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AMANDA

MY APPOINTMENT WAS in an apartment building called Stewart House—a white brick high-rise on Tenth Street, near Broadway, built in the sixties. I’d walked past it many times but had never been inside. The corner balconies, circular driveway, and chandeliered lobby made my tenement, just a few blocks away, seem downright prehistoric, though my rent was modern enough.

Fifteen floors up, at the end of a long hallway decorated with framed impressionist posters from museum exhibitions, a barefoot man wearing jeans and a T-shirt stood at the door. I guessed he was in his early forties, clinging to his twenties. Or maybe I was projecting. It happened to be my birthday, and I wasn’t too thrilled about turning thirty-nine.

“I’m here to see Jane Kelly,” I said. “She called about some clothes.”

“Come on in.”

He gave me a look-over as I stepped inside. I couldn’t tell if he liked what he saw. Whatever. I found him attractive enough but not my type. Black hair, tan, a beard. I didn’t go for men with facial hair—too scratchy.

He led me into a tidy living room furnished with Danish teak furniture, an amoeba-shaped coffee table, and a curved-back chair that might have been an original Eames. Furniture dealers would be salivating, but I wasn’t there for the tables and chairs. In the corner, a tiny woman with sparse wispy gray hair sat hunched over a desk, staring into a computer screen.

“Grandma? Someone here about clothes.”

Funny to hear a grown man calling someone Grandma. On the other hand, with a grandparent as old as this lady, he could be a member of AARP. Did he live with her? Maybe he was a good guy taking care of his aging relative—or maybe he was just a freeloader.

“The secondhand shop?” she asked, still staring at the screen.

I preferred “vintage clothing store” but let it go. “Amanda Rosenbloom from Astor Place Vintage. You asked me to come by?”

“He was going to call the Salvation Army,” she said while scrolling down the front page of NYTimes.com. “Can you believe it?”

Grandson gave me a thumbs-up and left the room. The old woman didn’t turn around. I peered out the set of triple windows. They faced north, so no direct sunlight warmed the room, but the high floor offered a spectacular view of Union Square, the Flatiron, the Empire State Building . . .

“Nice view,” I said. She still didn’t turn around. I stepped forward and cleared my throat. She clicked onto the obituary page. Maybe her hearing was bad. I stepped closer and spoke louder. “Would you like to show me what you have?”

“I don’t see how a business like that can make it.” She clicked on a headline about the death of “Mr. Wizard” from a TV science show back in the fifties. “How many old clothes can a person sell in a day?”

I let silence answer that one. She finally turned and peered at me through her glasses. Then she rose, her freckled, bony hand gripping the top of the chair for support. So frail. Too skinny. Not long for this world. I couldn’t help but think of skeletons.

“I’m getting rid of it all,” she said, reaching for a metal cane leaning against the desk. “Cancer. Nothing they can do. So it goes.”

“I’m sorry.” Unfortunately, in my line of work, part of the territory is relieving clients of their possessions when the end is near.

“Not a tragedy. Not at my age. Ninety-eight,” she announced with pride. “Though I was hoping,” she added bitterly, “to make it to a hundred.”

Mrs. Kelly’s point of view certainly helped put my own age problem into perspective.

“I’ll show you what I have,” she said. “Some are designer dresses. A Rudi Gernreich. You know how rare those are? The Salvation Army!”

“I’ll need to sort through and see what has resale value.” I set my hobo bag on the coffee table. “Then we can agree on a price.” Taking baby steps to match her pace, I followed Mrs. Kelly out of the room. “I noticed this building is named Stewart House. Is that for the old department store?”

“The A. T. Stewart department store stood right here. Of course, by the time I was born, they were out of business and Wanamaker’s had moved in.”

“But Wanamaker’s was across the street.” I was sure of this. The subway station on Astor Place had an exit that used to go directly into the store. Now it led into a Kmart.

“They added that building later,” she said. “This was the original.”

“Really.” I was miffed at myself for getting that wrong. “I didn’t realize there were two buildings.” I was a compulsive Googler, and my favorite search subject was Manhattan history, especially accounts of what used to be where.

“They called it the Iron Palace. Burned down in the fifties. A beautiful landmark gone, just like that.”

I pictured the flames shooting into the sky right where we stood. “And now hardly anyone knows Wanamaker’s existed, much less A. T. Stewart.”

“Why should they?” She slid the two folding doors of her closet apart. A wide expanse of clothing hung neatly on wood hangers. “Set aside anything that might fetch a good price. Then we’ll talk.” She hobbled back to the living room.

An odd aspect of my work: “vintage clothing” is a euphemism for “clothing worn by people who are probably dead.” Unlike other antiques, clothing had actually draped on a human being—clung to the skin, absorbed the sweat, and warmed the body. I tended to forget those ghostly associations while looking at potential merchandise; the excitement of the hunt took over as I searched through piece after piece, hoping to discover something precious and extraordinary.

Jane Kelly had been a snazzy dresser in her time. It was hard to imagine her shrunken frame filling out the assortment of fashions on the rack. I set aside some casual forties and fifties day dresses that would sell. A great collection of sixties cocktail dresses suggested that Jane’s income had grown in tandem with an expanding social life.

The Rudi Gernreich was fantastic: a mod floor-length A-line knit dress in mint condition. The upper bodice had a low scoop neck with a tiny checkerboard pattern of black squares on a purple background. From the empire waist to the knee, the same pattern was blown up to larger size. From the knee to the hem was a reverse pattern of purple squares on a black background. Very mod, very op art. Could easily go for five or six hundred dollars.

A sexy hourglass dress looked like it might fit me, and the royal blue would go great with my pale skin and black hair. I decided to give it to myself as a present—assuming Mrs. Kelly and I agreed on a deal. It would be perfect for my birthday dinner. White peep-toe heels, crimson lipstick, and matching nail polish would complete the look.

After going through everything and making my selections, I came up with a number and hoped it would sound high. If she insisted, I’d go up to thirteen hundred for the lot. I took a few stacks of clothing into the living room. Mrs. Kelly sat on the sofa with her eyes closed and her mouth open. Unsure how to rouse her, I proceeded as if she were awake. “I’d be willing to pay you a thousand.”

Her eyes flicked open. “For which piece?”

“All of it,” I said, suppressing a smile.

“Are you crazy?”

“I’m in business.” I crossed my arms.

“Two thousand,” she said.

“Twelve hundred, but that’s as high as I can go.”

She pulled a sixties shift from the pile. Really cute, with a mod black-and-white flower-power design and an unfortunate stain on the bust that I hoped to get out.

“You don’t want this. It used to be my favorite dress. I was at a party laughing at some stupid joke and spilled red wine . . . never forgave myself.”

“I could take a shot at cleaning it.”

“If you want to waste your time.” She tossed it to me. “For eighteen hundred, I’ll throw in the trunk.” She nodded toward an old flat-top steamer trunk. It had a few scratches and age wear, but with some olive oil and lemon juice, it would shine up just fine. Still, I had no space to put that clunky thing, and nobody used them anymore.

“There’s clothing inside,” she said. “Things that go back a long time. We’re talking Edwardian. On second thought, nineteen hundred for everything.”

Amazing how the urge to bargain could be so strong, even when facing the grave. “May I look inside?”

“Go ahead.” She leaned her head back on the sofa and closed her eyes again.

Kneeling on the parquet wood floor, I removed a stack of New Yorker magazines and lifted the top. A whiff of dust shot up my nostrils with the familiar cocktail of mothballs and mold. A removable top shelf was crammed with buttons, lengths of ribbon and lace, white silk gloves, and a faded but darling striped parasol.

The main part of the chest was packed tight. Someone smart, presumably Mrs. Kelly, had stored the clothing inside pillowcases—a good way to protect it. Inside one, I found some white cotton nightgowns. The next one had some petticoats and camisoles. Another held a surprise treasure: a matching fur stole and muff. The plush stole was about a yard long, with a fox head and two feet on one end, the tail and two feet on the other. Black vacant glass eyes stared back at me; small white fangs seemed poised to bite. A label on the stole said C.G. GUNTHER’S SONS FIFTH AVENUE NEW YORK. The label made it worth more. I snuggled my hands inside the muff. Something hard pressed against my knuckle.

Strange.

I looked inside. The black satin lining had been torn at the seam and sewn closed with uneven stitches. Had someone hidden something inside? A wad of cash, perhaps?

I sneaked a look at Mrs. Kelly. She snored lightly with her mouth hanging open. Did I dare investigate? I crept silently across the room to retrieve my hobo bag. The big brown leather bag originally belonged to my mother. She bought it back in the seventies on one of our excursions to Altman’s department store. Decades later, I rescued it from the top shelf of her closet. Now the soft and slouchy bag went with me everywhere, and so did the sewing kit I kept inside.

Sitting cross-legged on the floor by the trunk, I dug out the old Schrafft’s candy tin that held my sewing supplies. I used the seam ripper to remove enough of the stitching so I could pull out the object hidden inside: a black leather-bound book.

Inside the front cover, the name Olive Westcott had been written in neat cursive script. I turned the page and realized it was a journal. Why had it been sewn inside the muff?

A feeling of déjà vu came over me, as if I’d done this before, right here in this room. I shook it off and read the first entry.

September 18, 1907

I’ve had this journal for ages. Father gave it to me when I turned twelve and I never bothered to use it. Now that I’m twenty I finally have something to write about. As of today I’m an official New Yorker! Father is managing the Woolworth’s on 34th Street and we’ve just moved in to an apartment-hotel on the corner of 29th Street and Madison Avenue. It’s awfully grand and up-to-date: long-distance telephone, electricity, hot and cold running water, steam heat, and—luxury of luxuries—daily maid service. I can’t wait for my future to begin!

I wanted to read more. The adventures of a young woman arriving in Manhattan never got old for me. I could ask Mrs. Kelly to let me borrow it, but what if she refused? Did she even know it was there? It would be simpler to just take it and return it later, no harm done.

After checking to make sure Mrs. Kelly was still sleeping, I slipped the journal into my hobo bag—totally impulsive and dishonorable and not like me at all, as if I’d momentarily been possessed.

Turning back to the trunk, I continued to sort through. Everything appeared to have been laundered before being stored and was in good shape; no moisture or creepy-crawlies had compromised the condition. A white lace tea gown might sell; some women liked using those as wedding gowns. Otherwise, hardly any of it would appeal to my customers. The long skirts were heavy and cumbersome. The white puffy shirtwaists did nothing to flatter a woman’s shape. Inside the last pillowcase, I found the prettiest item: a gorgeous green satin dress with a purple sash. I held it up to admire.

“That’s in perfect condition,” Mrs. Kelly said, almost giving me a heart attack. Her piercing voice gave no clue that she’d been asleep.

“Not really,” I replied. “The material is extremely fragile, and these perspiration stains under the arms will never come out.”

“You could put that on right now and go to dinner at the Plaza.”

“If the Plaza wasn’t closed for renovations because it’s being turned into condos.”

“The world is going downhill fast,” she said with a crooked smile. “I’m lucky to be getting out now.”

I sighed in sympathy—and to prepare her for my verdict. Clothing from before the twenties was more often for display than for wearing. It was almost cruel to traumatize the delicate fabric and trimmings by inserting a body. I’d be nervous letting customers try it on. “I don’t generally carry stock this old. As much as I love clothing from this period, I don’t get the sort of customers who would buy it.”

I preferred dealing with clothes from the thirties to the sixties, and only pieces I really loved. I had a special attraction to minidresses, go-go boots, and black capris. Funny how styles from your own parents’ day tend to call out with that seductive aura of nostalgia. Fashions that evolved after the sixties never impressed me like clothes from earlier decades could. The seventies were practically ruined by polyester. That material would probably survive along with the cockroaches after the human race got wiped out by global warming or the next ice age, whichever came first.

“Just give me two thousand for everything,” Mrs. Kelly said, “and we’ll call it a day.”

We were back at two thousand? “No, sorry.”

“Are you telling me these lovely garments aren’t worth as much even though they’re older?”

“They’re worth something—sometimes quite a bit. They just don’t move well. Look, here’s what we could do. I’ll take the other clothes for twelve hundred, and I’ll take the things from the trunk on consignment. If they sell, we’ll split it. The trunk itself you can keep. I don’t have room for it.”

“What’s the split?”

“Sixty/forty.”

“Sixty for me?”

I smiled. “For me.” On that, I would not budge.

“Fine, take it,” she said, as if everything had turned into garbage. “I don’t want to see any of it again.”

“Before I go, I’ll make up an itemized list of the consignment pieces, and I’ll need you to sign my standard agreement on the terms.”

“Go ahead.” She aimed a remote at the television. “Do what you need to do.”

While she watched The View, I wrote out an inventory of all the Edwardian clothes from the trunk. After that was done, I handed her the list, along with a copy of my agreement and a pen. She put on her glasses and read every word of the agreement before signing it. She didn’t bother to check the list.

“I can take a few things with me,” I told her, “but would it be possible for you to have the rest delivered to my shop?”

“I’ll have my grandson bring everything else.”

“That would be great,” I said, taking care not to reveal the journal as I opened my hobo bag. I placed the hourglass dress, stained A-line, stole, and muff at the top. “When he comes, I’ll give him a check for the rest. Here’s a card with all my contact information.”

“I know where you are,” she said, waving a hand in dismissal.

“Okay, then.” I started out of the room. Clearly, she wasn’t going to say good-bye, so I added for my own sense of closure, “Nice meeting you.”

There was no sign of the grandson, so I tried opening the front door, but it was locked. I turned the deadbolt, but the door still didn’t open. The grandson reappeared. “I’ll get that.”

“That’s okay. I’ve got it.” I turned the bottom lock, but the door refused to open.

He turned the deadbolt back to its original position. The door opened. “There you go.”

“Thanks,” I said, wishing he’d let me do it, though I knew he was just being polite.

“Take it easy,” he said.

I nodded. “You, too.”

As I walked down the hallway, past the impressionist posters to the elevator, he shut the door behind me.
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OLIVE

“ANYTHING INTERESTING IN the news?” I asked, spreading a thin layer of butter on my roll.

“Not much,” my father said from behind the paper. “The tone at the stock exchange seems more cheerful. Lots of talk about recovery.”

I dabbed a bit of marmalade on top of the butter. “We’ve heard that before.” Just two weeks earlier, Father and I had moved to Manhattan from Cold Spring, a town about two hours north of the city by train. My favorite part of living in our brand-new apartment-hotel was breakfast delivered every morning on a dumbwaiter. Boiled egg, bread basket, pot of coffee, butter, marmalade, copy of the Sun, and a bud vase with sprigs of fresh flowers; no effort required beyond carrying the tray to your table.

“At any rate,” Father said, closing the paper, “the market closed firm.”

“Let’s hope it’s a trend.”

“Don’t you worry, Olive, those bears will be shaken out soon.”

Like so many others, he’d lost a chunk of money in the market that past March. I didn’t know exactly how much. Father rarely divulged details about his investments, but I had utter confidence in his expertise. He’d always been perfectly responsible when it came to our finances. As a Woolworth’s manager, he earned about ten thousand dollars a year, more than enough for us to live comfortably, and we had no reason to worry about future prospects. With everyone worried about the economy, it was an excellent time to be in the business of selling cheap goods. The Woolworth empire was doing better than ever.

“Do you have any special plans for today?” my father asked. “Or just taking inventory again?”

That’s how he referred to my frequent visits to the department stores. I could spend hours analyzing stock and comparing prices. “As a matter of fact,” I said in my most efficient-sounding voice, “I do have more merchandise to inspect.”

“You really ought to treat yourself to a new gown for the dinner next month.”

“That’s very generous, Father dear, but I already have some perfectly lovely dresses.”

Frank Woolworth was planning to throw a party in his Fifth Avenue mansion with Father as a guest of honor. It would give him an excellent opportunity to socialize with the New York executives. But Father seemed more eager for me to mingle with any eligible bachelors who might be in attendance. Though I had nothing against the idea of meeting someone who would sweep me off my feet, past experience suggested that I’d remain planted on the ground. I’d never been in love and wondered if any man would inspire such feelings.

Truth be told, I’d never been the inspiration for any boys from Cold Spring to fall in love, either. Perhaps I was too tall—or doomed by an urge to prove myself the more intelligent one instead of flirting pleasantly, as I was supposed to.

“I don’t mean to badger, Olive, but you’re such a pretty girl, and it would seem you don’t want anyone to notice.”

“You only think I’m pretty because I’m your daughter,” I said with a pout.

“That’s ridiculous. You’re far too modest. And a new wardrobe is the best way to build up confidence. Take some enjoyment in your new status as a young lady in New York.”

He couldn’t let go of the idea of my becoming a fashionably decked-out ingenue. I preferred the simplicity of a skirt and waist. Comfort was more important to me than appearance. I didn’t bother with a corset. No point trussing myself up with laces and bones, especially considering my figure, which resembled—or so I’d been told—the proverbial beanpole.

“You’re very sweet,” I replied, “but I don’t need a shopping spree to feel better about myself.”

“Thank goodness all my customers don’t feel the way you do. In fact, I’d better finish getting dressed, or I’ll be late.”

Father hurried off to his bedroom. I poured myself another cup of coffee. Growing up around the Woolworth’s that Father managed had undoubtedly taken some of the thrill out of shopping for me. Over the years, on weekends or after school, I often volunteered to fill in if the store was busy or a girl was out sick. I liked the sense of purpose it gave me and, I suppose, a feeling of superiority over the customers, who seemed so vulnerable as they scoured the aisles for bargains and cheap treasures.

I much preferred the practicality of working in the store to academics. After I graduated from high school, Father convinced me to spend a year at Miss Hall’s, a finishing school in Lenox, Massachusetts, where I suffered through ladylike classes in deportment, art history, and the proper way to set a table. By the end of my stay, I’d learned one lesson particularly well: I had no talent for the domestic arts. I returned home secure in the knowledge that I was far more likely to succeed in managing a business than a household.

Now I wanted to learn more about the mind of a customer. What made an object so desirable that someone couldn’t feel content without it? Why did a purchase lose its allure so quickly after being bought? Did people repeat this ritual compulsively in spite of the short-lived satisfaction—or because of it?

Father returned while buttoning his cuffs. I armed myself at the door with his fedora and coat. I couldn’t help feeling proud of him—fit, trim, and handsome at forty-two, with thick wavy brown hair and a healthy complexion. Though I did so want to please him, I would never manage to conform to his idea of what a young lady ought to be. Indeed, he’d be unhappy to know that I was more intent on taking up a career than finding a husband.

“I worry about you spending so much time alone,” he said, shrugging on his coat. “It’s a shame we don’t have family here anymore. I mean to track down some old friends, to see if they might introduce you to some young people.”

“So you’ve promised,” I said with affection, handing him his hat. He grew up in Greenwich Village but hadn’t kept up with his old acquaintances since moving away over twenty years ago. “Please don’t fret about me. You know how thrilled I am to be here.”

“Perhaps it’s not everything you imagined,” he said, peering into the mirror by the door to smooth his mustache.

“I’ve barely had a chance to find out.”

“At any rate,” he said, giving me a kiss on the forehead, “if I’m not too late tonight, we’ll go someplace nice for dinner.”

“That sounds grand.”

After closing the door, I sat back down and turned to the “Female—Help Wanted” section. Skimming down the listings, I vacillated between optimism and hopelessness. Father was not completely off the mark about my solitude. Despite the thousands of people surrounding me, I was beginning to feel rather isolated. I didn’t see social engagements as the solution. Once I set my career into motion, that problem would take care of itself.

Unfortunately, the classifieds were proving as daunting as a love life. There were ads for shopgirls among the listings of stenographers, factory workers, and telephone operators, but my sights were set higher than a position behind a counter. I hoped to become a buyer for one of the department stores. From reading Father’s subscription to Dry Goods Weekly, I knew that many store buyers were women, and within professions open to females, they earned the highest salaries. Although I didn’t presume to be qualified to step right into such a job, surely someone would be seeking an assistant. Yet I hadn’t come across one single listing for an assistant buyer since I’d begun the search.

Finally, that morning, my eyes landed on an advertisement that I could almost hear shouting directly at me. Seeking assistant buyer, shirtwaist department, apply Macy’s department store.

I pictured myself meeting with a salesman from Chicago showing me shirtwaists for next season. After we were done, I’d speak with the copywriter about new advertisements for the circular. Then I’d find out if I could go on the next buying trip to Europe.

Of course, I couldn’t do any of that until I snapped out of my dream world and got the darn job. I went to run my bath. As water gushed out of the shiny nickel-plated spout, I thought of our horrible bathroom back in Cold Spring. The ancient tin-lined tub was encased in a wood box that reminded me of a coffin, and the linoleum floor looked dirty no matter how vigorously it was scrubbed. Now I could enjoy soaking in a sparkling clean porcelain tub. The white tile walls gleamed, the water heated almost instantly, and a full-length plate-glass mirror was built in to the door.

Actually, I could’ve done without the mirror. It had always been easy to avoid looking at my body naked, and now I kept catching glimpses of myself. I’d never felt comfortable unclothed and had no memory of anyone seeing me that way, either. Even my doctor had always let me wear a petticoat and camisole if I had to be examined. By the same token, I’d never seen another person naked. If not for museums, I’d have no idea what lurked under a man’s union suit.

While luxuriating in the warm water, I debated over what to wear for my interview and decided on a smart navy blue dress that had a matching bolero jacket trimmed with a white band of lace. Thanks to Miss Hall’s, I knew how to look refined when I needed to. The interviewer would see a tall young lady, handsome if not beautiful, with good taste and breeding.

By the time I finished dressing and was ready to go, my confidence had been replaced by a bad case of nerves. I hastened to my bureau, where I kept a journal hidden inside a muff that used to belong to my mother.

October 2, 1907

I’m finally going to my first interview. Must not doubt myself. Why the deuce wouldn’t they hire me? I’m more than qualified—that shall be obvious. I simply need to stay calm and stop being a ninny.

The elevator took me down to the marble-floored lobby of the Mansfield. The red-haired doorman wished me a good morning. “Cab, miss?”

“No thank you.”

I never asked for one, yet he posed the same question every time I stepped outside. Perhaps he disapproved of a young woman walking about the city by herself—or perhaps I imagined his disapproval because I wasn’t used to such freedom. At any rate, it was ridiculous to worry over the doorman’s opinion.

As I passed the Madison Square Garden, banners for the horse show flapped in the wind. I probably should’ve brought an umbrella. Rain clouds blocked every bit of sun. I continued past an imposing church on the corner and remembered that Aunt Ida’s letter still needed a response. She’d asked which church Father and I had decided to attend. My pious aunt, Father’s younger sister, had come to live with us after my mother’s death. I couldn’t admit to Aunt Ida that we hadn’t bothered going to services since moving to the city.

Up ahead, the steel framework of the Metropolitan Tower rose to the sky in its odd, half-built magnificence, set to become the tallest building in the world. The construction site blocked the sidewalk with piles of marble and steel, so I crossed the street and cut through Madison Square Park.

I heard the woman shouting before I saw her. Was she in trouble? Following the voice, I realized someone was making a speech. I found a lady standing up on a rostrum before a small gathering of people. She wore a white tailored suit and a hat with sweeping yellow plumes. Behind her, a yellow banner said: VOTES FOR WOMEN.

“I implore you not to silence the voices of your loving wives and mothers!”

I looked around at the crowd, nearly all men, and wondered if her words touched them.

“Don’t deny your daughters the basic right every citizen of this nation deserves.”

One young man standing near me threw an apple core that whizzed past the woman’s head. She ignored it and kept on.

“Nothing shall change unless you join the fight! The future is in your hands!”

It didn’t seem right that only men could give women the chance to vote. Why should our future be in their hands?

She raised a clenched fist in the air to conclude, “Give women the power to vote!”

A few in the crowd jeered, but most applauded politely. As everyone dispersed, I continued to Broadway, exhilarated to be living in the middle of everything. Father liked to complain that the city had gone downhill since his boyhood, but I thought our neighborhood was as lovely as any Parisian boulevard. Not that I’d ever been to Paris, but Miss Hall had taken our class to the art gallery in Pittsfield to see the French impressionists. My dear best friend, Daisy, used to rhapsodize over the beauty of those paintings. She had a talent for drawing and longed to become an accomplished artist.

Daisy. If only she could be with me now. We’d been inseparable at Miss Hall’s. There was great symmetry to our friendship: She was short, I was tall; she was creative, I was practical; she had a widowed mother, and I had a widowed father. Both of us fostered ideals about female equality, inspired by writers like Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Harriet Martineau. We’d planned to become independent women together. That would require convincing our parents to let us share an apartment in New York. We’d reject the tyranny of marriage and put all our energy into pursuing careers. She’d become a great artist while I succeeded as a businesswoman.

On the other side of the park, I came to a stop in order to prepare myself for crossing the street. Horns blared, bells rang, and whips cracked at the intersection where Fifth Avenue crisscrossed with Broadway in front of the Flatiron. When a lull in traffic finally came, I stepped off the curb. To my right, taking advantage of the same lull, a rubberneck wagon loaded with sightseers pulled out of its parking space. I sprang back as the driver braked to a stop. The guide sitting up top with the tourists shouted into his megaphone. “Go on, now, miss, make it lively!” I wasn’t sure if he was being courteous or wanted to see if I’d make it across alive.

Charging into the street, I clamped my hat to my head while dodging a pushcart coming from the left, a delivery truck from the right, and a clump of horse manure down below. After triumphantly reaching the other side, I surged forward with my fellow pedestrians up Broadway. I had to walk quickly to keep up with those around me.

As it turned out, after we graduated from Miss Hall’s, Daisy spent the summer touring Europe with her mother. When summer was almost over, I received an apologetic letter from her telling me that our plan to live in New York would have to be delayed. She had the opportunity to study art in London for a year at the prestigious Royal Academy. I was delighted for her and miserable for myself. That year had already passed, yet Daisy continued to live in London without any more apologies. Our scheme of sharing an apartment in New York had been a nice fantasy while it lasted.

I was fast approaching Thirty-fourth Street. Knowing Father’s Woolworth’s was nearby, I couldn’t help myself from a furtive search for his face in the crowd, even though I knew running into him was highly unlikely. After crossing the wide thoroughfare, I joined a stream of women funneling into the double doors of Macy’s. A pink-cheeked man stood behind the information booth. I asked him to direct me to the employment department.

“Take the moving staircase to the fifth floor,” he said. “Walk to the very back of the store and go through the green door.”

I thanked him and strode directly toward the escalator, but the sound of a tenor singing a popular tune tempted me to take a detour. I followed his voice to the sheet music counter, where a handsome young man in a black tuxedo sang while playing the piano.

Come away with me, Lucille, in my merry Oldsmobile . . .

Father would appreciate that song; he’d been the first person in Cold Spring to own an automobile. The very week our blacksmith installed a gasoline pump, Father dashed up to Poughkeepsie and bought a Runabout. The machine still sat under the porte cochere back at our house. I knew it had been hard for him to leave his favorite toy behind.

Down the road of life we’ll fly, automobubbling, you and I . . .

Two women standing next to me didn’t let the music disrupt their conversation. I couldn’t stop myself from listening in.

“My husband is in a frightful state over the stock market,” said one. She wore a picture hat weighed down with artificial fruits. “He keeps threatening we’ll move to the suburbs if it doesn’t go up soon.”

To the church we’ll swiftly steal, then our wedding bells will peal . . .

“Would you go?” asked the other, who wore an egret-plumed toque.

“I’d kill myself first.”

Their hats bobbed up and down in agreement.

You can go far as you like with me in my merry Oldsmobile . . .

I would’ve liked to stay and admire the handsome singer, but the morning was slipping past; I forced myself to walk directly to the moving staircase and began my journey to the fifth floor.
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AMANDA

AFTER LEAVING MRS. Kelly, I had time to kill before my next appointment. My birthday gift from my best friend, Molly, was an appointment to see a hypnotist, which hopefully would help me get over my sleep problem. I was skeptical, but she was a big fan of this guy—a legitimate MD who helped her quit smoking. God knows, lecturing Molly on how smoking would give her cancer, wrinkles, and a voice like Popeye had never done any good, so maybe there was something to it. At the very least it might be entertaining.

His office was a few blocks away, on MacDougal Street across from Washington Square Park. I strolled down Fifth Avenue, glad to be out on a warm, not too humid Tuesday afternoon. This was the second day of what counted as my “weekend.” Saturdays and Sundays were the busy times in my shop. I decided to relax in the park and take another look at that journal. An empty bench had a good view of the Washington Square Arch. Just as I opened up the journal, a stroller-pushing mom sat down next to me. She beamed with pride over her baby, so I offered my admiration. “What a cutie. How old?”

“She’s six months.”

The baby’s mouth widened into a charming toothless smile. “She’s adorable.” So adorable that it hurt. I didn’t need reminding as I clung to my thirties that I’d yet to reproduce. For no apparent reason, the baby’s smile turned into a grimace, and she began wailing like a banshee.

“It’s time for her nap,” the mom said miserably, “but she refuses to sleep.”

I offered her a look of sympathy; at least I was free to escape. Checking my cell phone as if a pressing appointment demanded my presence, I put the journal back in my bag and wished them a good day.

Dr. Markoff’s office was in a prewar building on the corner. The doorman nodded me through, and I entered the waiting room ready to explain to the receptionist that I was early. There wasn’t anyone to greet me, though, only the whooshing sound of a white noise generator. Settling in on a green twill sofa, I yawned. If only I could bottle the drowsiness that plagued me during the day so I could use it at bedtime.

I opened the journal and forgot to be tired while reading about Olive Westcott and her ambition to be a department store buyer. I’d once considered that career myself. When I was growing up, Manhattan department stores were still considered an attractive destination. Tourists included the New York City flagship stores in their sightseeing, along with Broadway shows, restaurants, and museums. Suburban malls had no glamour, no history, no character. As nationwide chains they’d lost their soul.

Macy’s, Altman’s, Lord & Taylor, Bloomingdale’s . . . As a little kid, I’d loved going with my mom. The scent of perfume when I walked in; all those pretty women, so sophisticated, behind the makeup counters; bright lights, shiny mirrors, and glimmering cases of jewelry. Festive—like a holiday year-round. In the girls’ department, Mom would let me try on dress after dress. I marvel now at her patience. Would I be so tolerant with my own daughter? Would I have the chance to find out?

By my teen years, shopping with Mom had morphed into a classic power struggle, but I went to department stores with friends or, even better, by myself. By the time I was in my twenties, even the city stores had lost their pizzazz, as if no one could remember why they’d been worth visiting.

The sound of a man clearing his throat brought me back to the waiting room. “Miss Rosenbloom?”

“That’s me.”

I’d expected someone younger, wearing perhaps a black jacket over a black turtleneck and sporting a little pointy beard. Turned out Dr. Markoff was about seventy years old—tall and gaunt, with gray hair and age spots. He wore a dark suit, a white button-down shirt, and to my delight, a red bow tie. As he motioned me into his office, I gave a cheerful hello and smiled as if I didn’t have a care in the world.

At first glance, his office looked elegantly conventional, with a blue and red Oriental rug, a couch, and a Chippendale claw-foot desk. I noticed an old phrenology chart on the wall. It showed a human head with the brain divided into different areas that supposedly determined particular character traits.

We sat opposite each other in two easy chairs: his big and leather, mine not so big, microfiber, in need of reupholstering. Two bookends on the shelf behind him were in the shape of a human head divided down the middle.

“So,” he said, “how can I help you?”

“I’ve been having trouble sleeping.”

“Insomnia?”

I didn’t like that word. It made my problem seem more like an illness. “Well, it’s just that for months, I’ve been staying up until four or five in the morning, and then during the day, I’m constantly tired.”

“Yes, insomnia. I imagine you’ve already tried the usual remedies?”

“Nothing works. My friend Molly, who referred me, said you helped her quit smoking. Maybe I should try a different kind of sleeping pill. I tried Ambien for a while, but then it stopped working.”

“Sleeping pills can be addictive. I’d recommend them only as a quick fix for the short term. But hypnosis can be helpful, especially when the problem is related to obsessive, negative ruminations. Do you feel open to trying?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I should ruminate obsessively about it for a week.” I grinned so he’d know I was joking.

He gave me an obligatory smile. “It’s important for the subject to be ready to make a change and believe that change is possible. It would help if I could get a sense of what’s on your mind. Can you identify any problems or important decisions that might be keeping you up at night?”

I’d gone over the situation a million times with my ex-therapist and didn’t feel like exposing myself to this stranger, but clearly, I’d need to spill some ugly secrets. “Well,” I began, “I’m having an affair. With a married man. We’ve been together six years. I’ve been trying to break up with him, on and off, for the past five. Therapy was supposed to help me figure out why I can’t.”

“It didn’t?”

“Not really.” I’d analyzed every angle in therapy so often that even I’d gotten sick of talking about it. That didn’t lead me to take action, only to avoid the subject in sessions, which made me feel uncomfortable, which made me put an end to it. Therapy, not the affair. At least Jeff spent money on me instead of charging an hourly fee. “It helped me understand, but understanding didn’t help me do anything about it.”

“And what did you come to understand?”

“Basically, I stay up getting angry with myself for wasting the prime years of my life in a relationship with a married man I’m attracted to for being unavailable, like my father, who made me feel unlovable because he abandoned me and my mom for another woman, blah blah blah.” Dr. Markoff and I stared at each other for a bit. I crossed my legs. “What do you think of Xanax?”

“As I said, the mental dilemma won’t be resolved unless you get to the underlying problem. Perhaps you’d like to give me a general sense of your parents’ marriage?”

“Right.” I crossed my legs the other way. “So my mother found out my father was having an affair the summer before I started high school. Since our apartment was small and the yelling was loud I knew all about it. I took sides with Mom and felt rejected along with her.”

“It must’ve been quite upsetting for you,” he said, looking straight into my eyes with a serious expression.

I nodded and continued, dodging his obvious attempt to empathize so I’d break down in tears. “He moved out. They got a divorce. The end.”

“You were about to begin high school . . . where?”

“La Guardia.”

“The public school? With the theater program?”

“And dance, music, art . . . That’s where I met Jeff. He came from a wealthy family but was sick of private schools. Plus, they had a really good art program. That’s how we met, in a painting class.”

“And what was your relationship like?”

“Really good. We started going out junior year. I lost my virginity with him, went to prom with him. It lasted two years.”

“And then?”

“After high school, he went off to RISD to study architecture. I stayed in the city and went to FIT for business and fashion. The separation was sad but not horrible. I mean, we were young; it wasn’t like we were going to get married. Occasionally, we’d meet up for coffee when he was in the city. We lost touch after a while, but a friend of mine spotted his wedding announcement in The New York Times. His fiancée was a descendent of J. P. Morgan. They were getting married at the Pierre Hotel. Later, I heard he lived up in Westchester and was designing houses for rich people. I guess he was slumming with me back in high school.”

“And how did you reunite?”

“About six years ago, I was managing a vintage clothing store down on Mott Street. Jeff read an article in New York magazine that quoted me on the best places to shop in SoHo. He came to the store under the pretense of buying a present for his wife. Then he asked me out to dinner.”

“And?”

“We’ve been seeing each other ever since,” I said, punctuating the statement with closure. I didn’t want to go into the dismal details.

“What about your father?” Dr. Markoff asked.

“He lives in Costa Rica. In a yurt.”

“A yurt?”

“Uh-huh.” I refrained from rolling my eyes.

“I can see this isn’t easy for you to talk about, so thank you for sharing those details. Do you have any questions for me?”

“What if you hypnotize me and I never come out? Or my mind goes somewhere really upsetting?”

“Hypnosis merely puts you into a more receptive state. While your mind is open, I try to help you focus on the fears and anxieties that are holding you back. If you don’t like where your thoughts are going, or you don’t want to be in the trance anymore, you can always decide to come out. It’s not like I’d be in control of your brain.”

I nodded so he’d think I was reassured.

“But,” he added, “you really do need to be open for this to work.”

I wanted to be open. At the very least, I wanted to come through for Molly. We’d known each since we both went to FIT. Now she had her own store a few blocks away from mine—a teensy-tiny shop selling vintage buttons.

Besides, Dr. Markoff wore a bow tie. Bow ties never should’ve gone out of fashion. “I’d like to try.”

Dr. Markoff nodded toward the couch.

I lay down, adjusted my skirt around my legs, and faced the ceiling. It surprised me, how vulnerable I felt to be splayed out in front of him.

“I’ll tape our session,” he said, “so you can take it with you to play at home when you’re going to sleep. It might help put you in a relaxed state of mind. Before we begin, I’d like you to think of a place where you feel very comfortable and content.”

“My apartment?”

“Somewhere you go to escape, to get away from your usual routine. It could be a beach, the woods, a mountain . . .”

“Nature makes me nervous.”

“A place of worship.”

“I’m not religious.”

“Anywhere that helps take your mind off your troubles.”

“That would be looking for clothes.”

“A store? That’s fine. Which one?”

He went for that? I was half joking. I rarely shopped for new clothes. So much stuff was overpriced or too generic. And as much as I liked thrift stores, they tended not to smell very good. I’d been thinking more of the hunt for merchandise to sell, not to buy.

“Somewhere that makes you feel secure,” he said.

I could hear the impatience in his voice. Obviously, this part of the procedure wasn’t supposed to be such a challenge. I could say a department store, but that applied more to how I remembered them than the way they were now. The store that appealed to me most no longer existed. “I’m thinking of Altman’s department store, except they aren’t in business anymore.”

“That’s fine. It exists in your mind, in your memory, and that’s all we need; that’s all we really want. Shall we start?”
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OLIVE

WHILE RIDING THE moving staircase up to the second floor, I found myself behind a little girl pleading with her mother to buy a doll. The mother said the girl had enough dolls. The girl began to cry with all her might. I couldn’t imagine having the patience to be a parent. As an only child, I’d never even held an infant in my arms.

Some of my girlfriends back in Cold Spring were already mothers; when they went on about their babies’ alleged accomplishments, I could barely manage to pretend interest. I’d never quite fit in with the girls in my town and often used to doubt myself for being too odd.

When I met Daisy and we became good chums, I decided the girls from Cold Spring were too conventional, and I ceased caring if I was odd. That attitude was fine while living at Miss Hall’s, but after returning home, I found it harder than ever to socialize with my old friends.

Mostly, I divided my time between helping Aunt Ida with the chores and sitting on the porch swing staring into the trees. As the summer passed, a sense of melancholy came over me. My aunt already had her routines well established; trying to make use of me was probably more of a nuisance than anything else. Whereas she seemed to derive deep satisfaction from her efforts to clean and sanitize, I felt only futility and ineffectiveness, as if the act of trying to wipe out every germ that lived inside our house was gradually making me disappear. I decided to ask Father for a regular paying job at the store.

If I’d been a son, hiring me on as his assistant manager would’ve been a natural development. Since I was his daughter, he wouldn’t even consider allowing me to “debase” myself by working for an hourly wage.

“Stop your crying!” the mother in front of me yelled. “Or I shall take you straight home!”

The little girl raged even louder. Luckily, when we reached the second floor, they stepped off and veered toward the shoe salon, and I could journey to the third floor in relative peace and quiet.

Father’s attitude was not unlike that of his employer, Frank Woolworth, who believed the proper place for women was in the home, despite the fact that he employed hundreds of countergirls. To carry out his philosophy, he never promoted his female workers, and he paid a low fixed wage. This was for their benefit, so to speak, so the job would be seen as a temporary condition before marriage. This stance certainly benefited Mr. Woolworth, seeing as lots of the countergirls stayed in their positions for years without a raise.

With no employment other than housework, I felt utterly useless by the time my birthday came around in August. The anniversary of my birth had always been a dubious event, since it was also the anniversary of my mother’s death. But I found that year particularly distressing. I turned nineteen, and my mother died at nineteen. Nothing could point up more keenly how unfairly short her life had been: finished and done at the same age I now had the privilege of frittering away. She never should’ve given up her existence for mine. If only we could go back in time and trade places.

Arriving on the third floor, I joined a cluster of women stuck behind an elderly lady who stood before the next flight of rising stairs as if working up the courage to hop on an amusement park ride. I came up beside her and offered my arm. “Would you like to step on with me?”

She hooked a fragile hand in the crook of my elbow and gave me a most grateful look. “Thank you, dearie.”

We stepped forward together as if in a dance. Standing beside her, I couldn’t help but feel tenderly for my frail partner. “Everything moves faster nowadays, doesn’t it?”

“Dreadful how it’s changed since I was a girl.”

“I can imagine,” I said without bothering to champion the merits of progress. “I think it’s grand that you venture out despite the challenges.”

“What would you have me do instead?” she asked. “Sit in my room all day?”

By the end of that summer, all I wanted to do was stay in my room. Sometimes I didn’t want to get out of bed. Since I didn’t know what to do with myself, I couldn’t see the point in doing anything. Nothing seemed worth the effort. Everything was a waste of time. My appetite disappeared, and my naturally thin figure became gaunt. Out of nowhere, I’d tear up and cry.

Aunt Ida finally called in the family doctor. He prescribed bed rest, leeches, and when he noticed the stack of Dry Goods Weekly on my nightstand, the banishment of all reading materials.

“Here we are,” the old woman said as the moving staircase reached the fourth floor. We stepped off together, she let go of my arm, and we wished each other a good day. As she wandered off to the gourmet food section, I continued on to the fifth floor.

The memory of that doctor’s advice had the power to infuriate me still. In a sense, he did help restore me. My anger toward him fueled a healthy surge of energy that no amount of bed rest could have achieved. I refused his leeches, insisted the magazines stay where they were, and got myself out of bed. His ridiculous Victorian ideas reminded me that my sense of worthlessness was a reasonable response to a society bent on limiting the sphere of women.

That very day I presented Father with an ultimatum: Give me a regular job at the store, or I’d ask for employment in every shop on Main Street, and my first inquiry would be with his chief rival, Mr. Gottlieb, owner of the general store across the street.

Father compromised by giving me an official position behind the counter, but to ensure that my womanhood wasn’t tainted, he made it clear to my coworkers and our acquaintances that I was doing it simply to amuse myself. Despite the lack of pay, my mood improved. Yet I wondered if I was doomed to spend the rest of my life in Cold Spring.

At last, I’d reached the fifth floor. I stepped off the moving staircase with the triumph of a mountain climber reaching the summit. My heart raced as I found the green door to the employment office.

Turning the knob, I entered a hallway where a young woman instructed me to stand at the end of a line to receive an employment application from a receptionist, who then directed me to enter a room where I found about a dozen women filling out their cards. I noticed with dismay that I’d overdressed. Almost all my competitors wore simple skirts and waists.

After finishing my application, I was ushered to yet another room, where I was surprised to find rows of benches crowded with even more applicants. Others hovered in the back, wondering where to go. My heart sank. Were all these women here for my job?

An energetic woman with gray hair stood up front, telling the girls to sit in the order of their application numbers. “Please pay attention! We need your cooperation. Who has number twenty-nine? Please sit here.”

I had number seventy-five.

I berated myself for failing to bring a magazine and fought off the urge to leave. My path to this moment had been too tortuous for me to give up now.

The financial panic swept the country after I’d been working at Father’s store for about six months, almost a year after I graduated from Miss Hall’s. Many fortunes were lost in the stock market, and businesses went under. But the Woolworth chain weathered the crisis without trouble, reporting in the June newsletter that eight more stores were slated to open in 1907. It was another announcement in the issue that had particular interest for me. A new manager was needed at the Thirty-fourth Street location in New York City, known as the “mother store,” the biggest one of all. Wasting no time, I encouraged Father to apply, reassuring him that I’d love to live in New York City. To bolster my case, I reminded him that moving to Manhattan would greatly improve my chances for marriage. I didn’t mention anything having to do with department store buyers or high salaries for women.

Father admitted that he’d already seen the listing and was tempted. The move would mean a substantial raise in salary, and since the corporation’s home offices were in Manhattan, it could very well give him entrée into Woolworth’s inner circle.

Despite his interest, a considerable obstacle remained. Aunt Ida considered Manhattan a den of vice to avoid at all costs; she wouldn’t take a day trip to the city, much less move there. The woman had uprooted her life to take care of us. How could we leave her alone in Cold Spring?

As fate would have it, the financial crisis provided a solution. Margaret, a neighbor and dear friend of Aunt Ida’s, had kept most of her savings in the stock market. The crash wiped her out, and she had to sell her house for income. Since people were strapped and banks were nervous to lend, she didn’t get nearly what it was worth—or had been worth. Aunt Ida proposed that Margaret move into one of our extra bedrooms.

Father and I welcomed her into the household. She was a plump, sweet-natured woman who baked the best pies in the world. Of course, it didn’t escape me for a moment that her presence would enable our move to New York. It wasn’t until the end of summer that we officially knew Father had been appointed manager of the Thirty-fourth Street store.

“Number seventy-five? Seventy-five!”

I snapped to attention as my number was called. An assistant directed me to my interviewer’s office. A thickset woman who appeared to be about forty sat behind a large wood desk covered with neat piles of cards. Her nameplate said MISS LILLIAN HAPGOOD.

“Olive Westcott?”

“How do you do?”

Without bothering to introduce herself, she told me to sit on the chair across from her desk. I folded my hands together as she read my card; by the time she looked up, my grip was tight enough to strangle a cat.

“And your letter of reference?” she asked.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t bring one.”

Miss Hapgood raised her thick eyebrows. “Why not?”

“I practically grew up in a store. My father manages the Woolworth’s on Thirty-fourth Street, and before that, he managed the one up in Cold Spring. I’ve been working behind the counter since I can remember. You can be sure I know all about the dry goods business.”

“How much were you paid?”

“I wasn’t.”

“So you don’t have any actual work experience.”

“I’ve got lots of work experience; I just wasn’t paid for it.”

She smiled with tight lips. “We’re looking for girls with paid experience.”

I tried to keep the irritation from my voice. “Even though my father didn’t pay me, I had the same responsibilities as the other countergirls. We could telephone him,” I said, though he might tell her to send me straight home. “I’m sure my father would be happy to speak with you.”

“That’s not necessary. We need to see a written reference from a previous employer showing you’re an experienced salesgirl.”

“Oh, but I’m not here for a sales position. I’m here for the job as assistant buyer.”

“Even more to the point. If you want to become an assistant buyer, you’ll have to start as a countergirl. How could we put you in charge of our salesgirls if you’ve never even worked?”

I felt my cheeks get hot. “I’m sure I could learn anything I need to know in a flash.”

“Then learn it. And come back. With a letter of reference.” She put my card on a pile. “Thank you for coming in.”

I took my leave with all the dignity I could muster. This was the limit. To be dismissed so out of hand! Exiting past the other applicants, I strained to keep the tears from sneaking out until I’d made it through the green door. Tears! How mortifying. I refused to be so easily broken and wiped them off quickly. It wasn’t as though I needed the money. To think she didn’t see me as qualified for the lowly position of salesgirl!

I found my way to the ladies’ lounge, a lair of femininity decorated with pink-and-white-striped wallpaper, magenta drapes, and plush pink carpeting. Women clustered in front of a brightly lit mirror while freshening up and redoing their hair; puffs and curls lay scattered on the counter. At least the other ladies hadn’t a hint of the humiliation I’d just suffered. After splashing some water on my face, I eked out a place in front of the glass so I could fix my sagging Psyche knot.

The woman next to me powdered her face while telling her companion about an article in the morning paper. “They say Harry Thaw is getting his meals catered by the Astor House restaurant while he’s locked up in the Tombs! Can you believe it?”

“Next thing you know, they’ll hire an orchestra for him.”

People couldn’t get enough of the dreadful scandal surrounding Stanford White’s murder. I had no sympathy for the deranged Mr. Thaw, who’d shot the famous architect dead.

“If they let me sit on that jury,” the woman next to me replied, “I’d put him away for good.”

“It would be grand to see Evelyn Nesbit on the stand, if only to see what she’ll wear.”

I left the lounge and took the moving staircase down. On the fourth floor, a heavenly scent lured me to investigate the gourmet food section, where a small crowd watched a young woman sautéing mushrooms in a chafing dish. “Chafing dish cookery,” she proclaimed, “is the ideal way to solve the problem of small kitchens in New York apartments.”

Still smarting from rejection, I had no intention of buying a chafing dish, though it was a clever idea. The Mansfield apartments didn’t have kitchens—a detail my aunt found unbelievable. Father would be delighted if I made him dinner now and then.

When the mushrooms finished cooking in the buttery sauce, the young woman spread them on a tray, stuck a toothpick in each one, and invited us to try a sample. My fellow spectators descended on the mushrooms like soldiers starving on the front lines. I stepped in and took one before they disappeared. It tasted delicious. Still, I turned away without buying one. Even the prospect of pleasing Father with a home-cooked meal couldn’t compete with my wounded pride.
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AMANDA

THE BUTTON CLICKED as Dr. Markoff turned on a cassette recorder. Did they still manufacture those?

I want you to stare at the ceiling.

His ceiling was much higher than mine. I bet the walls were thicker, too.

Keep your eyes focused on the flat white surface and try not to blink.

This was exciting. I was good at not blinking. Maybe I was good at being hypnotized.

You very much want to blink, but I want you to resist that urge.

I blinked.

Your lids feel so heavy, the temptation to close them is too great. So now you can close your eyes if you like.

Relief.

Now I want you to focus on your body by relaxing each part. The soles of your feet . . . your calves . . . your thighs . . .
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