gripping Javi’s empty espresso cup, I considered saying all the things I’d wanted to say over the years to so many of those higher up in the pecking order. I could, for example, return his empty cup and point him toward the trash bin a few paces away. I could ask him (again) to refrain from mentioning geography when ordering me around. I could, most thrillingly, march right up to the models and start rearranging, redraping, redoing all that was done wrong and then amaze and delight everyone in the room when I resurrected an ad campaign that was in desperate need of inspiration.


I sighed. Every one of those options was unthinkable, so I tucked the empty paper cup into a pocket of my pants and held out my arms to Akeyo. Her eyes were large, a brown so deep it bordered on onyx. She trained them on me with pity before erupting in a hoarse coughing fit.


“Sorry,” the model said, quietly enough to keep it between us. “I’m getting over a cold.” She glanced out of the corner of her eye toward Javi, and I did the same. He was, mercifully, now yelping at the creative director, the two of them gesticulating forcefully at the images of the shoot displayed on a computer.


“We shoot tethered so we can make these changes!” Javi shrieked. “This is why we connect the camera to the computer, Giles, so that we can change directions as needed, in real time!”


“Exactly no!” Giles said, his French accent becoming more pronounced as his face reddened. “We cannot change at this juncture. The font and placement shall not be moved!”


Akeyo coughed again, her eyes betraying nerves. She and I both knew that there were plenty of women not struggling with a hacking cough who could be summoned for her place in this campaign. I rummaged in a deep pocket of my trousers and slipped her a cough drop.


“Thank you so much,” Akeyo said softly, her eyes filling with emotion. She lifted her chin toward the sheep wriggling in my arms. “And I am so sorry that you are in charge of the livestock.”


My smile was tired but sincere. “Looks like the livestock is safest far away from cameras and computers right about now.”


Akeyo giggled, and I made my way toward the makeshift pen at the back of the room. I must have been muttering because Luca, suddenly next to me, said, “Baby, conversing with the animals makes you one slippery step away from a place you don’t want to visit.”


I put down the sheep and turned to face my friend. “The fabrics are perfect. You nailed it again.”


Luca narrowed his gaze at the scene lit up before him. “I really did,” he said, nodding slowly. Luca was Milano’s technical designer, a transplant from our Rome office, and he was a mastermind at putting designs into action. He was able to take a vision and make it a reality, from sourcing hard-to-find fabrics to determining just how many centimeters lay between each button on a cuff. He watched the scene before him, his eyes darting back and forth between the models and the posse of folks staring, not directly at the models, but at the images appearing on the screen. “The fabrics are sublime. But there’s something off about Akeyo’s top.”


Isa joined us and handed me a glass of cucumber water. She nudged me gently and said, “There’s totally something off with that top. And I’ll bet Grace knows how to fix it.”


I sighed. “I sure do,” I said, not bothering to detail it to the friends who didn’t need me to prove anything to them. I sipped the water and turned to check on the sheep. I shook my head at the absurdity of my life. No little girl grew up with this version of The Dream. I was sure of it. And not only because I’d taken stock of The Dream countless times throughout the last decade, checking its pulse, wondering if it would still stir to life if I poked it with the toe of my favorite (and only) pair of pointy-toe Louboutins. I’d had plenty of practice looking in on the original dream, but even the casual observer would have been able to tell you that tonight’s version of events was a far, far cry from how this whole thing had been meant to play out. One more night, I thought as I scooped a clump of sheep poop into a bag and turned to my friends.


“Who said the fashion industry in New York isn’t glamorous?” I said.


“Ew,” Isa said, making a face. “You act like this is normal. We don’t have poop like that in the Bronx. Rat poop and roach poop, yes. But that stuff is so . . . big.” She shuddered at the bag I was tying off.


I rolled my eyes. “Iowa is not exactly the sheep capital of the country. Pigs and cows are more our thing. Their thing,” I corrected, the reflex kicking in. “And I only learned to pick up poop in a bag after moving to New York and walking with you in Central Park.” I pointed to Luca. “Yolo the Yorkie is the mistress of poop in bags.”


Luca straightened. “Do not compare Yolo to these savage beasts. Yolo is a sophisticated animal who loves foie gras and deep-tissue massage. She does not bleat.”


I caught Isa’s gaze and saw her biting her lower lip—Isa who could not keep a succulent alive and who once screamed bloody murder when a butterfly brushed her cheek, claiming there were no butterflies where she grew up and that all animals should have the decency to just stay in the zoos the city provided for them.


Javi shouted from the other side of the room. “We need the sleepy sheep, Iowa! Let’s finish this up and get out of here before midnight, shall we, people?”


I leaned over to pick up the squirming sheep, who much preferred to be gnawing on the very expensive wheatgrass someone had purchased for its pleasure. “These sheep are better protected for their working conditions than we are,” I huffed as I gathered up the animal in my arms. “Did they unionize or something?”


Luca and Isa were uncharacteristically silent after what I thought was a very funny joke. I turned and bumped straight into the chest of James Campbell, my painfully good-looking boss, who had, if I wasn’t mistaken, taken to passing by my desk more than was strictly necessary in recent weeks. He cocked his head first at the sheep, then at me.


“Miss Kleren, are you interested in filing a complaint?” He wasn’t trying very hard to hide a smile. “I’m pretty sure there’s a form for that somewhere.” His light blue eyes sparkled with amusement. I realized I was staring at those eyes when Isa cleared her throat.


“No thanks.” I straightened and tried for some dignity. I sidestepped as elegantly as I could while holding a sheep, and walked toward an increasingly impatient Javi. James followed me, and I stole a glance at Isa and Luca as I walked away. Isa raised one eyebrow, and Luca smirked. Their ears were likely still ringing with a particularly spirited monologue from earlier in the week, when I had dissected, not for the first time, whether James was actually flirting with me at work or if he was just being friendly. Just when I’d thought the verdict was definitely in one direction or another, James would leave me guessing once again.


I completed the sheep handoff to Akeyo and retreated to the shadows behind the lights. James followed me.


“Love those boots,” he said, nodding appreciatively at my feet. “Those are boots that should be seen outside of this depressing warehouse.”


I fixed my eyes on the shoot, determined not to show my cards just because he had elevated taste in footwear. “Yes, well, even my feet are committed to doing well at this job. I’m all in.”


“So I’ve noticed,” James said, a smile in his voice. Of course he had noticed, I quickly reasoned. He’d reviewed my work for years, and he knew I was overqualified and underpaid but that I was sticking it out at Milano because I was one break, one quick promotion away from a designer position and the chance to finally do what I was wired to do.


We watched the scene before us in silence, laughing together when Javi took a blush brush out of a makeup artist’s hand and did an impromptu demo on his own face, jabbing his finger at an image on the screen. “This woman just returned from a shoot in Barbados! Near the equator! How is it possible your makeup is causing her to look sun starved?”


I startled when James took my hand in the darkness.


“Hey,” he said softly, and I turned to look at him. “Listen, I hope I’m not out of line saying this, but I like you, Grace. And I think you like me.”


My eyes widened and he laughed.


“Don’t look so shocked. Certainly I’m not the only one who’s been thinking along these lines?”


His boyish grin made me stutter a response. “Yes. No. I mean, you’re not the only one who has been thinking.”


“Good,” he said, amused. “I like a girl who thinks. So,” he said, leaning closer, voice lowered to protect the privacy of our conversation, “let’s get out of here, grab something to eat. I’ll cover for you. Javi’s a total pushover when it comes down to it, and he’s distracted anyway. We can unwind, you can tell me about your day, and those shoes can get some of the attention they deserve.” He looked suddenly hopeful, maybe a bit nervous, and I felt a part of me undo itself a bit with his vulnerability.


But I gently removed my hand from his grasp. “Thank you. It’s a lovely offer, James, but I’ll need to decline.”


James made a face. “Rather polite, aren’t we? That’s not the Grace that banters with me in the coffee room.”


I met his gaze, wanting to tell him there was more to me than a good banter, that he’d been right to think I was interested, but not knowing how far to push this conversation, especially the night before I was to finally have my chance to speak up and be heard by James’s boss, my boss, the woman with the power to change everything for me. At the mere thought of Nancy Strang, the formidable head of design at Milano, I stood straighter, returning my eyes to the shoot, on firm footing again. “I’m so sorry, but I need to get plenty of rest. It’s open-call day tomorrow, and I present first thing in the morning.”


James came to stand in front of me, blocking my view. “I know that, silly girl,” he said, his eyes alight with amusement. “I might have put in a good word for you to get that prime appointment time.”


“You did?” I said, hating how my voice had taken on a neediness I definitely felt and desperately wanted to hide. I cleared my throat. “I mean, thank you so much. I’m sure I can take all the help I can get.”


“So just come with me.” He linked his fingers in mine, slowly rubbed the inside of my palm with his thumb. “I promise I won’t keep you out too late. We can just stop by my apartment.”


I raised one eyebrow.


“Just for a bit,” he hurried on. “Noemi left pasta e fagioli in the fridge and I know for a fact she baked homemade focaccia today. Even people with presentations in the morning have to eat.”


I rolled my eyes. “Most people with presentations in the morning don’t have personal chefs,” I said, but my stomach was rumbling at the thought of a rich, hot soup and fresh-baked bread. Plus, the idea of seeing James’s Upper West Side digs was a temptation that sounded decidedly more interesting than a rigid campout on the high road. “A personal chef sounds distinctly foreign to a girl like me.”


“Well, then, it’s good you know someone who can introduce you to the finer things.” James’s voice had lowered, so I needed to lean toward him to hear his words.


I could sense Isa and Luca watching us. The responsible thing to do was to clarify what James was up to, what I was up to, after so many of these flirty conversations that week and so many other weeks throughout the last six months. The responsible thing to do was to stay at work until Javi called the shoot. The responsible thing to do was to fish out my latest overdrawn account notice that was burning a hole in my bag and hold that notice like my favorite stuffed animal, a near-and-present reminder that I had no business taking cabs from the Upper West Side to my tiny apartment in Harlem, much less wearing shoes that could pay for things like food and shelter.


The responsible thing to do would have to wait one more day.


I shook my head but smiled the answer to his invitation. “You make it tough for a girl to say no.”


He laughed. “That was the plan, anyway. Shall we?”
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James’s penthouse apartment was a thing of beauty. I heard my breath stutter when I entered the spacious foyer that opened into a perfectly appointed living room and a wall of French doors that led to the balcony. I set my bag carefully on an inlaid wood table in the front hall, unable to toss it down roughly as James had done with his car keys, a quick, careless shedding onto a table so elegant and refined, it would have made my mother swoon. I followed James through the pristine living room, barely letting my full weight settle into the plush carpet as I stepped. We reached the kitchen and he directed me to a stool alongside a sprawling marble island. I perched gingerly and took in the soaring windows, the backsplash made of a glazed tile that screamed “imported and rare,” appliances that looked untouched and prohibitively expensive. The thought came unbidden that I was a long way from the kitchen of my youth, with its Formica and lemon dish soap and copious amounts of tater tots and hotdish.


“I wish my mom and dad could have had soup in a penthouse apartment in the Upper West Side,” I said, and immediately regretted it. My guard must have dropped and I scrambled to pull it back up over my face and my feelings, but James looked at me with curiosity in his eyes.


“Are they fond of New York?”


“Something like that,” I said, busying my hands with the linen napkin James had folded and set before me. I pushed away the image of my mom as she talked about her dream to travel, her hope to visit all the most fascinating cities, New York at the top of that long list, and to take me and even my begrudging homebody dad along. I swallowed hard, not wanting to think about plans cut short and words cut short, midconversation. I cleared my throat, too loudly in the quiet room, and I did what I’d long ago become a master at doing: I switched the subject.


“Can I help?”


He shook his head, a smile playing at his lips. “No, but thank you for offering.”


I watched as James turned down the burner under a bright blue Le Creuset, and stifled a grin at how awkwardly he held a wooden spoon. This was a man who had been raised with nannies and personal chefs and all the perks old, independent wealth could offer. A wooden spoon, I was sure, was not a familiar weapon.


I smiled as he stirred, feeling a sudden tenderness toward a man who usually projected the confidence that came with all the framed diplomas and signed celebrity photos hanging on his office walls, a silent, powerful witness to stories he could tell.


“Thanks for asking me over,” I said, inhaling deeply the intoxicating smell of garlic and tomatoes. “You were right. I needed to eat and to take a break.”


James shook his head. “Tell me about it. This week has been crazy. I’ve clocked in far more hours in the office than out.”


“The fall campaign has to be sapping you as much as it is us underlings.” I winked.


“Ah, but you’re an underling on her way up, right?” James left the stove to dim the overhead chandelier and reached to light three candles on a hammered bronze tray sitting on the island between us. Dishing up two bowls of soup, he set them on plates and tucked generous slices of bread next to the steaming bowls. He placed my dinner in front of me before lowering onto the bar stool next to mine. We ate in silence for a bit, the warm soup filling my mouth with heat and comfort and a riot of flavor. I murmured my approval and James nodded. I looked at him. The candlelight flickered, casting soft light on his face.


James shook his head and sighed. “This brings me back,” he said, pointing to the soup with the end of his spoon. “Growing up, I had this phenomenal nanny, Amelia. She was with our family from the time I was a toddler to when she left to go back home to Italy when I was twelve. She made a soup just like this, and she would let me sit at the kitchen counter while she cooked.” He took another slurp, and I had to bite back a smile at seeing him so lost in a good memory that he forgot his normally particular manners. “I’ve been trying to get Amelia’s food back in my kitchen since the day she left. This is pretty close.” He smiled at me, suddenly bashful. “Sorry. Little detour down memory lane there.”


I shook my head. “Not at all. It sounds like Amelia was beloved.”


“Absolutely,” he said after draining his bowl. “She was like a second mom to me. First mom, maybe. My own mother is very, how should I put it?” He tilted his head in thought. “Efficient? Professional?”


I winced. “Sounds like the perfect administrative assistant.”


His laugh was wry. “She certainly employed a slew of those over the years, and most of them left before she could commit their first names to memory.” He sounded more amused than embittered. “But my mom did do an exceptional job vetting nannies, and Amelia was a total gem. In fact, she’s the one who inspired my interest in fashion and design.” He sliced two more pieces of focaccia and set them on our plates. “Amelia loved well-made clothes, beautiful things, rich color. We would make things together on her sewing machine: costumes, forts, you name it. She helped me realize I wanted to work in the fashion world and that I would need to be the black sheep of the Campbell family.” He grinned and lifted his slice of bread to toast Amelia’s wisdom. “My mom wasn’t quite as big a fan of Amelia after that.”


I laughed. “Well, one can hardly blame her. We didn’t exactly choose the stablest of professions.”


He leaned toward me, dabbing his napkin on the corner of his mouth, excitement in his eyes. “Speaking of our dubious career choice, tell me about tomorrow. I’m assuming this is your last night as an underling?”


I inhaled a deep breath and let it escape, feeling the butterflies revisit my stomach when I thought about the next day’s event. Each year Nancy held an open call for junior designers to present their work and ideas to her for upcoming lines. I’d presented in previous years, and I’d received positive feedback, but I knew this year was different. This year would change everything. I could feel it in a way I hadn’t before. And after six years working a job I could do with my eyes closed, the emotional stakes felt weightier than ever. “Yes,” I said. “I hope. I mean, I’m sure.” I sat up straighter in my chair. “I’m totally ready. I’ve been prepping for months. Years, really. I’m going to walk in there and show Nancy what I’ve got.”


“Tell me. Spare no detail,” James said, his focused attention pushing a shot of adrenaline through my veins. James knew about The Dream because he nurtured a similar one. He was much further along in his pursuit than I. In fact, considering his pedigree, he was probably further along than I when he was still in diapers and jiggling to the Wiggles with his nanny. He’d attended Harvard Business School as a nod to the three generations of Campbell alumni before him, but James knew from the start, despite rumblings of concern from his father and grandfather, that he wanted to work in the fashion industry. Even with his cushy legacy, James was a hard worker, having made head of department at Milano just one year out of HBS. And he wasn’t stingy with his success. He was very encouraging to me and to the other employees under him. Isa had been quick to train a wary eye on James, certain a man with his background could never understand the plight of an average girl working her way up. She’d certainly told me so on multiple occasions. But I’d found him to be generous with his success, the boss who was eager to share the glory with his team, the type who cheered others on instead of tripping them on their way up.


I took stock of his face, his interested gaze, and I settled into my chair. The soup, the warm bread, the coziness of the candlelight were making me feel relaxed and perfectly at home, within a shelter from my rough day and from the gathering chill of an early spring evening outside. A slow smile forming, I started in with a description of the line I was going to present the following day. I was midway through explaining an evening gown for our Met Gala line, ridiculously perfect in emerald satin with hand beading along the waist, when I realized James wasn’t listening anymore. He was staring at my mouth but I knew it wasn’t in an effort to understand my reasoning for dropping the neckline on the gown.


“You look stunning,” he said into my ear, his lips brushing my cheek.


A shiver made slow and steady progress from my neck downward.


“I should go,” I said quietly. “I need to be up early tomorrow.”


“I do too,” James said, moving slowly toward me as he closed his eyes.


I pulled away. “James,” I said, one hand on his chest. I marveled at how sure I sounded when I was having to make a Herculean effort to stop looking at James’s lips. Your boss, I reminded my head and my heart and my lips. This man is handsome and charming and he fed you homemade focaccia, but he is also your boss. “This could get complicated.”


He looked at me, long enough for me to feel studied. “We have feelings for each other,” he finally said. “That feels pretty uncomplicated to me.”


I swallowed hard. “Thank you,” I said, my hand pulling back from his chest. “For dinner. It was everything I wanted my first personal chef experience to be.” My smile was sincere. “I’ve wondered about this.” I pointed to him, to me. “About us. Believe me, I have.” I shook my head slowly, my eyes on his. “But I think we’d better hit the pause button. Tomorrow might be just another day for you but it isn’t for this girl.”


I waited while he ran a hand over his face and saw the reluctant smile that was appearing there. I pushed my stool back from the counter. “Let’s plan to celebrate tomorrow. After I knock it out of the park and Nancy begs me to be a lead designer at Milano and gives me a raise that will make me tear up every time I see my paycheck.”


James took my hand. He kissed it slowly but stood up. “That sounds just about perfect.” He pulled me to him, my hand still at his lips.


My heart was galloping fast enough to make its pulse heard in my ears.


“Tomorrow, then,” he said, his voice low.


I nodded and moved back, taking my first steps toward the door. “Tomorrow.” I smiled and felt his eyes follow me as I walked to the door and into the quiet of the hallway. I was shaking slightly as I turned. I shook my head, laughing at his exaggerated forlorn expression, framed in the doorway where he was still leaning. I could get used to this, I thought as the elevator doors closed on the view of James, his eager attention, a framed view of luxury and marked success. My stomach fluttered as the elevator rushed me down ten floors to the city I knew and, I decided anew as I stepped under the tailored black awning and onto the sidewalk, the city I was finally poised to conquer.





two



My phone alarm must have been ringing forever because it was close to six when I forced my eyelids open and realized *NSYNC wasn’t actually singing “Bye Bye Bye” at my thirteenth birthday party, as they had been moments ago in my dream. I fumbled around until Justin and Joey became louder and I located the phone to shut it off. After a few moments of silence, the inky blackness of the room beckoning me back to deep sleep, I sat up with a jolt of recognition and remembered: today was Nancy Day.


I threw off the covers, my feet hitting the worn wood floors of my studio apartment. I groped in the dark, fingers outstretched, until I found the bedside lamp. The light cast long shadows in the room, and I rubbed my eyes, still swollen and heavy from sleep. My meeting with Nancy was scheduled for eight sharp, and I pushed myself up to a wobbly standing position, mindful that there would be no fuzzy socks or coffee over the Times this morning. Straight to the shower and straight to the rest of my life.


A half hour later, showered, makeup on, and hair coaxed into long waves, I rounded the corner to my tiny kitchen and tapped my feet impatiently while I waited for the coffee to brew and a bagel to toast. Still munching on the bagel, I tiptoed across the cold floor to my closet, pulling my robe tight around me as I walked. I passed the framed black-and-white photo that stood on the bookshelf near the kitchen, and I stopped, unable to ignore the image. I picked up the photo and felt my heart rise in my throat. My mom and dad, laughing at something the little girl in their laps said or did the moment before the shutter snapped shut. I closed my eyes, wishing for the millionth time I could call them, talk with them, relate to them every detail of what I was about to do and hear them cheer me on. I set down the photo gently, a thought lingering that I could call Gigi, that she would likely have the right words to say or at least make me laugh while she looked for them. No time, I assured myself, and instead I reached for a new dress I’d just finished working up a few days prior. I unwrapped it gently from the hanger and felt the black fabric run through my hands before slipping it on. I tugged up the exposed side zipper and took a step back, narrowing my eyes at my full-length reflection. I nodded, satisfied. It was perfect. Stunning and chic with just the right amount of edge. And it did what great clothes were meant to do: it made me feel beautifully ready for anything.


Pleased with myself, I threw on a red lip and grabbed my bag, still holding the overdrawn account notice within.


“Not for long,” I said out loud, squaring my shoulders before letting the heavy door swing shut behind me.
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The waiting atrium for Nancy Strang’s office was roughly eighteen times larger than my entire cubicle five floors below. I sat on the edge of one of the midcentury modern chairs that lined the wall and tried against all odds to relax. I’d been waiting close to a half hour, and all the cool and confident self-talk I’d been spouting in my head all morning (and out loud during the empty elevator ride up) had dissipated into fragmented, nervous thoughts. Did I have all of my notes? I checked again. Yes. Design boards? Yes. USB for the digital part of the presentation? Yes. Index cards in my pocket with bullet points in case I got lost or panicked? Yes, yes, yes, and yes. I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, my eyes on Buckley, Nancy’s admin. He sat at a circular desk in the middle of the large room, his blank gaze trained on a computer screen.


“Busy day?” I said aloud. I was dying to ask just how many hopeful designers were presenting to Nancy today, but I didn’t know if Buckley would appreciate such a direct question.


He didn’t even look away from the screen. “Not any busier than the other three hundred and sixty-four.”


“Right,” I said. “I’m sure you see plenty of traffic up here. All sorts, probably. The hopeful, the shamed, the stylish, the dowdy looking for inspiration. Maybe a celebrity or two.” I stopped abruptly, Buckley’s disdainful expression making me bite my lower lip to stop the flow of words coming out of my mouth. It was the stress. Stress made me revert to my roots, chatting up the people around me as if I were not in a Manhattan fashion house but instead still in the farmers’ co-op in Silver Creek, Iowa, sharing bad coffee and town gossip over a linoleum-topped table. I tried smiling at Buckley and biting my lip at the same time but was fairly sure the end result was more like a grimace.


He spoke quietly into his headset and then looked at me. “Ms. Strang will see you.” Turning back to his screen, he added, “She prefers a less-is-more approach when it comes to words. Maybe tuck that little hint into your back pocket.”


I nodded and stood, gathering my presentation materials and new resolve. I pushed open the towering white door into Nancy’s office and was struck immediately by the expansive windows offering a stunner of a Midtown view. I hadn’t seen this much of New York from an aerial perch since I was a tourist on the top of Rockefeller Center. I cleared my throat and walked toward the view and Nancy, who sat behind a long Lucite desk.


I offered my hand. “Ms. Strang, it’s a pleasure to see you again.”


She offered a small smile. Nancy was a petite woman, seemingly at odds with such vaulted ceilings and expansive views. She did not compete but she sure did fill the space with her direct gaze, not to mention a formidable reputation. This was Nancy’s twenty-fifth year at Milano, and the years before those had been spent resurrecting Gucci from a post-eighties slump. Nancy Strang was a force, and to the outside world at least, it appeared that everything she touched in the fashion industry turned instantly to retail gold.


“Grace,” she said. Her close-cropped black hair was a trademark, as were the round, colored frames on her glasses. The color changed with the season, and today the frames were a bold spring green. “Welcome. If you don’t mind, we’ll just skip the chitchat and get right to the business at hand. I’m sure you are well prepared for this meeting.”


I stood in silence for a beat before realizing she would not be saying any more. I cleared my throat and spread out my design boards on the easels provided. Turning back to Nancy, I began my rehearsed intro.


“Winter. A blanket of fresh snow, the stark beauty of leafless trees, the long angles of early twilight . . . Winter is a distinct mix of minimalism and indulgence. Clean lines and long hours. The pale winter sky and the raucous palette of the holidays. Milano’s winter line should reflect this unexpected harmony.” I stopped, my heart racing and making my voice shake. I wet my lips with my tongue and began again, willing my voice to be less timid. “I’ve designed these pieces as a nod to our long tradition of exquisite, clean tailoring and luxurious fabrics while also bringing a fresh burst of color and modern lines to the silhouette.”


The boards were perfectly executed, my digital files loaded without a hitch, and the longer I spoke, the more comfortable I felt. I never even touched the cheat sheet index cards in my pocket, much less consulted them. I knew it all by heart. My designs were on trend, clean, and completely fitting with the long history at Milano. The shapes, colors, textures: everything screamed Milano. I felt my shoulders relax, confident I was hitting the right notes at the right times.


I finished my presentation and stood in silence, waiting for questions. I felt my smile grow a bit as I waited, so happy with the result of all my effort. Images of late nights doing grunt work flickered through my thoughts, all the times I’d been overworked and underappreciated, all the moments when I’d wondered if it had been worth it to put up with the order forms, the photocopying, the sewing of individual sequins on an accessory that was soon to be discarded by the designer in charge anyway. It had been worth it, just to get to this point, just to finally have the chance to show one of the most powerful women in the fashion industry, face-to-face, what I could do.


The silence began to stretch, and I shifted slightly in my heels, the blisters from the day before starting to pinch. After what felt like ten minutes of silence, Nancy looked up from the designs I had laid before her.


“Grace.” She said my name as a declaration.


I smiled.


She fixed her large brown eyes on mine. “I appreciate all the time and effort you have put into this presentation. It’s clear you are conscientious, thoughtful, responsible . . . all the things that make a great assistant.


“However,” Nancy said, folding her French-manicured fingers over her desk, “I’m afraid I’m not catching the vision here.”


My mind started to spin. Catch the vision? The vision was straight-up Milano! The vision was Nancy’s vision!


“Grace, I believe in being direct. No one does anyone any favors by being nice. Lying is not nice. So, Grace, I’m sorry but I just don’t see you having a design future here at Milano. I wish I had better news.”


I froze, my eyes becoming dry before I remembered to blink. When I tried to swallow, I realized my mouth was slightly open and I shut it, hard. No design future?


I cleared my throat, my thoughts starting to ricochet. “You’re looking for something different? I can change it. Is it the jacket? Maybe it needs to be cropped—” I shuffled the boards, looking for the jacket that was probably too long, but Nancy interrupted me.


“This is not a matter of one hem that can be tweaked.” Nancy remained still, her face composed, the apple green in her glasses frames the only counterpoint of color against her black-and-white long coat. “I know you’ve been here a few years—”


“Six,” I said, more roughly than I intended. “I’ve been here six years.”


One of Nancy’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Indeed. And you’ve done great work in your current position. Perhaps you should stick with what you know. Grace, not everyone can be a designer.”


I shook my head slowly, slowly, back and forth, willing my thoughts to stop spinning. “I graduated first in my class at FIT. People were scared of me there . . .” I cleared my throat after realizing I was mumbling. Raising my voice, I continued, “I was offered all sorts of jobs that last year of school, but I picked Milano. I picked you.” I pointed to Nancy, my fingers trembling. “I picked you because you’re Nancy Strang! You’re brilliant! You’re a legend! I wanted to work at a legendary house for a legendary woman!”


I saw Nancy shift in her chair, but I barely paused to breathe. “I came here because I thought after putting in my time, clocking in at the bottom of the ladder, the very bottom rung, I might add, I knew I would move up. I knew it because I’m a good designer! I am not a photocopier! I am not an errand runner or a coffee maker or a sheep holder! I am a designer!”


By this point, I had reached a shriek. I knew this because my final words rang back at me from the soaring glass, and I heard the pitch. The pitch was definitely a shriek.


“Ms. Kleren, perhaps you should—”


I matched Nancy’s measured tone with a good, old-fashioned yell. “Perhaps I should not! Perhaps I’m sick of doing what I should and getting absolutely nowhere for it!”


When the room stopped throbbing, I realized Buckley had, at some point, opened the door to Nancy’s office and was waiting at the threshold. I looked at him, disoriented.


“Thank you for your presentation, Ms. Kleren.” Nancy’s tone was cold and dismissive. She turned in her chair, away from me, toward her laptop and her bazillion-dollar view.


I stood, rooted to my spot. My limbs felt heavy and numb after the sudden rush and release of adrenaline. Buckley said my name softly, and I dragged my gaze from Nancy’s back to his face. Spidery lines creased his typically smooth forehead.


“This way, please,” he said, propping open the door as wide as it would go.


“Thank you,” I said, so quietly I was sure no one heard but the carpet. I gathered my boards from the floor and walked through the door Buckley held for me. When I heard him shut it quietly behind us, I turned to him.
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