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For my family—present and past






Black history is Black horror.

—Tananarive Due, Horror Noire: A History of Black Horror








Prologue

December 1983

Grand Central Terminal

Midtown, Manhattan

Stop fussing at it, now. Leave it alone.

But my nails found my scalp anyway, running from front to back to front again. My reward was a moment of sweet relief, followed by a familiar flood of dry, searing pain.

Stop it. Stop it.

I’d already learned that the more I scratched, the more it’d resemble the burn of a bad perm—a bad perm that had been stung by fifty wasps and then soused with moonshine. My small opportunity for reprieve would come only after the train started moving, when I could finally close my eyes and take comfort in the growing distance between me and New York City. Still, I continued to scrape at the itch incessantly, my attention shifting to another startling concern: We weren’t moving yet.

My eyes darted to the strip of train platform visible through the open doors, my mind moving faster than I’d moved through Grand Central Terminal just minutes earlier. What if someone followed me here?

Slowly, carefully, I raised myself up to check. On the left side of the car were a young brunette mother and her baby, clad in matching itchy-looking red winter coats with black velvet lapels. On the right was a gray-haired, greasy-looking man with his forehead smashed against the glass window, snoring so loudly that I could almost feel the train car shake. We were still the same four we’d been when I’d ducked into this car five minutes earlier.

Good.

I exhaled and sat back down on my hands, willing the wave of mild relief that had washed over my brain to wash over my heart, too. But the latter organ hadn’t gotten the memo yet, and a sudden flash of a shadow passing by the open door set my brain off again.

Did anyone see me get into the cab?

What the hell am I doing?

What the hell are they doing?

I shook my head and crossed my legs, my nylons scraping against one another like two black pieces of sandpaper, the round toe of my too-tight heels rubbing the bottom of the seat in front of me. I hated these tights and these shoes and this peacoat I’d thrown on in the dark; I hated how stiff my entire body felt—cold, numb, like it had been dipped in a tank full of ice water.

But I could fix all that later. What concerned me more were the things I couldn’t name. The things that were causing me to buzz and burn and want to flee not just my home, but the tightening constraints of my skin itself.

There was the sound of a bell, followed by a calling voice. A male voice. It took me a moment to realize that the shadow I’d seen passing by the door belonged to the conductor. He was in the back of my car now, working his way up to the front. “Sir,” he was saying, in a polite attempt to wake the snoring man for his ticket. “Sir.”

I fumbled nervously for my shoulder bag. I knew I had enough money on me; before sneaking out of my apartment, I’d made sure to grab the savings from that torn pair of polka-dotted panties I kept hidden in the bottom of my sock drawer. But now I was here, about to get going, and I still didn’t know where I was get going to. I’d meant to make small chat with the brother driving the taxi—flash him some teeth in the rearview mirror the way I used to do before everyone knew my name, see if he knew any parts of upstate New York that were particularly cordial to our kind of people—but my mind had been too fixated on what had sent me running in the first place. What I’d overheard her say to him on the phone.

Imani says it’s not supposed to burn.

I uncrossed my legs as I considered how long I could stay missing. Judging by how hard my name was being dragged through the papers, it wouldn’t be difficult for anyone to believe I’d want to “take a break” from the spotlight. But how long would they leave me alone? How long would they be kind to Trace before demanding answers? They weren’t going to let me off the hook that easily. Not after what I had done.

All those careers, jeopardized. A note, slipped under my door in the dead of the night by a Black writer I’d idolized for much of my youth: You couldn’t just let things be?

More burning. More searing pain. I was scratching at my neck again, grateful for any kind of distraction from those words, when a hand gripped my shoulder. I let out a small shriek and batted it away, only to realize it belonged to the equally frightened-looking conductor.

Never had I been so excited to see a white male stranger in my entire life.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said, “but I’m going to need to see your ticket, ma’am.”

“Oh.” I pulled out a crisp twenty from my wallet. When I looked back up at him, he was leaning against the seat across the row from mine, waiting patiently with a small smile. He appeared to be in his mid-twenties, at most five years younger than me, and he had a kind enough face when he asked where I was headed.

“Good question,” I said, just as the snoring started back up again a few rows behind me. “What’s the most northern stop on this train?”

The conductor’s smile widened with curiosity as he moved to accept the bill. “Poughkeepsie, ma’am,” he said. “About two hours north, and it’ll be four seventy-five to get there.”

“Okay. Actually, hold on—I might have seventy-five…” I reached for my wallet again to unearth a few quarters. Only after he handed me my ticket and my change did he punch the air in front of him and say, eyes flickering, “Right! I’ve got it. I know where I’ve seen you before.”

I swallowed, shook my head once. No, no, no.

“I was just reading about you this morning,” he said, pointing at something in his back pocket. A rolled-up newspaper. The twinkle in his eyes went out, and when he spoke again, his words came slowly, like he was deciding if I was worth wasting them on. “I was a big fan of yours. So I was really surprised to learn how you really feel.”

Look away. That was what I told my eyes to do. But instead of averting my eyes, instead of telling this man, Leave me alone, I don’t know what you’re talking about, I did something that surprised him, and surprised myself even more.

I looked him in the face. And I smiled.

“Oh, heavens—you mean that witchy lady from the news, right?” I crowed. “Why, that happened to me on the way here. My taxi driver made the same mistake. Can you imagine that? Twice in one day! I reckon it’s a good thing I’m leaving the city now, ain’t it?”

When the last of the shrill, inhuman sound escaped my lips—laughter, it was supposed to be—some of that early twinkle returned to the conductor’s eyes.

He moved closer, sizing me up a little too long. But I kept my smile big and bold and harmless, just like Grandma Jo did every morning she traveled across town to clean white folks’ houses.

“Ah. I see it now. The eyes,” the conductor decided, finally. “You look far too young to be her.” He turned to leave. “Well, you have a good day, ma’am. And I’m real sorry about that.”

As he made his way to the next car, I heard him chuckle. “Witch indeed,” he muttered.

I breathed out a tiny poof of air. That was easy—too easy. But I couldn’t sit with it for too long. There was another bell; a moment later, the train doors slid shut.

Relieved, I cast one more glance toward the door, the sudden movement causing me to shrink from the pain. The itchiness hadn’t just returned; it was all-consuming. Unyielding. I reached up again to scratch—stop it, stop it—but the itch simply moved to a new site, and I had to bite my lip to keep from screaming. One scratch would always lead to another, then another. I’d be scratching until the end of the line. And once I got to the end of the line, that wouldn’t be it. I’d still be scratching. And I’d probably still be running, too.

I groaned and slid over in my seat to rest my head against the window. It was as warm and sweaty as the skin beneath my collar, but as the train sped up, each swath of tunnel passing seamlessly into the next, I closed my eyes anyway. I could pretend, at least for this train ride, that everything was okay. That it wasn’t too late.
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July 23, 2018

Wagner Books

Midtown, Manhattan

The first sign was the smell of cocoa butter.

When it initially crept around the wall of her cubicle, Nella was too busy filing a stack of pages at her desk, aligning each and every one so that the manuscript was perfectly flush. She was so intent on completing this task—Vera Parini needed everything to be flush, always—that she had the nerve to ignore the smell. Only when it inched up her nostrils and latched onto a deep part of her brain did she stop what she was doing and lift her head with sudden interest.

It wasn’t the scent alone that gave her pause. Nella Rogers was used to all kinds of uninvited smells creeping into her cubicle—usually terrible ones. Since she was merely an editorial assistant at Wagner Books, she had no private office, and therefore no walls or windows. She and the other open-space assistants were at the mercy of a hard-boiled egg or the passing of gas; they were often left to suffer the consequences for what felt like an hour afterward.

Adjusting to such close proximity had been so difficult for Nella during her first few weeks at Wagner that she’d practiced breathing through her mouth even when it wasn’t called for, like when she was deciding between granolas at the grocery store, or when she was having sex with her boyfriend, Owen. After about three months of failed self-training, she had broken down and purchased a lavender reed diffuser that had the words JUST BREATHE scrawled across its front in gold cursive letters. Its home was the far corner of her desk, where it sat just beneath the first edition of Kindred that Owen had given her shortly after they started dating.

Nella eyed the gold foil letters and frowned. Could it have been the lavender diffuser she smelled? She inhaled again, craning her neck upward so that all she could see were the gray and white tiles that lined the ceiling. No. She’d been correct—that was cocoa butter, alright. And it wasn’t just any cocoa butter. It was Brown Buttah, her favorite brand of hair grease.

Nella looked around. Once she was sure the coast was clear, she stuck her hand into her thick black hair and pulled a piece of it as close to her nose as she could. She’d been proudly growing an afro over the last three years, but the strand still landed unsatisfyingly between her nose and her cheek. Nonetheless, it fell close enough to tell her that the Brown Buttah smell wasn’t coming from her own hair. What she was smelling was fresh, a coat applied within the last hour or so, she guessed.

This meant one of two things: One of her white colleagues had started using Brown Buttah. Or—more likely, since she was pretty sure none of them had accidentally stumbled into the natural hair care aisle—there was another Black girl on the thirteenth floor.

Nella’s heart fluttered as she felt something she supposed resembled a hot flash. Had it finally happened? Had all of her campaigning for more diversity at Wagner finally paid off?

Her thoughts were cut short by the loud, familiar cackle of Maisy Glendower, a squirrelly editor who appreciated modulation only when someone else was practicing it. Nella combed through the bray, listening hard for the hushed voice that had made Maisy laugh. Did it belong to a person of a darker hue?

“Hay-girl-hay!”

Startled, Nella looked up from her desk. But it was just Sophie standing above her, arms wrapped snugly around the side of her cubicle wall, eyes as wide and green as cucumbers.

Nella groaned inwardly and clenched a fist beneath her desk. “Sophie,” she mumbled, “hi.”

“Haaaay! What’s up? How are you? How’s your Tuesday going?”

“I’m fine,” Nella said, keeping her voice low in case any more audible clues floated her way. Sophie had tamed her eyes down a bit, thank goodness, but she was still staring at Nella as though there was something she wanted to say, but couldn’t.

This wasn’t unusual for a Cubicle Floater like Sophie. As Cubicle Floaters went, she wasn’t the worst. She didn’t play favorites, which meant that your chances of seeing her more than once a week were slim. She was usually too busy hovering beside the cubicle of another assistant, her lazy smile reminding you of how good you didn’t have it. By the luck of the draw, Sophie worked for Kimberly, an editor who’d been at Wagner Books for forty-one years. Kimberly had edited her first and last bestseller in 1986, but because this bestseller had not been just a bestseller—it had been adapted into a television show, a blockbuster film, a graphic novel, an adult film, a musical, a podcast, a miniseries, and another blockbuster film (in 4DX)—she was granted a pass on every non-bestseller that followed. Royalties were nothing to laugh at.

Now nearing the end of her long career, Kimberly spent most of her time out of the office, and Nella suspected Sophie spent most of her time waiting for Kimberly to kindly retire already so that she could take her place. In a year, maybe less, it would dawn on Sophie that her boss wasn’t going anywhere unless someone told her to, and no one ever would. But for now, Sophie hung on naively, just as every single one of her predecessors had.

“Kim’s still out,” Sophie explained, even though Nella hadn’t asked. “She sounded awful on the phone yesterday.”

“Which procedure is she getting done this time?”

Sophie grabbed the taut bit of flesh between her chin and her clavicle and wiggled it around.

“Ah. The crucial one.”

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Yep. She probably dropped more on that than we make here in a month. By the way, did you see…?” She cocked her head in the direction of Maisy’s voice.

“Did I see what?”

“I think Maisy’s got another potential candidate in.” Sophie tossed her head again, this time adding in a suggestive, wiggling eyebrow. “And I don’t know for certain, but she seems like she might be… you know.”

Nella tried to keep from grinning. “No, I don’t,” she said innocently. “Might be what?”

Sophie lowered her voice. “I think she’s… Black.”

“You don’t have to whisper the word ‘Black,’ ” Nella chided, even though she knew why Sophie did: Sounds, like smells, carried over cubicle walls. “Last time I checked, that was a socially acceptable word to use. I even use it sometimes.”

Sophie either ignored her joke or didn’t feel comfortable laughing at it. She leaned over and whispered, “This is so great for you, right? Another Black girl at Wagner? You must be so excited!”

Nella withheld eye contact, turned off by the girl’s intensity. Yes, it would be great to have another Black girl working at Wagner, but she was hesitant to do a celebratory Electric Slide sequence just yet. She’d only believe that the higher-ups at Wagner had finally considered interviewing more diverse people when she saw it. Over the last two years, the only people who’d been interviewed or hired were Very Specific People who came from a Very Specific Box.

Nella looked up from her desktop at Sophie, who happened to be one of these Very Specific People, and who was still chattering on. Over the course of just a few minutes, Sophie’d managed to talk herself onto a train of social awareness, and it was clear she had no intention of getting off anytime soon. “It reminds me of that anonymous op-ed BookCenter article I sent you last week—the one I swore you had to have written, because it just sounded so you—about being Black in a white workplace. Remember that piece?”

“Yeah, I do… and for the tenth time, I definitely didn’t write that article,” Nella reminded her, “even though I can obviously relate to a lot of the stuff that was in it.”

“Maybe Richard saw it and decided to do something about the lack of diversity here? I mean, that would be something. Remember how hard it was just to get people talking about diversity in one place? Those meetings were painful.”

To call them meetings seemed gratuitous, but Nella wasn’t in the mood to go down that slippery slope. She had more important things to pursue. Like how to get rid of Sophie.

Nella reached for her phone, let out a small groan, and said, “Whoa! Is it already ten fifteen? I actually need to make a very important phone call.”

“Aw. Darn.” Sophie looked visibly disappointed. “Okay.”

“Sorry. But I’ll report back!”

Nella would not report back, but she’d learned that punctuating too-long interactions with this promise made parting much easier.

Sophie smiled. “No prob. Later, girl!” she said, and off she went, as quickly as she’d come.

Nella sighed and looked around aimlessly, her eyes skipping over the stack of papers she still hadn’t delivered to her boss. In the grand scheme of things, the speed with which one could bring something from point A to point B should have zero effect upon whether that person deserved to be an assistant editor—especially since she’d worked for Vera, one of Wagner’s most exalted editors, for two years now. But things between them lately had been, for the lack of a better word, weird. Their anniversary check-in a few days earlier had ended on a less-than-savory note. When Nella had asked for a promotion, Vera had listed at least a dozen surprise grievances she’d had with Nella’s performance as her assistant, the last being the most unsettling of all: “I wish you’d put half the effort you put into those extracurricular diversity meetings into working on the core requirements.”

The word “extracurricular” had hit Nella hard and fast in the eye, like a piece of shrapnel. The company basketball team, the paper-making club—those were extracurriculars. Her endeavors to develop a diversity committee were not. But she’d smiled and said thank you to her boss, who’d started working at Wagner years before Nella was even born, and tucked this piece of information into her back pocket for safekeeping. That was where she believed any dreams of letting her Black Girl Flag fly free would have to remain.

But now the smell of Brown Buttah was hitting her nose again, and this time, there were telltale sounds: First, Maisy’s practiced joke about Wagner’s zany floor plan (“It makes about as much sense as the science in Back to the Future”); then, a laugh—deep, a bit husky around the edges, but still cocoa butter smooth at its core. Genuine, Nella could tell, as brief as it was.

“… impossible. I swear, once you find where one person sits, you’ll never find them a second time!” Maisy cackled again, her voice growing louder as she led her companion closer to her office.

Realizing that they would have to walk by her own cube to get there, Nella looked up. Through the small crack in her partition, she spotted the swath of dark locs, the flash of a brown hand.

There was another Black person on her floor. And given Maisy’s spiel, this Black person was here for an interview.

Which meant in the next few weeks, a Black person could quite possibly be sitting in the cube directly across from Nella. Breathing the same air. Helping her fend off all the Sophies of the Wagner office.

Nella wanted to put a victorious fist in the air, 1968 Olympics–style. Instead, she made a mental note to text Malaika this latest Wagner update the earliest chance she got.

“I hope your trip wasn’t too long,” Maisy was saying. “You took the train from Harlem, right?”

“Actually, I’m living in Clinton Hill right now,” the Black girl responded, “but I was born and raised on One Thirty-Fifth and ACP for a while.”

Nella sat up straighter. The girl’s words, which sounded warmer and huskier than the laugh that had fallen easily from her mouth, evoked a sense of Harlem cool that Nella had always wished she possessed. She also noted—with reverence and not a little bit of envy—how confident the girl sounded, especially when Nella recalled her own anxiety-inducing interview with Vera.

The footsteps were only inches away now. Nella realized she’d be able to get a good glimpse at the newcomer if she slid over to the far right of her cube, so she did exactly that, pretending to leaf through the manuscript Vera was waiting on while keeping one eye trained on the strip of hallway that led to Maisy’s office. Almost instantly, Maisy and her prospective dreadlocked assistant made their way into her periphery, and the full picture came into view.

The girl had a wide, symmetrical face, and two almond-colored eyes perfectly spaced between a Lena Horne nose and a generous forehead. Her skin was a shade or two darker than Nella’s chestnut complexion, falling somewhere between hickory and umber. And her locs—every one as thick as a bubble-tea straw and longer than her arms—started out as a deep brown, then turned honey-blonde as they continued past her ears. She’d gathered a bunch and piled them on top of her head in a bun; the locs that hadn’t made it hung loosely around the nape of her neck.

And then there was the girl’s pantsuit: a smart-looking ensemble composed of a single-button marigold jacket and a matching pair of oversized slacks that hit a couple of inches above the ankle. Below that, a pair of red patent leather high-heeled ankle boots that Nella would have broken her neck just trying to get into.

It was all very Erykah-meets-Issa, another detail Nella was filing away for Malaika, when she heard Maisy ask the girl to explain what “ACP” meant. And it was a good thing she had, because Nella hadn’t known, either.

“Oh, sorry—that’s Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard,” the girl said, “but that’s kind of a mouthful.”

“Oh! Of course. A mouthful indeed. Harlem is such a great neighborhood. Its history is just so rich. Wagner held an event at the Schomburg earlier this year—February I think it was—for one of our authors. It was very well received.”

Nella fought back a snort. Maisy hadn’t attended this aforementioned event; what’s more, Nella was willing to bet her middle name that the Museum of Natural History was as far north as Maisy had ever traveled in Manhattan. Maisy was a kind enough woman—she made bathroom small talk as well as the next senior-level employee—but she was fairly limited in her sense of what “the city” entailed. Just the mention of Williamsburg, despite its Apple Store, Whole Foods, and devastating selection of designer boutiques, caused Maisy to recoil as though someone had just asked to see the inside of her vagina. Surely this dreadlocked girl could sense that Maisy had no true sense of Harlem’s “culture.”

Nella wished she could see the look on the Black girl’s face, but they’d already started to enter Maisy’s office, so she had to settle for a chuckle in its place. It was subtle, but in the milliseconds that passed before Maisy shut her door, Nella was able to detect amusement at the end of that chuckle—an exasperated kind of amusement that asked, without asking, You don’t spend time with Black people often, do you?

Nella crossed her fingers. The girl probably didn’t need it, but she wished her luck, anyway.
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August 6, 2018

Nella cleared her throat and ran her left thumb down the edge of the manuscript, then across its bottom. She knew that she might cut herself deep enough to bleed if she moved her finger any faster, but she also knew that with this risk came the possibility of a reward—an excuse to flee and win a few precious minutes of stall time—and such a possibility was tempting.

“Well?” Vera placed both elbows on her desk and craned her head forward, too, a tic that justified her biweekly appointments with her chiropractor. “Tell me what you thought about it.”

“Well… there’s a lot to talk about. Where do I begin?”

It was a question Nella had spent an unreasonable amount of time trying to answer. There was no way she could begin with the truth: that it had been difficult for her to finish Needles and Pins without stomping across the kitchen floor in her socked feet, opening a window, and throwing the pages out onto Fourth Avenue so they could be chomped into bits by oncoming traffic. That at around midnight, she’d taken a break to jot down a list of all of the things she’d hated about it, then torn the list up before feeding the pieces of paper to a Yankee candle. How she’d taken a ten-second video of the burned bits and sent it to Malaika, who texted back, in all caps, GREAT. NOW GO TO BED, WEIRDO.

Nella might have deserved this scolding a tiny bit. The book wasn’t altogether terrible. It did a nice job conveying the bleakness of the countrywide opioid epidemic, and it contained a few particularly moving scenes rife with moving dialogue. A family of ten finally confronted long-buried secrets; a baby escaped a precarious situation unscathed. The book’s heart appeared to be in the right place.

It was just that one of its characters was not: Shartricia Daniels.

Nella would never be able to confirm it, but she sensed that Colin Franklin’s first draft had been written exclusively about frustrated white characters living frustratingly white lives in a frustratingly white suburban town. After reading this draft, someone—a friend or an agent or maybe even Vera herself—must’ve suggested he throw some color in there.

Now, Nella was no fool. She understood that characters of color were en vogue, as was maintaining vigilance when it came to calling out anything that lacked proper representation. Nella wasn’t the one doing the calling out, but she closely monitored social media so she could support whoever did. She read think pieces by day and retweeted that the Oscars were indeed too white by night, and following the infamous Black-boy-in-a-monkey-hoodie incident, she took a six-month-long break from shopping at H&M—a big deal for someone who loved buying cheap basics in the summertime. She could see the common thread of perceived subhumanity that ran between the cultural faux pas of major corporations and the continuous police killings of Black people.

And of course, she wasn’t alone. She could always count on the Internet to cry foul on the latest trend. Perhaps the loudest voice of all was Jesse Watson, a nationally known, outspoken blacktivist whom Nella and Malaika and over a million other people followed on YouTube. The mere mention of his name, which rested quite comfortably on the more extreme side of the social activism spectrum, often tinted dinner table atmospheres faster than Cheetos-stained fingertips, and his supercharged manner of speaking suggested that this was exactly what he wanted.

Sometimes, Nella felt Jesse went just a tad too far in his YouTube videos, like the time he made a ninety-minute video on why all Black people should abandon CP Time. But in other instances, he made so much sense that it hurt, like his post on why “well-meaning white folks” were sometimes far worse than white folks who wore their racist hearts on their sleeves. So, as Nella considered why she distrusted Needles and Pins so much, she also considered what Jesse had said about white people who went out of their way to present “diversity”: “With heightened awareness of cultural sensitivity comes great responsibility. If we’re not careful, ‘diversity’ might become an item people start checking off a list and nothing more—a shallow, shadowy thing with but one dimension.”

Shartricia was less than one-dimensional. She came off flatter than the pages she appeared on. Her white male creator had rendered her nineteen and pregnant with her fifth child, with a baby daddy who was either a man named LaDarnell or a man named DeMontraine (Shartricia could not confirm which because both men had fled town as soon as they’d heard). She cussed and moaned in just about all of her scenes, isolating herself from the reader just as much as she isolated herself from her family and non-opioid-addicted friends (of which she had few). Then, there was the kicker: Her name, “Shartricia,” was her uneducated crack addict mother’s attempt to honor the color of the bright green dress she’d been wearing at the club when her water broke.

Okay, so maybe Nella had found this last detail both vexing and endearing. But everything else about Shartricia’s character felt icky—especially her voice, which read as a cross between that of a freed slave and a Tyler Perry character down on her luck. Still, even with all these thoughts swirling in her head, Nella didn’t know how exactly to express any of them to the white woman who was sitting in front of her, asking what she thought. The white woman who just happened to be her boss and Colin’s editor.

“I think this book is very… timely,” Nella said, opting for the buzzword that everyone at Wagner liked to hear. “Timely” meant coverage on NPR and Good Morning America. It meant “adding something new to the conversation,” which was what Colin Franklin always sought to achieve in his long list of ripped-from-the-headlines books that included a murderous sister wife, a deadly school shooting, and a sexy serial killer.

Vera nodded eagerly, her light brown bangs undulating above gleaming gray eyes. “Timely. You’re right. He refuses to shy away from the hardest parts of the opioid epidemic.” She jotted down one or two words on the yellow notepad that sat just beneath her elbows and then tapped her pen on her cheek the way Nella had seen her do in countless meetings. “And do you feel like anything in the novel didn’t particularly land the way it should have?”

Nella examined Vera’s expression carefully, searching for what Vera wanted her to say. The last time Nella had critiqued a book that her boss favored—six months earlier—Vera had dipped her head and told her that her feedback had been spot-on. But then, when it came time for Nella to overnight the marked-up pages along to the author, she happened to notice her comments on the last few pages hadn’t made it in. She flipped through the first chapter and hadn’t seen any of her comments on those pages, either.

It hadn’t bothered Nella too much at the time. She’d planned to bring it up at their check-in. But that talk had failed, and now Nella was left wondering what her true purpose as Vera’s assistant was. If Vera didn’t trust her opinion, then Nella would never be more than just an “assistant”; if she didn’t become more than just an “assistant,” she’d never become an editor. It was a dream she’d been nursing for ten years, ever since she decided to join the newspaper staff during her junior year of high school. She loved sliding words and paragraphs around in a game of literary Tetris. The act of editing soothed her, and while she’d be the first to admit she had an inclination toward Black writers yearning for a space to tell Black stories, she’d happily edit just about anything thrown her way. She was excited by the prospect of being able to make a living off editing, and the idea of having a say in what people were reading and perhaps—in the future—what people would write? That was monumental.

Not too long after Vera called the diversity meetings “extracurricular,” dashing Nella’s hopes for a promotion anytime soon, Nella met up with Malaika at their favorite Mexican spot. Enchiladas usually salved her wounds, but Nella spent a good minute and a half staring at her plate before finally positing the question that she and Malaika always asked one another when they’d been slighted: “Do we think it’s a race thing? This no-promotion thing?”

“Maybe.” Malaika had swept up the near-empty bottle of habanero hot sauce and shaken it all over her plate for the third time, smacking the bottom to get every last drop into her side of guac. Then, unsatisfied, she’d leaned over and swiped a bottle from the table next to them. The white couple sitting there looked befuddled, but said nothing—they hadn’t been using it, anyway—and they even offered a cheerful you’re welcome when she thanked them and handed it back.

Such a gesture more or less summed up this brazen person whom Nella had come to befriend a few summers earlier at a karaoke bar in the Village. The two had first met when she asked Malaika to jump on a mic at the last minute to help her rap through “Shoop,” since Nella’s original Pepa had been sick from one too many Bloody Marys at brunch. They’d been best friends ever since, constantly comparing notes on online dating disappointments and homegrown hair care regimens (like Nella, Malaika’s curls were also 4C, although she’d been natural since day one, and therefore had a fro-mane that rivaled Pam Grier in her heyday).

Their most vital notes of all, though, came from comparing Black Female Experiences. They had remarkably different backgrounds—Nella had been raised in a mostly white suburb of New Haven, while Malaika had grown up in Atlanta around a whole mess of Black people. But they’d had zero problems finding common ground. Nella believed this had something to do with the fact that they’d both been raised on Black ’90s sitcoms and smooth jams from a very young age.

Malaika had also been her own kind of Oreo for much of her life, which was why she’d taken a bite out of her torta and said, in her best Dr. Phil twang, “Maybe Vera also sees you as competition. Maybe she feels that fully accepting you will somehow validate the secret fear she has that every woman under the age of thirty is out to get her job. Maybe… she’s jealous.”

At this, Nella had given her a skeptical look. “You obviously haven’t met this woman. Or me. I wear Keds to work. Keds. Not even the fancy kind. The basics.”

Malaika had swatted this away. “Well, that’s your own fault, but hey—lemme ask you this. Do you see any other white assistants getting promoted that have been there for less time than you?”

“No,” Nella had admitted, “I guess pretty much every editor has been stingy about upward mobility—even for the white assistants.”

“Well, there you go.”

“So… we don’t think it’s a race thing?” Nella still wasn’t convinced.

“Hell, yeah. That’s a factor, too. She’s protecting what’s hers for as long as she can… you know, the way some white people insist on only reproducing with other white people because they want to preclude the population of mixed-race babies that’s obviously gonna rule the country by 2045. But here’s what I say to myself whenever Igor gives me shit at work about little things that don’t really matter, like his Twitter bio. Girl—I’m saying this to you now, Nell, not me—you are a double threat. You understand me? You’re not just Black, you’re Black and you’re young. And if she’s smart—and she must be, since she’s been doing this for what, thirty years?” Malaika paused, continuing only after Nella confirmed this with a nod. “If she’s smart, she knows that girls like you…” She smiled a small, silly smile. “And me… are the future.”

Nella had appreciated this sentiment enough to laugh and clink her glass with Malaika’s as she had many times before. There in that indistinguishable restaurant, tucked away beneath the less-trafficked folds of the Lower East Side, the talk had felt like a warm, fuzzy Snuggie. But now, in the bright light of Vera’s large office, one window glaring out onto Central Park—hours after Nella had struggled to read a white man’s bizarre depiction of a pregnant Black opioid addict—she was beginning to feel a chill. And the source of it seemed to be her boss.

“Did anything land the way it shouldn’t have?” Nella repeated. “Well, um, the characters were pretty solid. But there were one or two that didn’t quite work for me.”

“Okay. Say more,” Vera pressed, knitting her eyebrows more tightly together.

Nella didn’t want to say more, but if there was one thing Vera didn’t like, it was people who were afraid to say more. Especially women. It was partly why she’d hired Nella, Vera once told her at a holiday party, after partaking in a little too much nog. She had found Nella’s literary tastes “raw and bold and unique” when they’d first met. Which was pretty funny, since after meeting Vera for the first time, Nella had been sure she’d blown the interview entirely.

Nerves… Nella had had many of them. They’d hovered around logistics, like potential MTA mishaps and navigational failures and the worry that the inch-long run in the crotch of her stockings wouldn’t make it through another wear. But she’d also worried that she and Vera would have zero chemistry. She’d never really worked a proper Manhattan office job. She didn’t know what to expect, save for what she’d seen in television shows and movies, and a part of her deeply worried that all of the things she’d seen—severe hierarchy, homogeneity, and rigidity—were true. Nella had grown accustomed to working behind bars and coffee counters, which spoiled her with exposure to all kinds of people with all kinds of occupations. Such jobs had also allowed her to wear whatever she wanted, whereas she didn’t think she could have shown up to her interview with Vera wearing a Black Lives Matter shirt.

So, the morning of her interview, Nella erred on the side of caution: Twenty-dollar no-frills flats from Payless that, if necessary, would enable her to chase after a stray train. On her deep-brown legs she’d worn her favorite pair of old black stockings underneath her most conservative blue dress; on her shoulder, a tote bag she’d snagged from the Nation’s booth at the Brooklyn Book Festival the year before—just for a little touch of personality.

Thankfully, the MTA gods were good to her. Her train arrived exactly when the sign said it would, and as it whisked her out of Bay Ridge into Manhattan, she felt comfortable enough to lose herself in an editorial assistant blog she’d been following for years. Forty minutes later, she found herself on the street, just one block away from Wagner. She was waiting for a light to change, mentally patting herself on the back for being almost fifteen minutes early and just all-around interview-ready, when she looked down and nearly screamed. The run in the crotch of her stockings had traversed the length of her leg, all the way down to her ankle.

That had done it. Any confidence she’d felt from the sunshine and the perfectly timed train dispersed. You gotta be twice as good, remember? she’d chided herself. She couldn’t remember who’d said it to her first, or if it had ever been said directly to her at all, but that didn’t stop her from telling herself over and over again that her brown skin meant she needed to be twice as good as the girl with white skin, and that this giant run would do her in.

The twice as good mantra did not go away—not when she reached the front desk and completely blanked on Vera’s last name; not when she went for a hug and Vera went for a handshake at the door; and certainly not when she used the word “literally” three times in two sentences. Therefore, when Vera called a week later to say that she believed Nella would be the perfect addition to Wagner’s editorial team, she’d been stunned. There had to have been another candidate with wholly intact stockings and a firm grasp of the word “literally.” Or, surely, a white Ivy League grad who seemed like he or she had potential to do great things.

But Wagner wanted Nella, and this had delighted her so much that she’d done her finest pajama-twerk as soon as she’d hung up. Then, she’d quit her three food-service jobs in Brooklyn in rapid succession; fewer than two weeks later, she had a new boss, a new desk, and appointments set up for an eye exam, a physical exam, and a much-needed dental cleaning. Goodbye, self-medication of monthlong colds with Emergen-C and Flintstones vitamins. Hello, health insurance.

Now, Nella studied the little zen garden that sat on Vera’s desk just below the window. Her boss never let anyone else touch it, but sometimes, when Nella was having a particularly hard day, she’d sneak in and push the rocks around for a minute or two. Thinking of this brought her peace of mind, as did the memory of her pajama-twerk celebration after she got Vera’s call. To Nella, it hadn’t seemed that “raw and bold and unique” to stan Amiri Baraka or Diana Gordon, but it had apparently worked on Vera then, back when she’d been nothing more than a stranger with a run in her stockings and a Public Ivy on her résumé. Why not try leaning into it again? Why not bring out that “raw and bold” (and Black) person from her interview?

Besides… if she didn’t say anything about Shartricia, who else at Wagner would?

“I’d love to know which specific characters you think need more work,” Vera said, her eyes flicking toward the door, then back again. “I saw some things here and there, too.”

Nella sat up straighter in her chair. “Great! Okay. So, here’s my main issue.” She took a breath. “To be completely honest, I think…”

But any steam she’d gained from the start was deterred when Vera’s eyes flashed to the door a second time. They remained there the third time, glowing with interest. This was enough to quell Nella’s mumbling. She turned, too.

Maisy’s tiny fist was poised mid-knock on Vera’s doorframe. “Sorry, ladies,” she said, even though she didn’t look sorry. “There’s someone I’d like you both to meet.” She stepped all the way into Vera’s office, smoothing her hands up and down her maroon pencil skirt. Nella brightened as she watched the Black girl she’d clocked two weeks earlier, in all her dreadlocked glory, take Maisy’s place in the doorway. “This is Hazel-May McCall, my brilliant new assistant.”

“My parents were pretty ambitious,” the new girl said warmly. “Y’all can just call me Hazel. No, please—y’all don’t need to stand!” she added, rushing in vain to meet Vera before she could take one more step away from her wooden desk. She found Nella’s hand next, pumping it so hard that both girls’ pairs of dangly earrings shook violently back and forth.

Face-to-face, Nella could see Hazel had one inch, maybe two, on her. Today, her locs were free of any constraints, sprouting spiritedly from her scalp and pouring down the back of her baby-blue blazer. Nella grew suddenly aware of her own wrinkled gray V-neck T-shirt underneath an even more wrinkled gray sweater. Of her Keds, dirty and basic.

“Welcome to Wagner! I’ve heard such marvelous things about you!” Vera nodded in Maisy’s direction. “You’re working for a great one here.”

Maisy batted a hand in a gesture of Oh, stop it.

“Yes, I know,” said Hazel. “Thank you! I’m so honored to be here at Wagner. I almost can’t believe it’s happening.”

“And we’re excited to have you. Where are you coming from?”

Nella cringed ever so slightly, embarrassed for her boss, and worried that Hazel would be scared away so soon. That question. Oh, how publishing people loved that question. She’d first been asked this by Josh, Wagner’s sales director, at the Keurig. Nella hadn’t known what he’d meant, so she’d mentioned her Connecticut hometown, telling him pretty much everything about it just short of its geographical coordinates. She only understood when Josh said to her, a bit impatiently, “Ah. Interesting. And where in publishing did you last work?”

Nella had looked down at Zora Neale Hurston’s face, printed on the side of a coffee mug her mother had gifted her, and said, Nowhere. “I was in food service,” she’d clarified, and that had been the end of questioning.

But Hazel provided the appropriate prerequisite: a small magazine in Boston. “I lived there for two years and decided to come back here a few months ago. I like New York too much, and I wanted to return to the nonprofit that I started up in Harlem back in the day.”

Maisy nodded with noticeable pride. Nella, in the meantime, marveled at Hazel’s omission of what she presumed was another reason why she’d left Boston: because it was such a shitty, racist city.

“Boston! Such a great college town,” remarked Vera.

“I know,” Hazel said. “But even so, it’s a lot quieter. And cold. I really missed New York’s energy.”

She furrowed her brow, as though a particularly unpleasant corporate memory were washing over her in that very moment. Nella watched her curiously, spotting a small gold stud above Hazel’s left eyebrow, so tiny that it could only be discerned with particular facial expressions such as this one. Had Hazel received nasty emails from her old job’s HR department about her locs? People are starting to complain about the odor coming from your cube, the note might have said. Or maybe something about eyebrow piercings being too unprofessional. Nella had been to Boston only a handful of times, but she’d read enough to know that Hazel probably hadn’t had an easy time.

She could already see Hazel telling her all about it after work, dishing stories over gin and juice, when Vera chimed in, “Yes, it really is quite cold. We think we get snow here. But up there it’s a different animal entirely. Maisy knows all about that. Don’t you, Maze?”

“Ah, that’s right!” said Hazel good-naturedly. She didn’t seem bothered that her use of the word “cold” had been misunderstood. “Weren’t you telling me that you were born and raised in Boston?”

“From diapers to my dissertation,” Maisy chirped. “And my first job was in Boston, too. It’ll always be my home”—she placed a hand on her heart—“but it’s definitely not for everybody. The food scene is dreadful. Ver, do you remember that awful awards dinner up in Cambridge?” And with the introduction of this memory, she and Vera were off for about three minutes, going back and forth about every course, sparing not one extravagant detail.

Nella stretched her face into as little of a smile as she could get away with, prepared to exchange a knowing glance with Hazel as they waited for the conversation to circle back. But when she tried to meet the girl’s eye, Hazel didn’t look bored. She was actually smiling and tutting and Ohmygod ing right along with Vera and Maisy. At one point, she contributed a joke of her own and even nudged Maisy with her elbow.

Nella frowned, a little bummed that her glance hadn’t been reciprocated. She was a little surprised, too. She couldn’t remember when she’d first ventured to touch her boss, but it certainly wasn’t her first day, probably not even her first month.

“Anyway, what was I saying?” Maisy said finally. “Hazel, Nella here will be an amazing resource for all of your questions. You should totally pick her brain.”

“We call her the author whisperer,” Vera added, even though Nella had never been called this a single day in her life. “Whenever a diva is freaking out, Nella just lays on that charm of hers and it’s all good.”

“Aw, nah.” Nella chuckled. Fake-humble was the MO at Wagner, after all. “I don’t know about all that. But yes, ask me anything. I’ll be just right across the aisle.”

Hazel flicked her locs over her shoulder, a cheeky smile spreading across her face. “Careful what you say! I’ll probably be bothering you all the time. I know magazines, but books are a complete mystery to me.”

Had the new girl really just admitted that in front of her boss? That’s pretty ballsy of her, Nella thought, remembering how much she’d downplayed her own inexperience in publishing when she first started. But an explanation for this came to her almost immediately: Entry-level assistants are liked way more when their bosses think they’re blank slates. “It’ll be no bother at all,” she said. “Really!”

Hazel’s head tilted to the side just so, like it was being gently tugged by an invisible string, like she was just so happy to know Nella was in her corner that she couldn’t keep her head straight. “I’m so glad to hear that.”

Maisy bowed her head in gratitude. “Great! And Vera, before we go: Do you know if Bridget is here today? I would love to swing by her office and introduce Hazel before we grab lunch.”

“I heard Stevie playing through the wall earlier, so…”

Both women made faces at one another. “Ah. I’ll take my chances. We’ll let you get back to it. So sorry, again, for interrupting!”

“Oh my god, Maze, don’t even worry about it!” Vera waved her off and sat back down in her chair, her hands already returning to the couple of scrawled notes on Colin Franklin’s latest novel. “And Hazel—again, it’s so nice to meet you. We’re thrilled to have you on board.”

“Yes! Welcome!” Nella added cheerily, and after a few half waves, four became two again.

Nella sat back down, feeling readier than ever to delve into her Shartricia feedback. Meeting Hazel had poofed away her apprehension, renewed her sense of purpose. But when she started to speak, she noticed something disconcerting had come over her boss’s face. After a few wordless seconds, Vera put her pen down and said, a bit grumpily, “Jeez Louise. I’m always ready to take a break from work after I talk to Maisy. She’s that exhausting.”

Nella shrugged. It was startling whenever her boss treated her like a confidante.

“Now, where were we?”

“Colin Franklin. Needles and Pins.”

“Yes. Yes, so you were saying—”

Vera was interrupted again, this time by Stevie Nicks. Bridget, an associate editor with an affinity for the singer, was definitely in the office that day, and had apparently been in a good enough mood to open her office door when Maisy knocked. Nella and Vera listened as Maisy shouted out the name of her new assistant, and then as Hazel shouted it even louder. Nella was shutting Vera’s door when Maisy yelled Hazel’s name a third time, adding, rather helpfully, “Like the nut!”

Vera sighed. “Thank you. Ugh. Someone really needs to do something about that,” she complained, even though they both knew very well that the last person who’d asked Bridget to turn down her music had suffered a rough couple of months with HR, because Bridget happened to be the granddaughter of one of Wagner’s first authors—who in turn happened to be a golf buddy of Richard’s. This explained why she’d scored her own office at such a relatively junior level, a decision of Richard’s that had uniquely pissed off both upper- and lower-level employees.

Nella eased back into her chair and squared her shoulders. She waited an appropriate amount of time before saying, firmly, “So. Needles and Pins. I’m going be candid here: One of the characters really didn’t—”

“Listen, Nella…” Vera rubbed her temples and exhaled. “I think Colin will be coming into the office soon, maybe next week. How about you just share your thoughts with both of us then? That way we can take his response to your critique into account when we prepare our offer for Needles and Pins.”

Nella wasn’t sure what made her queasier, the fact that she’d have to speak with Colin in person about her feelings without flying them by Vera first, or the fact that Vera already seemed so set on buying this book. “Um… okay. I just wonder if maybe you and I should talk about it, um, first—just maybe the—um—weaknesses, or…”

“Yeah, yeah, we’ll just tell Colin in person,” Vera said, now fully closing her eyes. “It’s just, I can’t focus now with… with this.” She gestured at the wall through which the fiery riff of “Edge of Seventeen” was blaring.

“Good god, this place sometimes,” Vera continued. “Is it me, or are they putting something weird in our water?”



Vera was right. There was something in the water at Wagner. But Vera had had a hand in that. She and pretty much all of the higher-ups at Wagner who earned livable incomes—they were all messing with the water, making it difficult and sometimes impossible for smaller fish like Nella to survive. Lurking beneath many of the friendly seeming meetings was an environment of pettiness and power plays; cold shoulders and closed-door conversations.

The most fascinating part was that they all thought everyone else was crazy. At least, that’s what Yang, the girl who’d been assisting Maisy when Nella had first started at Wagner, had intimated to her. Yang had taken on the noble task of not only training her on editorial procedures, but also giving her the scoop about all of her new coworkers—whom to watch out for at holiday parties, whom to avoid in the elevator, whom to get coffee with. All the important intel.

Yang had been an incredibly helpful guide, and as a first-generation Chinese American, she’d also been the only other POC Nella had ever gotten to work with at Wagner. Together, they made cracks about how hard it must be for everyone to tell them apart and rolled their eyes at the higher-ups constantly walking outsiders through their side of the office—purposely, they half-joked, to showcase the company’s diversity.

It all came to an end six months later, when Yang quit to go get her PhD. Three days after Yang’s last day at Wagner, another shooting of yet another unarmed Black man—this time, an elderly one—went viral. He had been pulled over by a white police officer hours before sunrise in rural North Carolina. Minutes later, he was dead, and hours later, the world was on fire. Numerous reports said he’d been reaching to turn up his hearing aid. One day after Nella watched Jesse Watson’s livid response to the shooting blow up on Twitter, Richard Wagner sent out a company-wide email announcing an upcoming series of Diversity Town Halls.

Very rarely did the editor in chief of Wagner Books send emails to his employees; he either popped into your office unexpectedly or sent you a note handwritten in impeccable cursive. The very existence of this email was thrilling, and its contents were so promising that Nella had printed out the email and thumbtacked it up in her cube. The news of the shooting had outraged the country and it had particularly outraged her, too—not only because the man had been hard of hearing and in his seventies, but also because he’d borne a subtle resemblance to a grandfather she’d never met. It was comforting to know, then, that all Wagner employees had received a directive to start talking to each other about the major elephant in the room.

But there was just one problem: No one really knew what the elephant was. Or where the elephant was. Or if there was even an elephant at all. The definition of “diversity at Wagner” managed to mystify all of Nella’s colleagues, and Natalie from HR and the British moderator she’d brought in as a “neutral party” spent the first hour of the first town hall trying to pinpoint what they were really supposed to be talking about. “Do we mean diverse employees or diverse books?” asked Alexander, one of Wagner’s most literal editors. “Or do we mean diverse authors?” “Didn’t we publish this book by that Black writer just last year?” others asked. And so on.

Their confusion was understandable enough, and Nella did her best to rein everyone back in toward the task at hand with her own small “objective” observations. But she couldn’t bring herself to say that maybe higher-level employees shouldn’t primarily hire people with Ivy League degrees or personal connections, because her own résumé had been boosted by an editor friend of one of her professors at the University of Virginia. And the zinger she really wanted to deliver—Yes, we just published “that Black writer” last year, but that writer, along with the last six Black people we’ve published here at Wagner, was not a Black American, he was from an African country, and while that’s definitely an example of diversity, it’s also really not—wouldn’t work, either. It would only unleash a whole new slew of gradations that Nella didn’t even feel comfortable grappling with on her own yet, let alone with her white employers.

The second hour of the “meeting” was filled with clumsy role play and even clumsier word association games, and naturally things got worse. When Nella offered up the acronym “BIPOC” as a term she associated with “diversity,” her coworkers ooh-yeahed… and then offered their own examples of “diversity”: “left-handedness,” “nearsightedness,” and “dyslexia.” Only when someone volunteered the word “non-millennial” did Nella realize that a return to her own concern about the treatment of Black people both inside and outside of the literary sphere would be highly unlikely. And just like that, faster than it took to utter the words, “what about ageism?” the moderator was bowing her head and lauding everyone—the one hundred or so people in the room, all white save for Nella—for being so open.

Relieved at the prospect of watercooler debriefings, her colleagues had hustled out of the conference room faster than they’d exited any sexual harassment education seminar. And everybody had seemed far more perplexed leaving the town hall than they’d been going in.

Nella was, too. But for different reasons. Her coworkers could publish books about Bitcoin and Middle Eastern conflicts and black holes, but most of them couldn’t understand why it was so important to have a more diverse publishing house. It didn’t surprise Nella, then, that the next non-mandatory Diversity Town Hall had half as many attendees as the first. The following, even fewer. By the time the fourth meeting rolled around, its attendees were just Nella and a blue-eyed publicity assistant whose name Nella no longer remembered, because she was no longer with the company. Even Natalie in HR had stopped attending due to “scheduling conflicts.”

“Maybe we should offer donuts or something, to get more people to come?” the blue-eyed assistant had meekly suggested, and in an uncharacteristically public gesture of frustration, Nella had ripped up the latest think piece she’d planned to share with everybody and stormed out of the room.

Heat still brushed Nella’s cheeks whenever she remembered this public display of weakness. Being the only Black girl in the room wasn’t so hard a gig most of the time. She’d slowly befriended every other individual at Wagner who worked as an assistant in any capacity, and the other people of color who worked at the front desk and in the mailroom knew her by name. But it wasn’t the same as having a “work wife” who really understood her. She craved the ability to walk across the hallway, vomit out all of her feelings about a racially insensitive fictional character, and return to her desk, good as new.

Nella had grabbed one of Colin Franklin’s twenty-page contracts from the printer and was flipping through it, thinking about just how many feelings were churning around her insides, when she walked straight into her newest cube neighbor.

“Sorry!” She held out an arm to steady Hazel, even though she was the one who needed steadying.

Hazel raised her eyebrows in either bemusement or judgment—it wasn’t quite clear which. She placed a hand on her hip. “Dang, girl, where you rushing off to so fast?”

Yes, Nella realized from the twitch that tugged at the left side of Hazel’s mouth, curling it up into a smirk—it was indeed judgment.

“It’s hard not to run around here like a bat out of hell a lot of the time,” Nella said, even though such an arcane saying had never left her lips before. She looked at her watch in an effort to recover from it. “So, um, how was lunch with Maisy? You guys were gone for what—two hours?”

“Was it really that long?” Hazel asked, staring in the direction from which she’d come. “Lunch was pretty great. Maisy’s great. We went to a Taiwanese spot.”

“Nice. Lu Wan?”

“Yep. On Ninth.”

“Yeah, that’s a favorite around here.”

“So yummy. Anyway, I was just happy she made the time,” Hazel said, stopping next to Nella’s cube. “Now that I’m back, do you think I could ask you about this one email?”

“Oh, sure!” Nella dropped the contracts on top of the stack of Colin Franklin books Vera had asked her to wrangle from Wagner’s library in preparation for the offer. She hadn’t been asked to get the sales numbers from Josh for Three-Ring Bullet and The Terrorist Next Door yet, but Nella was quite positive that request would be coming by the end of the week. Which meant that in the next two weeks, Wagner would most likely be making a deal on Colin’s next book—baby mama Shartricia, five and a half children, six figures and all.

Nella shuddered at this last very painful straw. She felt her soul, which often sounded a lot like Angela Davis, cry out a little bit—but she put on her best smile anyway. Then, she walked over to Hazel’s cube to take a look at the email that filled her screen. Seeing that the text was in red Papyrus font was enough for Nella to say, without even reading it, “It’s Dee over in production. Yikes.”

“Honestly… I’m not sure what any of this means.”

Nella couldn’t blame her—the email subject line read Simpson? and the email read, simply, WHERE IS THIS?

“Just a second. I think Erin left me a note about this before she left…” Nella flipped through the master packet that she hadn’t touched since Erin, Maisy’s last assistant, had gone back to working at her father’s law firm in the Upper West Side four weeks earlier. “They pay us shit here,” the girl had said, packing up her third box of books. “How you can afford to live in this city on this salary, I have no clue.”

The irony of this comment coming from a girl with such a convenient exit strategy was not lost upon Nella. But, like all of the other people under the age of thirty-five who eventually left Wagner for similar reasons, Erin had a point. The pay was shit, and it would be shit for the next five years at least, depending on how close you could get to the Richard Wagner in that time. If you were able to snag his attention, you were set for the rest of your publishing career, but if you couldn’t—if you weren’t a legacy hire, like Bridget, or if you worked for someone he wasn’t particularly keen on—you were pretty much screwed. You could work at Wagner as long as you wanted, but you were still going to make twentysomething an hour.

Nella traced a finger down the second page of Maisy’s assistant packet, careful to avoid the large grease stain in the top right corner. She wondered which of Maisy’s assistants had left that mark—definitely not Yang, who never ate anything at her desk except green grapes and red pears, and not Emily, whom Nella had never seen eat anything at all. Heather, the one who’d just graduated from King’s College London and was always quick to drop a “bloody” here and a “loo” there, had hardly been at Wagner long enough to get her name on her cube. Nella supposed the perpetrator had been Erin herself. All those bags of Lay’s. All that noisy crunching.

“It says here in Maisy’s master packet that Simpson usually takes at least a week longer than he’s given to get his edits back,” Nella read, “and it looks like he’s three weeks late. Do you see anything in your inbox from him?”

Hazel scrolled through her emails, tapping her long, French-manicured thumbnail on the mouse as she went along. “Nope, nothing.”

“Alright. Well, what you’re going to do is tell Dee that Maisy will have a chat with Simpson. And then you’re going to write to Simpson yourself. Introduce yourself, gush about his last book on cumulus clouds, and then in the last line mention that you think—never say anything like it’s fact—that he might be…” Nella scanned the packet once more. “A week or so late.”

“He’s three weeks late, though.”

“Right. But it’ll be better if you pretend he isn’t. Good to tread lightly when you first start working here; then, over time, you can ramp it up. Once he likes you.”

“But wouldn’t it make more sense to just… I don’t know… start out by telling Simpson how late he actually is? Hold him accountable? He’s a grown man.”

That’s debatable, Nella thought. “Maybe it would. But this is just how it’s always been done.”

“Alright,” said Hazel, although she still sounded doubtful. She craned her neck to get her own look at the master packet. “And all of that is in there?”

The gracious smile Nella had plastered on her face for this how-to demonstration was starting to feel like work. She hadn’t asked this many questions when she took over for Katie, had she? “No, it’s not all in there. Well, just the bit about his cloud series, and about using kid gloves on him. A few years back, someone got sick of figuring out which types Maisy’s authors were, so whoever that was compiled an entire spreadsheet of quirks, which are in the back. Here.” Nella handed over the packet.

Hazel accepted it uncertainly, her perfectly arched eyebrow raised at a perfectly alarmed angle. “This looks like it should really be laminated. And alphabetized.”

Nella sucked some air through her teeth on her way back to her desk. “Yeah, well. You’re not wrong about that.”

“Mm-hmm.” They sat in silence for a moment as Hazel took in the pages. “Hey, girl—thanks for this.”

“No problem. I’m here if anything else comes up.” A sudden email on Nella’s screen distracted her from saying anything else. Can you print the very best reviews for Colin’s last three books? Vera asked. I’ve got a phone call with his agent in thirty.

“That’s really great of you,” said Hazel, who had turned her chair to face Nella. “I’m so glad I have you here.”

“Hey, it’s nothing.” Nella tried to put on her best smile again, but the thought of spending the rest of the afternoon compiling praise for Colin Franklin made it difficult.

“You’ll let me know if I’m too extra with my questions—right?”

“Please, don’t worry about it. Another assistant trained me. It’s the Circle of Life. That’s how assistants operate. On goodwill.”

Hazel flipped through the packet, humming at different pointers, shaking her head at others. “You’ve helped a lot of Maisy’s assistants, I’m guessing.”

“At least four since I started here two years ago. Maybe more.”

“Wow.” Hazel lowered the packet at the same time she lowered her voice so she had a clear view of Nella’s face. “That’s a lot of turnover. Is there anything I should know about Maisy? Or anything about Wagner in general?”

Nella considered this. Assistants were supposed to pass on the gossip to a new assistant, but the general consensus was to let her believe, at least for the first few weeks, that her boss was a fairly normal human being. Wagner was the hardest publishing house to get into. Every interviewee—Nella included—underwent four back-to-back interviews with various higher-ups, the last one culminating in a high-intensity tea with the editor in chief and founder of Wagner Books himself. The last thing any new hire wanted to hear after finally climbing over these esteemed walls was that an insane boss had been waiting on the other side.

But this felt different. Who was Nella not to tell Hazel the truth?

She looked up at her cubicle wall and cast a bit of side-eye to the empty space where that Diversity Town Hall email had once hung, a story her father had told her about his very first job floating back to her. He’d walked into a Burger King and seen a brother sweeping the floor, and a brother at the register, too. Behind the register, there was a brother preparing the orders.

“No white people in charge? Looks like a pretty good gig you guys have going on here,” Bill Rogers had said to the Black guy behind the register, who turned out to be the brother—the actual brother—of her father’s classmate, Gerald Hubbard.

Gerald’s brother had smiled and handed her father a job application. “We practically make our own hours,” he said, “and you know what—you’ve come just in time. There’s going to be an opening.”

Five days later, he found himself on the register. He made it an entire two shifts without screwing anything up. It wasn’t until his third shift that a white man in a sharp suit and tie walked in and introduced himself as the owner. On its own, this would have been fine—Bill hadn’t forgotten that the owner was white, and he could handle white people as well as any Black person in those days. But the owner had ended up being a modern-day Simon Legree. And as it turned out, Gerald’s brother had been finishing his very last shift at Burger King when he told Bill a position was opening up.

Nella’s father continued to work there for three weeks, which was how long it took him to decide that if a boss had to call him “boy,” he might as well be making more money for it. A few weeks later he started working as an attendant at a fancy hotel on the other side of town.

Years later, at a neighborhood picnic, her father asked Gerald’s brother why he hadn’t warned him. “I don’t know,” he’d said, nibbling on the gristle of a rib somebody’s mama had spent all morning cooking. “Same thing happened to me when I applied.”

Nella had heard this story several times, and she always felt the same way when her father reached the end. She always swore that if she ever found herself in a similar situation, she wouldn’t behave as selfishly as Gerald Hubbard’s brother had. And now, here she was, finally in a position where she could be transparent with someone other than Malaika about what it was like to be a Black person working in an all-white office.

As though she sensed Nella was about to break, Hazel sucked her teeth. She was still staring at Nella, except now her eyes were cool, serene. “C’mon, sis,” she said quietly. “You can be real with me.”

The diminutive washed over Nella like balm on a tight knot in her neck. Nella felt her joints loosen as she released a tiny whoosh of air from her lips. “Honestly… your boss is so good at what she does. Everyone who knows her respects her, especially since she’s willing to edit all the science books nobody else wants to touch. But.” She lowered her whisper to lip-read-only level. “She’s a little high-strung. Like, for real.”

Hazel didn’t flinch. She just nodded. “I kind of had a feeling,” she said after a moment. “And tell me: How do they feel about Black people in these parts?”

Nella looked around to make sure no one happened to be lingering nearby. “I’ll just put it this way,” she said, widening her eyes dramatically. “They don’t ‘see’ color here at Wagner.”

Hazel didn’t respond. For a moment, it was unclear she’d caught the playfulness in Nella’s voice. Maybe she hadn’t even heard her at all.

But then that coolness in her eyes turned up, and a knowing grin overtook Hazel’s face. “Yeah, that’s the vibe I got. It’s always good to know what you’re working with, right?” She smiled a little, all lip but no teeth, before turning back to her desk and starting to type.

Nella turned her chair back to face her monitor and grinned to herself. Sis, indeed.



Hours later, Nella dabbed at the layer of condensation that had gathered at the bottom of her glass with her pinky nail, then deposited the water onto her already-saturated napkin. “Did I tell you she lived in Boston for a few years? Boston.”

Malaika shook her head. “No shit!” she shouted as the opening notes of “Juicy” started to flow through the speakers above their heads. Tonight’s spot was 2Big, a Bed-Stuy bar that exclusively played songs by Tupac and Biggie in a rather belated attempt to, as their website stated, Bring Two Coasts Together.

“And Maisy and Vera just kept going on and on about Boston like they always do whenever they get on a roll. Building it up like it was this magical kind of city, or whatever.”

Malaika shrugged and took a sip of her rum and Coke. “Magical for some folks, maybe. What is it Jesse Watson calls it? ‘The White Man’s Mecca’?”

Nella assented, remembering the segment Jesse had done on the city just a few months earlier, after attending his first—and last—Celtics game.

“God, I’m gonna miss that man. With Jesse on his weird hiatus, how will I be able to tell the difference between a microaggression and a sheet with holes in it?” Malaika joked wistfully. “By the way, is Vera resting easy now that he’s gone forever?”

Last year, Nella had suggested they invite Jesse to contribute to Wagner’s Forty Under Forty anthology, but Vera had tutted at the thought. Literally, and quite loudly, at that. “Between you and me,” she had whispered, “some people see him as an emotional terrorist—and I can’t say I don’t agree with them.”

Nella winced now as she’d winced then. “Not sure how tuned in she is to Black Twitter,” she said, “but that doesn’t matter, anyway. There’s no way Jesse’s actually ‘gone forever.’ He likes the spotlight too much.”

“True.”

“Besides, I bet he made that announcement about going offline so that when he returns with his big Beyoncé-sized creative drop, it’ll be that much bigger. People like him do that all the time.” Nella stated this like she didn’t care one way or the other, although Jesse’s announcement about taking a break from social media—especially his reason of wanting “to work on some things”—had fascinated her, too. Vera might have said no to Nella’s Forty Under Forty suggestion, but she hadn’t said no to a book written by Jesse and Jesse alone. If Nella found a way to contact him, maybe she could get him to write an outline so irresistible Richard and Vera would have no choice but to sign him on the spot.

She had meant to fly this idea by Malaika earlier, maybe even spitball what kind of projects he’d come back from hiatus with—A memoir? A doc? A gospel album? But the Jesse news had gotten lost in the Hazel shuffle.

“Anyway, going back to this new Black girl,” said Malaika, reading her mind. “White Man’s Mecca or not, the important question I have for you is: Do you think you’ll be friends with her?”

“For sure!” said Nella. “Mal, you know how long I’ve been waiting for this moment! And Hazel seems cool. Probably way too cool for me, actually.”

“Impossible.”

“She’s from Harlem. She’s natural—long locs. Ombré.”

The ombré locs invoked an ooooh, followed by a raising of Malaika’s glass. “Okay, maybe she’s a little bit cooler than you. But now,” she said, pulling away when Nella tried to flick her arm in protest, “a toast: to no longer being the Only One.”

“I’ll drink to that.” Nella clinked her almost empty beer with Malaika’s drink. Then she threw back the second-to-last sip and put her glass down, surveying the other people who had decided to grab a drink on a Wednesday evening. For the most part, pairs of twenty- and thirtysomething-year-old women dotted the high barstools, sipping and laughing and shaking their heads with unabashed delight. She felt a warming touch of solidarity as she took in the dozen or so women in their business casual ensembles, mouths full of gin and juice and post-work exasperations.

Nella thought about the gripes she’d planned to bounce off Malaika, mostly about her anxiety toward having to address the Shartricia thing. It just didn’t seem fair. Only a few months earlier, Colin had finally stopped misspelling her name in his emails; weeks earlier, they’d even had a brief bonding moment over growing up in Connecticut. The two of them weren’t ride-or-dies by any means, but Nella did feel as though they’d made quite a bit of progress in their author-assistant relationship. And now, she had to look him in the eye—Colin Franklin, an award-winning author who was on a first-name basis with Reese Witherspoon—and tell him that she had issues with his book?

She’d been saving this Colin thing for last as she listened attentively to her friend kvetch about Igor Ivanov, the fitness guru she’d personally assisted for the last eight years. Nella didn’t want to hog too much of the conversation, especially given how much time she’d spent complaining to Malaika about Shartricia already. So instead of pivoting to Colin when Malaika finished recounting Igor’s latest tirade about her calves, Nella raised her glass again. “I’d like to propose another cheers: to not being confused with the new Black girl. Thank god she has locs,” Nella joked.

Malaika snorted. “Oh, I can drink to that.” She finished the last of her rum and Coke, plopping it down on the table harder than necessary. She had that real talk look on her face that Nella knew so well, her big brown eyes unblinking and opened wider than usual. “Locs or no locs, though… you know one of your coworkers is gonna mix you and the new Black girl up at least once. I promise you.”
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