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To my mom, my first and best reader.






Dear Constance,

He’ll be back now at any moment. I know that he’ll be angry. I should be leaving. I should be packing my bags and getting out of the apartment but instead I’m sitting here, paralyzed and replaying the whole thing in my mind. I should have known better than to think I could outsmart him. It’s impossible. I can’t think the way he does. He has his own logic.

And he knows me so well. He has all of my passageways memorized, places I don’t even know myself, dark corners where he can hide and wait for me. You were wrong about him. It’s not your fault, we both were. We thought if I just made myself stronger, I could escape it all. But it doesn’t work that way, not with him. He’s solved my brain like a maze. He will always find new angles to attack from, new places in me that are soft and weak. I don’t know where this ends, but I expect it will be soon. I should be deciding what to bring with me to start my new life. But it feels pointless, an exercise in extreme futility.

I can hear his key in the lock. It’s too late now. Too late to pack a bag. Too late to even send this to you. If I survive it, I will write and tell you. But maybe you won’t even see it. Maybe no one will know what’s become of me either way.








PROLOGUE

Francis has been avoiding the computer since she arrived this morning, keeping herself busy by puttering around the summer house, cleaning the counters, anything to distract herself from the message that popped into her inbox late last night. Driven by nervous energy, she’d found herself outside, pausing only momentarily to look out at the deep-blue ocean at the far side of the lawn before turning toward her fallow garden beds. There isn’t much to work with now that it’s fall. She surveys the beds. A few dry stalks left over from some late-blooming asters tremble in the wind. There’s no urgent need to pull them but she kneels in the dirt anyway. Gardening has always helped her make complicated decisions about her writing. Maybe it can help her now too. She doesn’t bother with gloves, pushing the sleeves of her thick Fair Isle sweater up her arms and plunging her fingers into the cold soil. She always thinks best when her body is occupied by something else.

But now that the sun has nearly set, she feels the tug of her little office room. In thirty-five years, Francis has never been late with a column. Returning to the house, she drops into her chair and moves her mouse so that her computer hums to life. The monitor brightens and she sees the letter there in her inbox, down at the bottom of the screen, and feels a sick twist in her stomach. She looks away quickly, moving her eyes to the top of her inbox, where the unread messages stack up in bold font.

Francis scrolls through the subject lines. Despite the Herald’s assurances that she reads each and every message sent to her, it is rare that she actually gives most more than a cursory look. There are topics too well trodden to revisit. By now her readers already know what she’d say about a noncommittal man (walk very quickly in the opposite direction), a sibling rivalry (therapy), or a go-nowhere job (probably stay put for now unless something better is available).

One email with the subject line reading simply I’m lost intrigues her. She clicks open the email and begins to read the story of a woman whose marriage of forty-three years has recently fallen apart, sadly coinciding with the deaths of both of her parents. Francis sits and considers her predicament for a moment, allowing herself to truly feel the woman’s life as though it is her own. Her chest aches for the woman. And yet, being so lost, so incredibly rock bottom, comes with a kind of freedom if you are able to harness it. Isn’t there something almost delicious about being able to start fresh? It’s like that Janis Joplin song, freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose. Rarely in life do you have the opportunity to start completely from scratch. She shakes herself free from that train of thought. It isn’t the right question, not for this week. Reluctantly she closes the message, guiltily shutting out the woman and her loss, and returns to the inbox.

In just the last few minutes several new letters have come in, pushing the email, the one she came all the way up to the beach house to try to avoid, to the very the bottom of the screen, nearly off the page. Sunday is her busiest day for new questions. It is a natural time for reflection after the rush of the early weekend but before work picks up again—the time of week when people seem to feel the most depressed and dissatisfied with their lives. Francis, on the other hand, loves Sundays, the pleasant rush of new letters coming in, the feeling of being needed and helpful. She doesn’t let herself linger on the idea that other people’s pain is her pleasure.

She is about to settle in and read another letter when she hears a faint scraping noise behind her, coming from the front of the house. Francis stands up, startled, and spins around. She looks for the most likely culprit but finds the cat asleep on its favorite chair. She cuts through the pantry into the kitchen and peers out the kitchen window at the empty driveway.

There’s a flash of someone passing by the window. Something yellow like the hood of a jacket blurring through the near-dark. Francis’s heart pounds as she walks back into the hall. The front door to her house hangs wide open. That’s odd. She knows she didn’t leave it like that. She looks around for signs of another person but hears and sees nothing.

She steps tentatively out onto the front porch in her slippers. The wind rushes up from the beach, smelling of the ocean just barely tinged with woodsmoke and the bite of approaching winter. She stands still, her body tense, her ears prickling. The Atlantic churns darkly at the edge of the lawn. She thinks she can see the bluish flicker of the television in Bertie Robertson’s house, her neighbor down the road. She should go over there, she thinks. Have some company. She suddenly regrets coming up. Francis had thought she’d feel safer here, that she’d be able to gather her thoughts. But she hasn’t come close to having any clarity. If anything, the solitude has only made her feel more agitated and uncertain.

“Hello?” she calls out. “Is someone there?” Her voice, unused for hours, catches. It comes out hoarse as a whisper. She makes her way down the front steps. The grass is cold on her ankles as she steps into the yard, walking to the edge of the house. Be brave, Francis, for goodness’ sake. She steels herself as she leans out and peers around the side.

A dark shape on the ground below the window startles her, but quickly she recognizes the coil of her garden hose. The light from her study shines out onto the lawn. She notes how her office would be completely visible to any interested person looking in. She’d always meant to buy curtains, but the years had dulled her motivation. Besides, who cares enough to watch an old woman on her computer? A car passes on the road behind the house. She finds her breath slowing. Everything is fine. She shakes her head. Honestly, Francis.

She turns and heads back to the porch. Sometimes there are just sounds that cannot be explained, she tells herself. Still, when she goes inside, she makes sure to twist both locks on the door. She’ll have trouble going to sleep tonight now. She often does these days, even without a scare. If that is even what it was? Just as likely, she thinks now, that it was just someone walking their dog, or a vacationer cutting through her yard to get to the beach the way the tourists always do in summer. It doesn’t take much to scare her, it would seem. She pushes away a vision of the flash of yellow at the window. It could have been a trick of her mind, a bird or a leaf in the wind. After she gets some work done, she’ll make some tea, possibly watch something on TV. She’ll leave the letter and its disturbing contents for tomorrow and keep a light on in the hallway tonight.

Comforted by the plan, she makes her way through the house toward the still-bright computer screen in her study. Approaching the desk, she can see that the email has fallen off the home page now, and she breathes a deep sigh of relief. She feels better not seeing it, knowing it’s buried. Why not do one better and get rid of it altogether? she thinks. Better to have it gone, to pretend she never saw it at all.

She begins to pull her chair out to sit but something catches her eye and she stops short. She sees herself reflected in the window. There is her chaotic hair, even wilder in the humidity, her fuzzy cardigan. Her eyes travel past herself farther back into the room, where she sees the reflection of something behind her. It takes a moment for her to place the outline of a figure in a coat, its hood pulled up. Her chest seizes up at the shimmer of something above her. A startled scream escapes her throat before everything goes silent.






ONE

Eight Months Later

Alex Marks sees her reflection in the door of the Bluebird Diner as she approaches. She steers clear of mirrors most days, but she can’t avoid herself now, the wavy brown hair and small pointed jaw. The dark eyes, deeper set than she’d like and on the small side. The dire clothes—a pair of track pants and a V-neck T-shirt—are something she tries not to dwell on. She pushes through the door into the restaurant, breathing in the familiar smells of toast, bacon, and syrup.

“Well, look who it is,” Raymond calls out, raising a piece of buttered toast in greeting as she makes her way down to the end of the L-shaped counter. “Alexis, I saved your seat.”

“You know Alex doesn’t go by that name,” Janice scolds him as she brushes past, her wide arm loaded with plates of pancakes and omelets like some sort of breakfast-themed circus performer. Alex smiles at the Bluebird’s head waitress as she slides onto the empty stool.

“No name for a young woman,” Raymond grumbles. “I’ll call her by her given name, no offense, Alexis.”

Alexis is not her given name either, but she doesn’t correct him. Despite his many shortcomings, Raymond will have been sitting there vigilantly saving her spot next to him since the diner opened at seven. And who else could she say did anything like that for her? Nobody.

“Usual?” Janice asks, not pausing for an answer. Though Alex has been coming to the same counter every day for nearly seven years, Janice has only recently accepted her. You have to put your time in at the Bluebird to be deemed worthy of having a usual. Alex is proud of the accomplishment.

“Yes, please,” Alex says. The usual being a sesame bagel toasted with cream cheese and raspberry jam.

“Don’t know how you eat those things,” Raymond mutters. “It’s truly a tragedy. Not how bagels are meant to be consumed.” He’s right. It’s nearly blasphemous. And the Bluebird’s are not even close to being the best bagels in the city or even the neighborhood, but the combination reminds her of her childhood. Of mornings getting ready for school and the smell of bread in the toaster, sticky knives left out on the counter. Of the way things were before she left everything she grew up with to come to a place where she knew not a soul.

Raymond is eating his early bird special of scrambled eggs and home fries at a glacially slow pace. He will now be on his third, possibly fourth cup of coffee. His hand trembles ever so slightly as he lifts it to his mouth. Ol’ Gray Hair, Janice calls him with only a very small sprinkling of affection.

Janice’s own wiry hair is dyed a deep, unnatural red and pulled into a bun the size of a gumdrop on the top of her head. She glides by Alex now, dropping off a thick porcelain mug of black coffee.

“I’ll have some more toast, too, please, Janice.” Raymond pushes his empty plate away and shakes open his copy of the Daily Press.

“I don’t know how you read that tabloid garbage,” Janice says, stationing herself in the crook of the counter as she pours him a fresh cup.

“The Daily is a New York institution,” Raymond says, not lifting his eyes from the front-page photo of some politician drinking beer from a keg under the headline What Does She Really STAND For?

“At least the Herald is respectful,” Janice argues, bringing up the Daily’s rival, the venerable New York Herald. “Back when we were young the news was unbiased. Walter Cronkite. Not whatever garbage this is!”

“You think the Herald is unbiased?” Raymond says, his voice rising. “You don’t think that they are in the Democrats’ pockets with all their politics? And don’t get me started on how they covered those protests last year.”

“Oh, right, because you were a cop they must all be good.” Janice rolls her eyes.

“I was a detective, Janice, and I didn’t say that.”

“Bah!” Janice isn’t having any of it.

Oh boy. Alex leans back with her coffee mug and ignores them. It’s an argument they have at least weekly. She takes a bite of her bagel. The work she will have to do later is already weighing on her. Her copywriting job is so boring sometimes it makes her want to cry.

“You wouldn’t understand nuance, Ray,” Janice says. “Not if it came up to you and bit you on the ass.” Her red-polished fingernail taps the counter for emphasis.

“So I want to be entertained, sue me!” Raymond says, exasperated. The two of them know exactly how to rile each other up. “More toast, please.”

“More? You’ve just had four slices.” Janice narrows her eyes.

“What, are you the toast police now? Last I heard this was a free country where a man could order as much toast as he can pay for!” Raymond pushes his plate forward. Alex watches warily as Janice’s lips tighten. To her relief, the shriek of a fire truck outside interrupts them. By the time it passes, Janice has moved back toward the kitchen and Raymond seems to have calmed down. Alex picks up her mug, settling into the hum of the diner, appreciating the whir of the coffee makers and clatter of silverware.

It may not be perfect, but there are things you need to keep grounded when you live in a big city. Routines that you create for yourself, the small town you make of your daily movements. These mornings at the Bluebird had kept her from collapsing with loneliness when she first arrived in the city. Alex remembers herself then, shy and skittish. When she first moved into the apartment above the nail salon on Eighty-Sixth Street, she didn’t venture far. The Bluebird was convenient, right across the street, a place from which she could retreat quickly if needed to the safety of her shoebox of an apartment.

All she wanted to do then was to be a part of it all, to be one among those millions in the swirl of Manhattan’s streets. And she thinks, taking a sip of weak coffee, that she has probably succeeded. No one really knows her here. Except for Janice and Raymond, she is nearly invisible. It’s part of the magic of New York, Alex often muses, that you can be completely anonymous while also feeling so interconnected to the people and places around you.

“Oh, look, Alexis, isn’t this that advice columnist you loved?” Raymond says as he turns the page in his paper. “Frannie? The one who was murdered?”

“Francis?” Alex’s heart jerks in her chest at the thought of her hero, Francis Keen.

“That’s the one, yeah. Looks like they are trying to replace her.”

“What? No!” Alex yanks the paper from his hands. “They wouldn’t dare.”

“Grabby, grabby,” Raymond tuts, letting go of the pages. Alex smooths the paper out onto the counter in front of her, her heart pounding.

In the photo Francis Keen is standing behind her desk at the Herald. She wears a white shirt rolled up at the sleeves, her gray-blond hair loose around her shoulders. A chain of heavy gold links glitters below the V of her collar. She smiles at the camera so warmly that you’d think she knows the photographer. Through the window behind her, Midtown Manhattan gleams geometrically. It’s the same photo they ran last year when Francis’s body was found on the floor in her beach house.

The headline reads:

For the Herald’s Beloved Advice Column Dear Constance, Attempts at a New Beginning after Tragedy

“Well, it’s not like she can write it herself anymore, can she?” Raymond says. “Why not give someone else a chance? People loved that column, didn’t they?”

Alex shakes her head. “You don’t understand, Ray. She was the best. There’s no one who can give advice the way Francis Keen did.”

Since she first picked up a copy of the Herald, Alex was a religious reader of Dear Constance. She doesn’t know how anyone could not be drawn to Francis’s column. That special way she had of perceiving things about people by reading between the lines, things that they probably didn’t even know about themselves. Despite her ability to understand what a person should do in any given situation, her advice was never preachy, never condescending. Francis’s words felt like those of a true friend, one who innately understood you, who would do whatever was in her power to make sure you succeeded. Nothing could make you feel like you weren’t alone in the world like reading one of her columns.

After Francis’s death Alex had looked for comfort in other advice columns, but the magic just was not there in any of them. The advice was staid and unimaginative and often just plain bad. It left her with a cold, sad feeling.

“I still can’t believe they never caught the person who killed her,” Alex says, shuddering. Francis Keen’s murder was so unexpected, so terrible and violent and senseless, that Alex had felt off-kilter for weeks after.

“It was a bad detective on that case,” Raymond grumbles, his fingers shaking as he tries to open a single-serving creamer cup. “That Delfonte twit. I knew him back in the day. Spoiled brat who never wanted to work for anyone.” Raymond’s tremor has gotten worse lately, Alex notes, watching out of the corner of her eye as he struggles to find a grip on the creamer’s paper tab.

“Oh, and you would have solved her murder single-handed, I suppose?” Janice swoops by with the long-awaited toast, clearly skeptical.

“I would have,” Raymond insists, still grappling with the plastic container. “There’s a reason I was a good detective, Janice. There is a logical order to these things, you have to be methodical and patient.” His fingers fumble again with the creamer and he smashes it onto the counter in frustration.

“That sounds like you, Ray,” Janice says dryly.

Alex takes the creamer from him and peels the lid back. He gives her a silent nod of appreciation and tips it into his mug.

“I should go,” Alex says, feeling suddenly agitated.

“Off to sell drugs?” Raymond snorts as she slides off her stool.

“Girl’s gotta eat her bagels,” Alex replies, dreading the copywriting she’ll be doing today for the pharmaceutical company that employs her. But she is grateful for the work, or tells herself she should be.

“Can I take this?” Alex asks, already folding up Raymond’s paper and putting it into her purse.

“Sure, sure. I was done with it anyway.” Raymond waves her off. “Wouldn’t want to rot my brain with all that celebrity news in the back.”

“See?” Janice says. “Good start, Ray.”

Alex walks toward the door, the murmur of their banter receding behind her. She doesn’t hear it though; all she can think about is Francis Keen.






TWO

Alex spends the rest of the day writing promotional copy for a new medication that claims it’s able to stop cyclical thinking. She does her best to make the little pink pill appealing, wondering how cyclical her thoughts would have to be to make up for the fact that one of the side effects listed is death.

In the late afternoon she turns in her copy to the boss she’s never met and puts on her sweatpants. It is one in a series of rituals she has made for herself that keep her sane. You can’t work in your sweatpants is rule number one. She pads into her kitchen and pours the first of her nightly glasses of wine and a bowl full of kettle corn from the bag, one of her main food groups. With her provisions she settles back on the couch and takes out the newspaper Raymond gave her, opening it up in front of her on the coffee table. The photo of Francis makes her chest tighten for a second time.

Alex remembers the shrine that went up in front of the Herald’s Manhattan office, the piles of bright flowers and handwritten thank-you notes lining the sidewalk, all while a killer walked free. The scene described in the articles was beyond disturbing. Francis on the floor of her summer home. No sign of a break-in. No DNA. No murder weapon. No credible suspects. No witnesses.

And now, apparently, the Herald has moved on. Alex has tried to put it behind her, but her Sundays feel empty without Francis’s column to read. It feels like she’s lost a wise older relative. Dear Constance gave Alex something to look forward to, something to cling to in those years when she was working up the nerve to make her move to New York and then later as she navigated life here, provided a bit of motherly wisdom as she came of age in a city that was often less than nurturing. Without Dear Constance, what would have happened to Alex? She shudders, thinking of the direction her life might have taken. It’s quite possible she wouldn’t be here at all.

Alex reels at the prospect of someone new taking her beloved Francis’s place. The idea of a person doing the job poorly is somehow more terrifying than no one doing it at all. She rereads the final paragraph of the Daily’s article.


Ever wanted to be an advice columnist? The Herald will attempt to replace its longtime columnist Francis Keen, who was tragically lost just last year. To apply for the position, go to Theherald/careers.net and fill in the online application form. May the person with the best advice win. Our advice to the Herald is: good luck replacing the irreplaceable.



It was a strange choice to make it an open call, Alex thinks. It feels almost vulgar to advertise the position like that. After all, it isn’t just anyone who could match Francis Keen’s sly humor or the depth of her compassion. She reaches for her laptop and types in the address for the job listing. A link takes her to the Herald’s career page, where the position for advice columnist is at the top. She just wants to see what the questions are, she tells herself as she fills out the first part of the application. She wants to see what metrics they are using to replace her beloved Dear Constance. First, they ask for a list of basic things like name, address, prior work experience. Alex types in her information, but next the electronic form directs her to a page that looks very much like a Dear Constance column, or a series of them. There are several letters formatted the way they appear in the Sunday Herald, and below them blank spaces for answering, like the essay portion of a test.

Alex starts to read the first letter. It is from a man who feels his life has no meaning even though he has two young kids, a good relationship, a stable home. But still, he is dissatisfied. He writes that he often finds himself standing outside his house at night looking up into the sky and asking himself if this is it. Is this all he is good for? Or has this very normal existence trapped him, stopped him from becoming all he was meant to be? As painful as it might be, he thinks the answer might be in leaving his wife, in giving himself a fresh start, but he isn’t sure.

So, I’m asking, begging really, for help knowing what to do. This can’t be all there is, can it?

Reading along, Alex finds herself thinking with complete clarity that this person’s problem isn’t to be found in his wife, who by his own account is lovely and patient with him, nor is it anywhere else in his external circumstances. She grows slightly frustrated with the man. His real problem, Alex thinks with sudden conviction, is his complete lack of appreciation for his own life. The answer is obvious. He has to change the way he sees himself, to dismantle the image he has of himself as some sort of unappreciated genius. He needs to start living the life he actually has. If he fails to do so, he is destined for a lifetime of misery either with or without his wife and kids. Alex has a strong sense that she knows what to do and that if she could just tell this person, he’d be able to make things right for himself.

Before she even means to, Alex is pouring herself another glass of wine and is writing it all down. Time passes in a blur of focus. As she finishes, she moves to the next one; this question is from a woman who is afraid of growing up. The sentences fall into place with the satisfying snap of puzzle pieces.

She hadn’t intended to get here, fill in all of the questions. Her finger hovers above the Submit button. She takes a last swig of wine, tilting the glass to get the dregs. The bottle is now completely empty. She can feel the regret of it already beginning behind her eyes. Before she lets herself think about it any further, she drops her finger onto Submit. Her pulse buzzes with adrenaline. She watches with her heart in her throat as all of her writing disappears. There is a moment of nothing, and then the screen refreshes and is replaced with one blue sentence against the white background: Congratulations, your application has been submitted.

She sits back and looks up from her computer, blinking into her dark living room. The clock reads nearly 2 a.m. But she isn’t tired. If anything, she feels a zippy buzz of energy. It is surprisingly satisfying solving other people’s problems, she thinks. Much easier than fixing your own.





Dear Constance,

Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve wanted to leave the town I grew up in. I know that might sound silly, but it is true and I don’t have anyone to tell it to.

My mom and dad never had much in common. The few times I remember seeing them together they were fighting, or worse, silent. Now Mom has Sid, her boyfriend. They are obsessed with each other in a way that leaves no room for anyone else to get involved. I move around the house where I grew up like a ghost; no one makes eye contact when they talk to me. I know Sid wants me out almost as bad as I want to leave. “When are you going to get your own place?” he asked me the other day, looking at me over the back of the couch when I came into the house.

“As soon as I can,” I shot back at him. But honestly, I don’t know when that will be. It takes a lot of money to get a place of your own, even somewhere as cheap and lackluster as Wickfield.

I guess if I’m going to ask you for life advice you should know a few things about me. I am twenty-two and live in the same town I grew up in, even in the same house I grew up in. But I want desperately to try something new, to grow up and move away, but I don’t have the money. Maybe I’m just not brave enough.

Ever since Sid showed up when I was fourteen and Mom disappeared into him, I have been the one responsible for myself. I’ve watched my friends all go off to college while I stay here in Wickfield working at the hardware store. When I was a little kid, I remember it being kind of fun downtown, but now Sam’s is one of the only businesses left. Sam, my boss, is in his early sixties. He wears a pair of coveralls every day and can fix just about anything from car engines to screen doors. He’s owned Sam’s Hardware on West Main Street since I was a little kid and probably even before that. I started working here four years ago when I was still in high school. I like it at Sam’s. Unlike my house, it feels safe and predictable here. I like the rows of tiny bins filled with different-sized nails and mixing paint colors. I like that everything has a place and that Sam can answer nearly any question. Except he can’t help me figure out the things I need to fix, like the fact I go home every day feeling miserable, that I hate it here in Wickfield, or why I am twenty-two years old and have never had a real boyfriend. I am all on my own with those.

All my life I have felt like I was at sea alone in a boat that was bound to sink unless I kept my hands on the oars. But the problem with paddling like crazy is that sometimes, just focusing on surviving makes it hard to know what direction you’re heading or if you are going anywhere at all.

I am spinning in circles, Constance, and all I want is to find a way out. Can you tell me how?

Please help,

Lost Girl






THREE

Wednesday morning Alex switches on her bathroom light. Outside on her apartment’s narrow window ledge two pigeons coo and shift, swiveling their little orange eyes toward her. “Hi, Mildred. Morning, Percy,” she addresses the pair with the names she’s given them as she reaches into her shower and turns the water on. They ruffle their feathers in response. Alex knows a lot of people think of pigeons as an unsanitary nuisance, but she can’t help but feel impressed by their resilience. They’re just trying to get by like the rest of us.

She puts on a podcast on her phone. She’s chosen one called Reaching. It is hosted by an expensive-looking blond woman who interviews other women with aspirational jobs. It will be the perfect accompaniment to her shower. She has a wide variety downloaded to fill in the silence of living alone. Her only constraints are that nothing be too complicated or depressing. Too much quiet can be damaging, can lead to spiraling thoughts and unproductive days. Alex can’t afford to dig herself out from that, so Reaching it is. She props her phone on the edge of the sink and steps out of her pajama shorts, leaving them on the tiled floor as she gets into the shower.

The soothing voice of the podcast host penetrates the steam. She is interviewing a woman who started a bespoke line of candles named after herself. It is the kind of vanity business that suggests the woman already had plenty of money.

“I gua sha first thing every morning,” the woman is saying. “Lymphatic drainage is key to my well-being. Then lemon water, an oat milk latte, these are my nonnegotiables. They truly make me feel grounded and give me a sense of inner joy.” Her voice sounds thin and fragile. Alex frowns. There is something between the lines that she is hiding. And it isn’t just the obvious fact that no amount of lemon water can make a person truly happy.

Alex shampoos her hair, thinking ahead to her own day. On today’s docket: Colesna, a stomach pill to offset the damage from one of the company’s other medications. From there the day yawns and then contracts. An afternoon snack, rarely a full dinner. Some popcorn from a bag, kettle corn if the corner deli has it. Maybe a few cookies or a bowl of noodles. Always a glass of wine, maybe two, usually three. And then to sleep, though it often doesn’t come easily. Her days are always the same. A patchwork of order she’s created for herself out of the nothing she came to New York with seven years ago.

“And would you say you feel content now?” the host asks her guest. Alex closes her eyes and lets the water trickle down over her face, soaking her hair. No.

The woman on the podcast pauses before she replies. “It’s taken me a long time to get to this place of peace and stillness in my life, but yes, through my daily practice I am happier now than I’ve ever been.” There is a slight tremor in the woman’s voice. “I just have to stay consistent. That’s the key.” It’s fear, Alex realizes. The rich candlemaker is afraid of something. But what could she possibly have to be scared of?

Alex picks up her body wash. It’s in a glass bottle with a gold top. Enjoy the transportive scent of Ylang-Ylang, the packaging says. She’d bought it on a whim while wandering around the Upper East Side. Cheaper than therapy, and just as good, she likes to lie to herself about her daily walks. In her seven years in the city, Alex has walked nearly every block of Manhattan, expanding her circle every week. There are places she’s been only once and others so well-trod she can walk them without thinking. Walking might not be as good as psychotherapy, but it is the only way to feel like she is still moving forward in her life, even if she isn’t.

She isn’t sure what had possessed her to go into the store and buy the fancy body wash. Maybe it was the faint smells of rose and sandalwood wafting out onto the sidewalk. But more likely it was a group of women inside. They were laughing and chatty, making each other sniff various perfumes until the whole store was a cloud of essential oils and musks. It reminded Alex of who she thought she would be at thirty. A businesswoman with a gaggle of friends. Or perhaps she might have been one of the other women, the one pushing a bassinet up Madison Avenue and serenely gazing into shop windows with a Ralph’s coffee in hand, her Celine sunglasses pushed back onto her head. The kind of woman who stopped in on a whim to do whatever she liked, who had a sort of lightness to her as if nothing terrible had touched or could touch her. Alex had felt almost like crying as she looked around the shop at these other women whose full and beautiful lives she might have had if only things hadn’t gone so horribly and irrevocably wrong.

And so, she’d gone into the store and bought a fancy body wash. To be near them. Alex had imagined the scent of it making her calm and content. Instead, the bottle sits on the side of the old porcelain tub, and it just makes the rest of her shower look shabby. It serves to remind her of things she wanted for herself that never came to pass, of how far she still has to go. She swallows back images of her old self before they overwhelm her and pours some of the precious liquid into her hand, knowing she can never fully join them, the rich podcasters or the carefree women who shop on Madison Avenue.

When she gets out of the shower the pigeons are gone. She wraps herself up in a towel. The podcast is nearly over. The women’s conversation has moved on to exercise routines and food. “I like to nourish my body with chia pudding,” the woman says. Alex can practically hear the thinness in her voice. “Sometimes I’ll put a touch of cinnamon in for sweetness.” It is her admission to this sad indulgence that makes Alex suddenly understand that the woman’s major fear is of losing control. Of failing. Before she has time to explore that thought further, the podcast is interrupted by her phone’s chiming ringtone.

She steps across the bathroom in her towel to look down at an unfamiliar New York number lighting up her screen. She stares at the phone as it vibrates on the vanity. Alex does not answer unfamiliar numbers. It is one of the rules she has for herself, one of the long list of things she does every day to keep herself safe. But at the last second, something makes her snap the phone up and drag her finger across the answer button.

“Hello?” Alex says suspiciously.

“Hi, I’m looking for Alex Marks?” a man’s voice replies. Alex’s stomach twists at the sound of her name in a stranger’s voice.

“Yes?” she says, her mouth dry.

“Hi, Alex. This is Jonathan Amin. I work as an assistant to Howard Demetri, editor in chief at the New York Herald.” He sounds crisp, efficient, slightly irritated.

Her heart thumps. The application. She leaves the bathroom wrapped in her towel and crosses her small living room to the table where Raymond’s copy of the Daily is still folded open to the article about Francis.

“Alex?” The voice is impatient. “Are you still there?”

“Yes, sorry. I’m here.” Droplets of water from her hair spatter onto the photo of Francis Keen.

“Good. Howard was very impressed with your sample letters. He’d like to schedule an interview with you to discuss your application,” Jonathan says. Alex’s mouth opens and closes. She yanks the phone away from her face to reaffirm the phone number. She’ll google it later to make sure no one is fucking with her. Howard Demetri, editor in chief of the most respected newspaper in the country for over three decades, was impressed with her?

“In person?” she says, quickly bringing the phone back to her ear.

“Yes, that is how Howard likes to do things.” Of course, the Howard Demetri isn’t going to have some sort of sad virtual meeting. There is no way he could ever appear as a talking head in a square on her desktop.

“Yes, of course. I’m sorry. When should I come in?”

“Thursday. He has nine a.m. available.”

She scrambles to process this information. “Yeah, like this Thursday? Tomorrow? I can do that.” She writes the numeral 9 with a blue pen on the margin of the newspaper and circles it several times.

“Thursday would be tomorrow, you are correct,” he says impatiently. “Bring your ID to the front entrance and the doorman will give you a pass. Just give him your name and say you are coming to see Howard Demetri. They’ll send you up to the forty-ninth floor.”

“Okay, I’ll be there,” Alex says.

“Great.”

“This is very exciting,” she adds, cringing at her unconcealed enthusiasm.

“I’m sure,” Jonathan replies, clearly disgusted.

Alex hangs up the phone and continues to stare down at the newspaper, watching as the drops of water form dark crimps in the page around Francis’s face. She remains rooted in place, her skin prickling under the thin towel despite the sun beating in through her apartment window.

Standing there, Alex feels something beginning to shift, gears and cranks turning that haven’t been used in years. Answering the letters was the first unwitting step toward the change. Or maybe it started even before that, with the impulsive purchase of the ylang-ylang body wash. To even have put herself out there like that Alex knows she must have wanted it on some level, that part of her has been ready and waiting for the right moment to make her grand reentry into the world.

Before she can tamp it down, she feels a hum of excitement pumping from her heart into her extremities. It has been so long since she’s experienced this sensation that she almost doesn’t recognize it. She clutches the towel to her, a smile slowly spreading across her face. All she knows is that for the first time in many years she feels on the cusp of something momentous. She only hopes that this time she can keep herself safe.






FOUR

The Herald’s Manhattan office gleams a steely blue in the morning sunlight. From a distance it looks clean and sterile, like a fresh start. But as Alex gets closer, the older, less shiny part of the building becomes visible. The Herald Building is split into two parts—the bottom third is one of the city’s original skyscrapers, dreamed up in the 1920s by a student of William Van Alen, designer of the more famous Chrysler Building just down the street. Constructed from gray marble, the original Herald Building is a fever dream of geometric patterns and brass accents. Its entryways are still decorated with minimalist reliefs—a woman in a long dress holding a single blade of wheat, a man with boxy muscles heaving an entire globe above his head. This original part was kept partly intact even through the extensive renovation that cleaved a modern glass skyscraper into it, Frankenstein-ing the building into a strange architectural hybrid. It is now part new and part old, as though the original base has been taken over and is playing host to the modern high-rise bursting like a shiny skewer up into the Manhattan sky.

Alex’s stomach turns as she walks toward the revolving doors, watching her reflection grow larger, wavering in the mirrored glass. Her face, at once familiar and not, above the V of her shirt. The short, delicate frame and pointy chin, the light-brown wavy hair pulled back into a low bun. She takes a deep breath, tugging her cuffs down over the tops of her hands—a nervous habit.

She emerges into a soaring atrium made almost entirely of tempered glass that bends into a series of modernist arches far overhead. In front of her, a long security desk is dwarfed by a giant slab of marble, taken from the exterior of the old building and repurposed. An art deco relief etched into a piece of brass shows a stylized man whose angular muscles appear to strain under the weight of a closed book. She tilts her head back to take it all in. Imagine coming in here every day. Alex doesn’t think a person could walk through this lobby every morning and not feel like they’d made it.

She has her photo taken by a man at the desk and is sent through a glass turnstile and into an elevator that whisks her up to the forty-ninth floor as quick as an artery pumping blood. The elevator door glides silently open to a U-shaped reception desk. The New York Herald’s trademark owl logo engraved on a gold plaque hangs on the wall behind it. Its talons shine coldly as she approaches the desk where a slim, stylish man wearing a turtleneck and sleek wire-rimmed glasses gives Alex an insincere smile.

“Can I help you?” His tone is flat and unwelcoming. And familiar.

“I’m Alex Marks. I’m here to see Howard Demetri?” She cringes at the way her voice rises, as though each sentence were actually a question. “You’re Jonathan, right? We talked on the phone.”

He purses his lips, not giving Alex the satisfaction of recalling this exchange. “Let me just call Howard and see if he’s ready for you.” Alex settles herself onto a polished concrete bench. As she looks past the desk at the purposeful strides of the people in the newsroom, this place already feels out of her league. Alex hadn’t even had the right clothes to wear today. She’d made a quick and desperate trip to Century 21 after turning in her copywriting last night, yanking a random assortment of workwear off the racks and dragging it into a dressing room an hour before they closed, coming away with only two shirts, neither of which she loved. She’d walked away from the shopping expedition feeling worse. Calm down, Alex, she tells herself, clasping her hands in her lap. They asked you to come here, remember? It’s not about how you dress. Though part of her doesn’t quite believe it.

She already knew who Howard Demetri was before filling out the application. He is one of those old newspaper editors who now has the word legend attached to their names.

“Alex Marks here to see you,” Jonathan says crisply into the phone. “Yes, that’s the one.” Before she has time to wonder what he could possibly mean by the last part, he has leapt to his feet and is tapping the toe of his extremely stylish tennis shoe on the floor.

“He’s waiting for you,” he says as though she has caused the delay. Alex stands up too quickly, feeling the blood rush from her head. Jonathan recoils slightly and gives her a critical once-over. Alex glances down at her black pants, which she can now see clearly in the unforgiving office light have developed the sort of sad, faded look that comes with too many washings and not the right soap. Her shirt is not as bad, a crisp white button-up that only looks okay because it is right off the hanger, the plastic tag bitten off a mere hour ago in her bedroom. Her fingers find the hems of her cuffs and tug them down over her knuckles.

“I’ll take you back to see Howard now,” he says as her stomach bubbles nervously. He leads her past the front desk into the belly of the newsroom. The center of the floor is open and spacious, with several long tables for collaborating and a maze of cubicles half-filled with people, their heads bowed over their computer monitors. As she passes, she can hear the faint clip of keyboards being typed on, that first wave of productivity in the morning, before coffee number one wears off.

“Follow me,” Jonathan says, taking her around to the far side of the floor. The periphery of the newsroom is ringed with modern glass-fronted offices. They walk by several conference rooms, one where a small group of worried-looking people talk animatedly in front of a white board. The person giving the presentation pauses when she sees them, her eyes following Alex as she walks past. They come to an abrupt stop at the corner, where a plaque adhered to the front of a glass-enclosed office reads: HOWARD DEMETRI, EDITOR IN CHIEF.

She can see him through the open blinds, sitting behind his desk. Behind his trademark tortoiseshell glasses, his eyes are intent on his computer screen. A legend in the flesh. Alex’s chest seizes. The Howard Demetri. Howard is not just any editor in chief. He’s part of the old guard, an editor’s editor from the era when newspapers were still the gold standard for how people ingested their daily news. He’d helmed the paper, steering it through wars and scandals, and in the process winning it more Pulitzers than any other newspaper in the country. He’d also hired her hero, Francis Keen.
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