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For my mother and my daughter










PART ONE BIRTH








This story, like all human stories, begins with a birth. My head flew out of a vagina, and there began my consciousness. A gloved hand severed the umbilical cord, and there began my aloneness. The blood kept coming out of the vagina long after I exited. Too much blood. My entrance into the world had created a chasm big enough to swallow a mother. I screamed and screamed. I reached out for a breast, but there wasn’t one. The gloved hands held and washed me. They gave me milk from a bottle, which I refused, then gulped. I do not remember any of this with my mind, but I remember it with my body. I remember the harsh lights of my new life, the dark space from which I came, the taste of plastic, the goo of my mother wiped away. I remember the feeling of it. My wholeness stolen. My half self, searching. I would search long after. I am searching still.







PART TWO BUSINESS









MONEY SIGNS


When I was younger than I am now, twenty-seven to be exact, I found myself walking into a tall office building on Thirty-Fourth Street in Manhattan. It felt like I was being pulled in by a magnet. The magnet was capitalism, but I couldn’t see that then. All I could see was an opportunity to survive and purchase potions for my face. I was only in my twenties, but I was already worried about my face, what might become of it as the years passed over it, where the lines would be drawn. I was worried about many things: the homeless guy on my block freezing to death, all the whales dying, how to pay my rent. But also who I should be in this life, how I would get there, what the point of me was. I was, as certain people tended to describe themselves in the days before they began to describe themselves as “anxious,” what they might call “a worrier.” Other people might have just called me a woman.


The building on Thirty-Fourth Street was the corporate office of an iconic New York department store, where I had gotten a job as a copywriter. This was my first “real” job, the kind that made “real” money that would nestle me comfortably into the “real” world. Before this, I had been a bartender, a salesgirl, a nanny, a waitress, and a tutor to a pair of rich children on the Upper East Side—invisible, energy-sucking jobs that, despite their toll on the body, weird hours, and depressing aspects, were not considered legitimate by the ruling class of New Yorkers or the IRS. I had always worked very hard, but I had always been poor, putting what money I did make into the endless, ever-expanding pit of my student loan debt or into the greedy hands of whichever Brooklyn landlord I was renting from. I always felt nervous, as if I were balancing on a very thin beam that could be yanked out from under me at any moment. I was never, as far as I could understand it, fully in control of any given situation.


On my twenty-seventh birthday a DJ named Darius had given me a baggie of coke as my gift, which I inhaled in the bathroom of the dive bar where I worked at the time with a fellow bartender named Zoe. After she snorted her line through a rolled-up twenty, she told me excitedly that I was too fucking smart to be so poor and declared that I should go into advertising. Advertising, Zoe explained, was the only industry in this godforsaken city where a creative person could make any cash. Her cousin had a job as a copywriter, she explained, and got paid to write fun puns about clothes. “You could definitely do it,” Zoe said. “You’re always lurking in coffee shops with that notebook of yours. There have got to be some fun puns in there.” At first, I wasn’t so sure. Like so many young people living in New York City, I wanted to be a “real” writer, not a writer of taglines about sweaters. I rubbed some of the coke onto my gums. When I caught my reflection in the bathroom mirror, I didn’t recognize myself—I had money signs in my eyes.


COSTUMES


The department store was at once cheesy and glamorous, with carpeted shoe salons and long escalators, faux-mahogany wall displays stuffed with silk ties. The whole place smelled of many perfumes mixed together, and the beige light made it feel like it could be any time of day. There was a strict dress code: anyone who worked at the store itself or at the corporate office was only allowed to wear black and white. When the employees emerged from the subway in groups, the sidewalks were our chess board and we were the kings, queens, and pawns. We moved up and over, sometimes diagonally. We took elevators in packs of six or eight. We migrated silently between the marble lobby and the ninth floor, using magnetic cards to unlock the doors and turnstiles. When the door to the office opened, it made a very loud clicking sound.


There was Essie. Tiny, hunched, wonderful. Essie was the receptionist, but she was more than that. She was like a mascot for this place, a relic of an old New York full of fur stoles and jazzy types. Every morning I asked her how she was and she said she was wonderful, but she said it in a way that was sarcastic enough to maybe mean she was the opposite of wonderful. Then she always lifted her paper coffee cup and said: “That friend of yours is an angel from heaven.”


Essie was talking about Megan, my best work friend, who brought Essie a small black coffee from the coffee cart in Herald Square every morning because she knew that Essie secretly wanted two coffees but would only ever allow herself to purchase the first one. This was the sort of woman Essie was: the kind who denied herself small pleasures in exchange for feeling some other kind of goodness, the kind that came with saving her daily dollar. I respected this and could relate to it; I was the kind of person who refused to take a taxi when the subway existed. I wondered if Essie had always been this way or if there had been a time when she was more generous with herself, when she went to smoky parties at friends’ apartments, drank many glasses of wine, left with a man on her arm, looked back at her friends coyly, watching them watch her exit, watching them watch her exist.


The halls were a maze. The lights were bright. The cubicles were chest-high. The overachievers and the mothers of small children were already at their desks, typing away or leaning back, guzzling iced coffees from tall plastic cups, savoring this warm weather ritual even as it edged into Pumpkin Spice season. The coffees were so big back then, a foot tall if you included the straw. The ice made a comforting sound as it sloshed against the plastic, then became smaller and smaller as the morning wore on, squeezing its condensation through the plastic and pooling on the desk. Even the ice wanted out of its cage, shape-shifting in an attempt at escape. By 10 a.m., everyone had arrived.


Emails began to fly across the room. When you caught one and pinned it down, solved its problem, another one flew at you. They stacked up like Tetris blocks, each fitting into the previous one somehow, but only if you were fast enough. If too many went unread for too long, a low-level anxiety began to build. This was capitalism at work: the deep sensation that you were going to start falling behind. Poverty was waiting for you, and then death. An office like this one—its organized plots, its waxy smell and coffin chairs—brought you very close to death; you could feel it lurking. But then it contradicted itself, promising with its padded cubicle walls and cozy chat rooms and plush health insurance that it would hold your very mortality at bay. This promise made you want to stay. It made you feel needy and needed. Two years passed, and then three, and now it was October again. I was still here, and it was time for our team meeting.


Our team meeting was in Linda’s office. Linda was the manager of the writing team, a middle-aged single mom from Jersey City who’d been working here since 1994 and still wore business suits from that time period. I loved Linda. She was kind and had a good sense of humor and I found much comfort in her, the way she had seemed to stay the same for so long, how she maintained a buoyant positivity even though her job was mundane and her life as a working single mother was probably pretty hard. But her meetings were pointless, and even she knew it. We’d have to read off our status reports and stare blankly ahead while the rest of the team read their status reports. Then we’d all laugh about something and eat mini candy bars. Hahahahaha Snickers. Hahahaha Milky Way. My team gathered like little chicks in the small room. Linda huddled us under her motherly wings, unwrapped our Twix bars for us, popped them in our mouths. My status was that I was done writing the product copy for the catalog but I had not finished the headlines. Reed’s status was that he was done with his headlines but not his product copy. Fiona’s status was that she was not done with either, but she had done some research about how other brands were writing about highlighting serums and she wanted to share it with us. She read a poetic verse about morning dew from her phone’s screen.


“We need to be talking about dew more,” she said.


“I can’t argue with that,” Linda said, unfolding the wrapper of a peanut butter cup and sliding it into her mouth.


It was Halloween, hence the candy. Linda was wearing a witch’s hat. I had painted a mustache on my upper lip and worn a beret. Reed had shaved a five-point star in the back of his hair; he was going as Marcel Duchamp performing Tonsure. Fiona had worn bright red. When I asked her what she was, she said, “I’m a person who doesn’t work here,” and shoved a purple lollipop in her mouth. Then she got out her essential oils kit and asked who needed a pick-me-up. We all did. Linda chose the one in the blue bottle, meant to activate the fifth chakra, which was a throat opener for good communication. Reed always chose the sensual sacral chakra, because he despised sex but wanted to be seen as sexual by others. Fiona chose the one that opened her third eye. I did a blend of survival/grounding (first chakra) and sensual sacral (couldn’t hurt). Then we left Linda’s office and went back to our own cubicles.


My cubicle! It was all mine. My pics, my pens, my desktop, my mouse. Click click! I was the captain of my own ship in here, surrounded by my own shit. Reply all, reply all, oops, didn’t mean to reply all. Cold coffee, but I felt cozy. Bad lighting, but it was familiar by now. My reflection in my computer, the universe at my disposal. Clicked to the news and scanned a headline about a French town that had banned clown costumes. Remembered I needed some socks, so clicked to instantly purchase some. Clicked a link Zoe sent me to a video of a group of senior citizens dancing; one of the old men throws his walking canes aside in order to bust a better move. An ad on the side reminded me that I could look better than I did currently if I bought something, anything, whatever it was that was being sold.


I knew I should start working. Reluctantly, I clicked over to a Word document and wrote a headline about fall’s new capes: GIVE THESE A WHIRL. Then I wrote a headline about statement socks: SOCKS TO BE YOU. Then a poem appeared in my inbox; at some point I had signed up to receive a poem a day. Usually I didn’t read the poems because I was too busy, but the poem today was called “You Can’t Have It All,” which intrigued me because I was just starting, in this very moment, to feel like maybe I did have it all. My coffee had begun to work and I was getting things done. I had a boyfriend I’d managed to keep for over a year—a photographer named Wes—and a shitty but workable basement apartment in Williamsburg that, because of my real-job salary, I did not have to share. I finally had health insurance; I was finally making a tiny dent in my student loans; I could finally afford to buy avocados. Why couldn’t I have it all?


Barbara Ras was the poet. And although the poem’s title suggested depravity or lack, its verbose list of life’s succulent stuff—a fig tree, a soulful black dog, the “skin at the center between a man’s legs, so solid, so doll-like”—made me feel flushed with so much pleasure I began to see all the world as abundant and forgiving. Ras seemed to be whispering in my ear, singing, almost, as if I were a small child and she were lullabying me to sleep. She spoke of foreign languages and towels and makeup, “buses that kneel,” Indian food with “yellow sauce like sunrise.” As always happened when I read writing that moved me, I allowed myself to fully succumb to it, taking the poem in through my eyes but reading it with my entire body, until, by the last line—Jesus Christ, her last line—I was crying at my desk.


“There is the voice you can still summon at will, like your mother’s,” Ras finished, “it will always whisper, you can’t have it all / but there is this.”


I wasn’t sure if I was crying because of the mention of the mother’s voice—even the word mother could undo me if the timing was right—or the phrase “buses that kneel,” which made me hear the wheeze of this bus, see its lumbering, gentlemanly gesture, and think of old San Francisco in the wind. I was plunged into a past life on the opposite coast, one that I told myself often I didn’t miss but that I occasionally longed for with a bodily desperation that manifested as dizziness or even nausea. I had grown up in Daly City with my adoptive mother, Ann, in a clean and quiet suburban house from which San Francisco taunted me like an inaccessible playground. I moved to the city as soon as I could, when I was eighteen and started college, and for a while I considered it mine. San Francisco had been so charming then, in the same wonderful way that Essie at the front desk was charming, which had everything to do with regional specifics. In San Francisco’s case this was the smell of old wood and eucalyptus, Victorian homes perched wonkily on hillsides, food trucks selling corn covered in cotija and watermelon juice, teenagers, high on home-grown weed, traipsing through the Mission in purposefully threadbare clothes. Since then San Francisco had been digitized and regenerated, an aging face that had gotten some kind of laser treatment. And I had changed, too. Now I spent my days awash in fluorescent light, emailing the minutes away, and the concept of California felt like a distant dream.


The Barbara Ras poem had me suddenly worried. Was I being the woman I had meant to be? The woman I had imagined becoming as a girl? Was this what having it all felt like? And if so, why could the phrase “clouds and letters” from a poem in an email make me question everything, make me crave some alternate version of myself, a self who was more like Barbara Ras, a woman whom I suddenly missed, imagining in detail her bright scarves and her geranium smell, her redwood writing desk, her deep woman’s wisdom, even though I had never met Barbara Ras, she was not mine to miss or love, she had her own family, her own daughter, who I found out via Wikipedia was born the same year that I was. I wondered if she and her daughter shared the lives of their minds with each other. I wondered if they drank coffee together in a breakfast nook regularly.


An alert popped up on my screen, eclipsing Barbara Ras’s Wikipedia page. Hans, the creative director, had called a last-minute meeting about the holiday campaign. I quickly sent my document of holiday ideas to the communal printer, gathered up my notebook and my iced coffee, picked up my printed pages around the corner, and headed to Megan’s cubicle to swoop her up on my way.



WORK FRIENDS


Megan, who was less concerned with punctuality than I was, was busy in her cubicle, putting the finishing touches on a spread in the Women’s Book. The Women’s Book was just a catalog featuring the new styles for fall or spring, but for the creative department, who labored furiously on it for months in advance, it was a kind of biannual fashion bible, the culmination of our collective creativity and effort. She was adding a flirty border to the “Bold Colors” story; this particular spread featured a bony brunette wearing a bright red crop top and a structured miniskirt of the same hue. The woman floated strangely in the middle of the page, reaching out toward my headline: WITH FLYING COLORS. Seeing my words in the context of the catalog made me actually cringe. This was the problem with writing: your silly ideas printed on real paper, which made them both more permanent and more disposable than if they’d just gone fallow in your mind. Someone would actually read the dumb headline I’d written in the pages of a free catalog. Someone else would throw it in a gutter.


“Looking good,” I said to Megan, plopping down in the chair she reserved for cubicle visitors. Like me, Megan was also sporting a painted-on mustache and black beret.


“Is it, though?” she said.


“As good as it can,” I said. “Can’t make the clothes less hideous.”


“True,” she said. “But I didn’t get a fucking master’s degree to make borders all day.”


I didn’t say so, but to me making the border looked easy and fun. I was jealous of graphic designers because their job appeared to embody an ideal of mine, which was to be simultaneously artistic and useful. Graphic designers could fulfill their innate desires to create beauty—and develop mood boards, and obsess over serifs, and tape color swatches onto their computer screens—all while slotting nicely into the corporate system. This felt very different from my own job, in which I wrote using words I would never employ in my own writing, words like luxe and glow and trend. I always felt like I was lying.


“Smells good in here,” I said.


Without looking away from her screen, she lifted an unlit candle she’d stashed behind her computer monitor. “Gardenia,” she said.


“Chic,” I said.


It was chic. Everything Megan had tacked to her cubicle walls was in good taste: an image of the shadow of a monstera plant; a Chanel ad from the seventies, an illustration of a deli coffee cup that said We are very happy to serve you on it. There was a framed picture of a Northern California beach, which I’d instantly known was a Northern California beach when I’d first seen it because I was from Northern California, too, and I knew the way the seagulls there behaved.


“No wonder I like you,” Megan had said when I’d told her I recognized those seagulls, back in 2011, when we’d first met. “I seem to always find the Californian in the room.”


“You mean you seem to find the other perverse bitch who decided to leave the most beautiful place on earth for this shithole,” I’d said.


“Yes,” Megan had said. “That.”


Megan and I had become fast and reliable work friends in those first weeks of making fashion ads together. Work friends were specific: you only went so far with each other, never pressing past a certain outer skin, and there was comfort in this. By this point we’d known each other for three years, but she still felt one step removed from my heart and soul, which I liked. We were bonded by the DNA of our communal effort, the blood of our email chains. We made mistakes and cried in each other’s cubicles. But we weren’t beholden to each other like real friends were—at least not yet. Our vague similarities—we were both Californians; we both rode the L train to and from poorly renovated apartments in Williamsburg; we both resented the company dress code and tried to defy it with excessive accessorizing—were enough to keep our nine-to-five friendship afloat and ever buoyant.


“Eww, I just realized something,” I said, standing to leave for the meeting.


“Hmm,” Megan said, not taking her eyes off her screen.


“It’s lunchtime. They’re going to serve us one of those meeting salads.”


“There is nothing worse than a meeting salad,” Megan said. “It’s like the second the lettuce enters this building it becomes iceberg.”


I knew exactly what Megan meant. Even if it was spring greens they were serving, it always tasted crisp and flavorless, utterly devoid of nutrients.


“Hurry up,” I said. “It’s twelve fifty-seven.”


“You and your minutes,” she said.


We walked through the bright halls with our arms touching. The new Associate Creative Director for the Women’s Department—his name was Todd; he wore suits over T-shirts and had a small hoop earring; we had yet to uncover whether he was gay or straight—joined us on Megan’s side.


“Hey, girls,” he said, shocking us both into silence. We suddenly knew he was definitely straight. “You headed to this meeting, too?”


MEETING TEXTS




	Me: What’s New Guy’s deal?



	Megan: Like in what way?



	Me: Seems like a hotshot.



	Megan: No one says “hotshot”



	Me: I just said it which means people say it.



	Me: Earring etc.



	Megan: Reed told me he’s making triple what he makes



	Megan: Guess he found his onboarding packet in the recycling



	Me: Jesus. But isn’t he like younger than us?



	Megan: I just remembered that Reed makes more than us



	Me: Because he has a peen.



	Megan: I’m kind of intrigued, to be honest



	Me: By Reed’s peen?



	Megan: NO! By New Guy



	
Me: Are you serious? He’s your boss, dude. Plus he’s BLOND.



	Megan: What does that even mean?



	Me: One should never trust a male blond.



	Megan: Where do you even come up with this stuff? It’s like you’re copywriting life



	Me: ™





HOLIDAY IDEAS


Hans wanted us to throw spaghetti at the walls. He wanted us to riff. He wanted us to free-associate, to brainstorm, to generate. To use our collective creativity to imagine the very best holiday campaign that had ever existed.


I loved this shit. I was never happier than when I was in a room with many people, all of us aiming our energies at the same thing. It didn’t matter that it was for the sake of selling fancy things to rich people. It didn’t matter that we worked for an outdated department store that all but refused to enter the new age of digital marketing, that our hard work would end up in old-school paper catalogs with an average readership age of seventy-six. All that mattered was that I was surrounded, encased in collective thought, my brain synapses ping-ponging inside my head as if life were just one big game and I was playing fast and loose.


We considered wrapping taxicabs in large red bows. We dreamed of skyscrapers draped in Christmas lights. We riffed on possibilities for our always-iconic store windows. I wrote festive or funny phrases down in my notebook, calling them out occasionally to spark the team’s thinking. Holiday of lights. Love, unwrapped. Sleigh me. Fleece Navidad. People loved my ideas and gave me air high fives across the table. I was good at this: selling the feeling of a particular kind of delight. Customers loved to be delighted while they considered which store, out of all the world’s stores, they should shop at, and which items, out of all the world’s items, they would purchase and own. The more delight and desire a woman felt while looking at a pair of boots, the more likely she was to spend her money on them. I was good at this job because I was a dreamer and an exaggerator. I could not simply live with things as they were. I had to make them shinier, more dramatic, bigger, and more beautiful. I knew what desire felt like—I had been burning with some version of it for as long as I could remember—and I could make other people feel it, too.


A knock on the conference room door meant the meeting salad had arrived. Two young women wearing unflattering black pants and short-sleeve button-ups wheeled a cart into the room and pulled the plastic wrap from five or six oval trays. Hard, lifeless tomatoes gleamed under the conference room lights. A carafe of dressing was the only promise of flavor. The group stopped talking about Christmas and lined up to serve themselves on thick black plastic plates. Those of us who knew what was up got a Diet Dr Pepper, too. No one said thank you to the young girls who’d wheeled the salad in. They were invisible and then just gone.


Megan was uncharacteristically quiet as we ate, just when everyone else was getting friendly, asking about weekend plans. Come to think of it, she’d been quiet during the whole meeting. Where she would normally be the one to come up with the best idea and share it easily, she’d kept her hands in her lap, hadn’t written anything in her notebook. She’d reapplied her lip gloss twice. She looked more elegant than usual somehow, in her painter’s beret and a blouse with a Peter Pan collar, as if her simple costume had transformed her. Her silence, too, felt unfamiliar, and vaguely worrisome. I kept glancing over at her, as if that might prompt her to contribute, but she avoided my gaze. Despite her silence or perhaps because of it, she looked beautiful.


I had never really thought much about Megan’s particular brand of beauty. I had noted an attractive health about her; there was the sense that she was very much in her own body, that she took care of it and felt it fully. I knew she attended exercise classes with names that promised holistic overhaul—Pure Barre, SoulCycle, Physique57—and that she had a noticeably nice complexion thanks to the many potions and lotions she purchased with her discount at the department store and used on her face at night and in the morning; she had what she called a “skin regimen,” and it seemed to work. Her eyes were hazel and her hair was hazel, if hazel meant what I thought it did, which was any in-between color that was impossible to pin down. Was her hair blond? Was it red? Was it actually just brown? It was old-fashioned somehow, her look. Edwardian, maybe.


I tried one more time to look at her, but she kept her eyes on her salad as she ate. I saw Todd look at her, too, or at least I thought I did. It could have been that I was making up the look, just like I made up the woman I was writing the holiday campaign for, who was shopping for a Christmas present for her sister, who was dying of cancer. She wanted to find her something soft, maybe a cashmere scarf, so that she would feel comfortable and cozy as she passed slowly into another realm. This woman couldn’t know that her sister would be offended by such a gift, that it would make her feel old and sad and sick, and that she would hide it in the back of her closet and try to forget her sister had purchased it for her. It made the sick woman feel distressed, even violated, to be so misunderstood. What she wanted was something shiny, even gaudy, outrageously beautiful. She did not want to sink softly into death but to sparkle her way there.


EXCHANGE


Later that day, around four, I got an email from Megan. When I opened it, I found a line drawing of a salad that she had scanned in and Photoshopped to peak crispness. It was a perfectly disgusting depiction of the salad that was now in my stomach. I laughed out loud when I saw it.


I wrote Megan an email back. It was a short story about the salad girls, the ones who had wheeled in the silver cart. I wrote about them ironing their shirts in the dark dawn, then meeting at the subway stop to ride to work together. They always had a cigarette before going in. They were friends because they had to be, because they peddled salads around midtown together, and without each other’s company they wouldn’t be able to stand the job. But one day, one of the girls didn’t show up at the subway stop. The other girl felt confused, almost devastated. She waited for a long time, tried texting and calling, never got an answer. She finally went to work, and when she got there she asked the boss about the other girl. “Maya got here early for once,” the boss said. “She’s already on her route.” The girl who had been left behind felt awful all day. When she finally saw her friend as they were punching out at headquarters, she asked her where she’d been that morning. “My therapist says I’m codependent,” she said. “But I think I’m going to fire her.” The girls grinned at each other. They knew things were going to be fine. They smoked a cigarette in Herald Square, looking up at the patch of sky between the tall buildings, and then went to the sale section at the Gap. Each of them bought a pair of shorts for $6.99, which they promised themselves they’d wear all summer long.


As soon as I sent the email off, I felt a thrill. I wondered if Megan would take pleasure in what I’d written, and maybe even want to read more. Would Megan send me another drawing? A sense of possibility announced itself inside of me; I suddenly felt warm. If only this could be my job, I thought, imagining things and sharing them with my friends.


A chat appeared in the bottom right corner of my screen.




	Megan: Let’s make a book



	Me: THE OTHER WOMEN’S BOOK



	Megan: YES



	Megan: Sit tight for your next assignment.






WORK DRINKS


That night after work, still wearing our Halloween costumes, a bunch of us went to drinks. You could do things like that in those days, go out drinking for the sheer thrill of it, with no worry about getting home to anyone or anything, no fear of the future headache or the future in general. We went to a cocktail bar called Skye, where a huge circular bar bloomed out into an atrium-like space. Real birds flew around above us; it was unclear whether they’d found their way in from the street or had been brought in to accentuate the confusion about whether we were indoors or out. The seats were made of the kind of puffy leather you could lose yourself in. We lost ourselves in the leather and in bittersweet drinks made with mescal and Aperol. Megan looked over at Todd, who was talking to Faith, the Associate Creative Director of the Beauty Department. Faith was beautiful, with dark hair and light eyes and wrap dresses, but everyone knew that she was extremely religious, which rendered her unthreatening as far as female competition went. Megan touched her gold necklace delicately with her long fingers, pretending to talk to me while she watched Todd.


I allowed myself to look at him, too. His light eyes were vicious and magnetic. He was unattractive—floppy blond bangs, ruddy skin, a nose too small for the rest of his face—but also intensely handsome, thanks to some invisible force I could only identify as self-satisfaction or accumulated power. Beyond his blondness, the scarf he kept draped around his neck while inside was also a red flag—men who wore accessories for the sake of accessorizing were always trouble. But when he looked in my direction my breath caught, my face heated up, and my pelvis began to tingle. I decided I would have an affair with him in my mind, just to see what Megan’s intrigue was all about. I’d been with Wes for long enough by now that even an imagined affair felt scandalous and out of reach, which made me both turned on and fearful—I didn’t know if I could go through with it. So I hopped into Megan’s body, which wasn’t hard since we were both wearing berets and mustaches, and walked up to Todd, right in between him and Faith.


“Excuse me,” I said to the version of Todd inhabiting my fantasy, who, like the real Todd, had fake blood coming out of his ears. “Can I steal you for a second?”


Fantasy Todd gave me a surprised half smile. “Sure,” he said. He seemed to be pleased with my forwardness, so I kept going with it. I asked Fantasy Todd if he would like to buy me a drink, and he said he’d love to. I liked the feeling of men buying me drinks, not because I didn’t want to spend money but because I didn’t want to deal with the effort of the transaction. To be handed something bittersweet without having to do anything to get it was almost perversely satisfying. Then I led him to one of the leather couches in the darker part of the room and we sat down with our thighs touching. One of the little birds joined us on the arm of the couch—Fantasy Todd held out a finger and it climbed on.


“You’re the writer, right?” Fantasy Todd said. As he said it, the little bird flew off his finger and away.


As soon as Fantasy Todd said the word writer, acknowledging that I had failed to inhabit Megan’s body and was still in my own, and that he knew who I was, and that he understood that I was not just a copywriter but an actual writer (or at least an aspiring one), I reached my neck out long like a giraffe and I French-kissed him. Fantasy Todd’s tongue was thick and moist, not like Wes’s tongue, which was pleasingly absent most of the time. I hated this new tongue. But I didn’t pull away. If I was going to fantasize, I might as well get some mileage out of it; Fantasy Todd and I had to have sex. But where?


Lucky for us, Skye was attached to a hotel called Rume, so Fantasy Todd and I could just check in (he paid) and head upstairs. We were in room 508. The room was fine, with gray sheets and a big TV, but we didn’t notice either way. We were too busy kissing like teenagers and falling on the bed together. Fantasy Todd’s dick was hard under his dress pants. I was incredibly drunk and the dick spoke to me. I grabbed it so it would shut up. I didn’t like talk during sex, but there he went, saying something about my pussy. I hated that word and I hated that Fantasy Todd was saying it, but I moaned anyway. I loved the way Fantasy Todd wanted me. It felt incredible to be wanted like this: as if he couldn’t live without my body. Sometimes I thought that even I could live without my own body, but not Fantasy Todd. He would perish if he didn’t put his hands all over my breasts, and then his fingers in my mouth, and then his head between my legs. He would actually die.


“He’s wearing a ring,” Megan said, which put an abrupt and panic-inducing end to my fantasy. I looked over at him, and he was looking right back at us. His eyes were mouths. I thought for a moment that he was acknowledging what had happened between us in room 508, but in fact he was looking at Megan.


“For the better,” I said. “Considering he’s blond.”


Megan elbowed me in the ribs.


“Wanna go pee with me?” she said.


“Do I ever,” I said. I knew she just wanted to walk past Real Todd, maybe see if he kept his eyes on her as she moved. He did. At a certain point I had to look away. His gaze was so dazzling, and I was so afraid.


WES


I’d once been dazzled—though in an altogether different way—by Wes, my own boyfriend, who showed up across the picnic blanket from me at one of Zoe’s get-togethers in McCarren Park, armed with a camera around his neck and a small side grin. Though when I think about it, the dazzling was similar in one key way: both Wes and Todd were mysterious; I did not know them yet; and so I could ascribe to them many qualities and narratives that might or might not be true. (Because of this room for speculation and interpretation, the space between meeting someone and knowing them, for me, is intensely charged, erotic almost by definition, because it is within that space that the person in question might fit perfectly into my life, fill all my emotional craters, be exactly what I’ve been looking for all along.) But this was the difference: Todd dazzled headfirst, coming toward you with a powerful confidence, whereas Wes dazzled by staying to the side, making room for whatever was beautiful to show itself, giving it a frame. Though he himself was beautiful, too. That was also true.


If I were to write the story of me and Wes, I would begin with a particular feeling that, as far as I know, does not exist anymore. It was the feeling of Brooklyn, specifically of Williamsburg and even more specifically of McCarren Park, on a weekend day in June or July of the years between 2008 and 2015. The feeling was one of swollen possibility, as if the condensation in the air was not the gathering humidity but the collective mist of youthful perspective: we were all going to become something, but we didn’t quite know what or when, and until then we were content to sit in small or large groups on small or large blankets on the patchy grass drinking wine in the daytime and talking about art, books, changes in the neighborhood, free concerts we’d been to recently, the particular burdens of our various day jobs, the possibilities of our side hustles, where we’d move when the law changed and our rent control lifted, etc. This is all to say that when I met Wes in the summer of 2013, when I was twenty-nine, the idea of the future felt open and charged and promising, and the concept of real adulthood still felt far off, and neither Wes nor I had been significantly beaten down or rejected by the world yet.


Zoe and the friends in attendance were blowing off steam after their brunch shift—they all worked at the same restaurant, a beloved bistro on the edge of Greenpoint that made you feel like you were in Paris. In my yellow gingham sundress I’d bought at the Goodwill for nine dollars, I stood out against their waiters’ black. But they weren’t just waiters, of course. They were painters and writers and makers of hand-sewn clothes, each spending their shift money on mimosas made in red plastic cups, pale skin peeking out of the cuffs of skinny jeans, fresh tattoos mingling with regrettable ones on calves and forearms, paperbacks sticking slyly from their worn totes. I’d met all of them before at the restaurant on one drunken night or another, except for one. The one was Wes.


The one had that Nikon around his neck.


The one wore dirty shoes and lurked at the edge of the picnic blanket like a shadow.


The one said suddenly, after I’d explained to a girl named Rachel that I worked in advertising: “But I’ll bet you’re also working on a novel.”


“Excuse me?”


“I just mean,” he said, “you don’t just work in advertising, right?”


Green, lazy-lidded eyes that felt both distant and enveloping; if you dove into them, I imagined, the water would be Bahamas warm.


“I write stories sometimes, yeah,” I said. “But just for fun. I’ve never like published anything.”


The one nodded knowingly. “I knew it.”


“Knew what?”


“That you were probably a writer. The way you’re clocking everything, storing it away somewhere. Like you’re going to use it later.”


I did a half smile. So did he. His green eyes were set off by his dark hair, which he parted on the side and slicked back in a way that had somehow narrowly avoided looking sleazy. He had dark pockets below his eyes that made him seem appealingly worn out, a friendly nose, worry lines between his eyebrows. He was not skinny, but there was something feminine about his body; his collarbone reached elegantly from his throat out to his shoulder, like a ballerina’s arm. He was handsome but not conventionally so, and this made me hopeful. Conventionally handsome men always understood that they were handsome; they had known since they were small, which made them choosy and out of reach, too aware of their power. The way I saw it then was that Wes had not capitalized on his handsomeness, at least not yet.


“What do you do?” I said, to distract from the fact that I was clearly checking him out.


“I take pictures,” he said, with unexpected seriousness. The seriousness scared and excited me. When he said the word pictures, it was like he was suddenly wearing armor, like he had created a wall around him-self.


“I tried to be a writer,” one of the waitresses said, interrupting us too late for the interjection to make sense, her tattoos flinching as she tipped a bottle of rosé toward my cup. “Went to grad school and everything. Then I couldn’t hack it. The constant rejection just ate away at me.”


I nodded at her with sympathy, but I wasn’t fully listening. I was watching the boy in the armor, the one, whose name I had yet to learn.


“You’re a great writer,” the boy in the armor said to the girl who had wanted to be a writer. “She’s a great writer,” he said to me. “I’m Wes, by the way.”


I smiled, relieved. He was once again open, extending himself to me. The ends of his words whistled through his teeth.


“And you’re Emily,” he said.


I don’t have to explain what it feels like to have a man with tropical oceans for eyes say your name out loud, how it almost shocks you to remember that you exist and can be referred to. Everyone who has lived knows what it feels like to be surprised by the fact of themselves in the presence of certain others: the quick match-strike of self-recognition, and suddenly you’re alive and burning.


The group laughed. Someone who wasn’t Wes and therefore didn’t matter was telling a story about a customer at the barbershop where he worked who had specifically asked for a mullet. Wes turned and snapped a picture of the barber, who was gesticulating. I chimed in with something witty that I can’t remember now and could barely hear myself saying in the moment, caught up as I was in Wes’s presence. I felt myself performing, asking for his attention with my intellect, and I could feel him responding: his gaze was the kind of approval I lived for, his lashes batting up against my banter. And then, from the corner of my eye, I saw him lift his camera again, and click, he took a picture of me.


Click, and suddenly I was two people at once: the woman and the woman being watched. And in that moment in my personal history, in those long, youthful days before I knew how to see myself, when a nine-dollar dress from Goodwill was all I needed to play the part of a girl who felt like a million bucks, the woman being watched was exactly who I wanted to be. Click, I was smitten.


But just as I was starting to imagine how the night would play out, how we’d all go drinking at one of the nearby bars and I’d eventually find a way to lean my body against his, how he’d tell me I was adorable and I’d look down at my shoes and then up at his eyes in a way that hinted at coquettish but could be written off as casual, Wes announced that he was leaving.


“I think I’m gonna head home and get some work done,” he said to the group. Wait, what? Whatever match had been struck was swiftly blown out; I simultaneously felt deflated and more intrigued. I hated that he was going, but I liked his self-seriousness; I liked seeing myself reflected in his armor; I felt inspired by him and wanted to be like him. If he was going to get some work done, I wanted to get some done, too. So when Zoe and her friends went to Enid’s for margaritas, I pulled a Wes, explaining to the group with my refusal to get drunk in the daytime that I had a dream for myself, that I would realize it no matter the cost, that my self-actualization was worth a thousand margaritas, a million days in the park, a hundred of Zoe’s skeptical raised eyebrows.


Warning, Zoe texted me when we were only a block away from each other. Your dude Wes is married to his work.


I’ve always had a thing for married men, I typed, turning her warning into a joke. I knew she was trying to keep me from getting too interested, trying to protect me from falling for someone unreachable. But the impossibility of Wes only made me more intrigued. The impossible: that was where my gaze always landed. Imagine how good it would feel, I thought, if I were the exception. If the impossible suddenly became possible for me.


PHOTOSHOOT


The week after Halloween, Megan was out of office; she was helping art direct the shoe and handbag photo shoot. Without her, the office seemed quiet and too serious, and I felt relieved when I got an email from her: a drawing she’d done on set of a very large bag slung over the very slender arm of a very beautiful model. Immediately, I put all my real work aside and began to draft my response.


I wrote about what I imagined was happening at the photo shoot: a dance choreographed by money, thin bodies being prodded by many hands. Safety pin, body tape, thong line. Catered breakfast; spinach wraps, ham slabs, granola. No one eats. A leather jacket. A flared jean. A fur collar. Can someone touch Clara up? Clara is blank-faced and silk-bodied, with octopus arms. Eyes as big as coffee saucers. Black coffee only. No sugar ever. The occasional stale birthday cupcake, devoured and then purged. Nicolo hates when she does it, says it’s disgusting, that she’s too thin already. But by now its ingrained; she was fourteen when she became aware of her beauty, which was when she started to worry about losing it. To lose her beauty would be the ultimate disaster—how would she and Nicolo pay their rent? Not as if Nicolo did anything, besides get stoned with Gunner and watch porn. She’d found it on his computer a thousand times; too baked to clear his history. Some big sultry girl getting it from behind, always with breasts like watermelons. Clara knew he wanted more than she could give him, literally, but she couldn’t help that, either. The clothes looked better this way, dangling off her thin shoulders as if she were a hanger. She loved seeing the pictures after they were retouched, when all her flaws had been wiped away. Sometimes she even reached out to touch the screen, pretending her fingers were Nicolo’s, and a desire arose within her, warm and terrifying, a desire for more of herself rather than less, and her mouth all over her own neck.


When the photo shoot was over, the photographer, a shorter-than-average but handsome man in a zip-up leather jacket, popped a bottle of champagne. It oozed all over the floor, which had just been swept by an invisible cleaning lady. He grinned, passed the bottle around, lit a cigarette inside. Winked at Clara, who turned her head away in shame. It is my job to be this way, she wanted to say, but didn’t. This was the curse of modern womanhood as she understood it. She’d gotten used to being beautiful for everyone else, no matter how ugly they were to her.


THE ITALIAN ANGLE


A few days later, the actual photo of the same bag Megan had drawn came back from retouching. I opened the zip file. The model’s face had been cut out; you saw only her elbows and waist, which appeared even thinner in contrast to the bag that loomed large in the foreground. Bits of light flecked off the pebbled leather. Hardware gleamed like ice. Megan’s drawing had been so much more beautiful than the actual image.


But I had to do my job, which was writing about this bag—a whip-stitched, textured leather satchel that sold for upward of a thousand dollars—in a way that made people want to buy it. Using my thesaurus, I looked up alternatives to supple. As always, there were many options—different combinations of letters that would provoke different combinations of thoughts and feelings in a customer. Graceful. Malleable. Resilient. Bending. None of these felt appropriate for the tough-softness I was trying to describe. Perhaps there was no word for it. All I could think of was Barbara Ras’s poem—“the skin at the center between a man’s legs, so solid, so doll-like”—but of course that would not do here.


I could tell the story of the bag from a craftsmanship angle or from a fashion angle and both would improve the purse’s chances of being sold. The purse was handmade with the most careful stitching, and could be worn with the season’s 1960s-inspired trench coats. By owning this bag, I could promise my customer, she would feel worldly and worth it, plugged into her own womanhood, desirable, and more complete than she did currently. She would be taken more seriously at work, where making money seemed to hinge on already having it. She would fit in at social gatherings, where other women toted similar bags, eyeing each other knowingly, adding up each other’s outfits in their minds.


Deep down, the woman who bought the purse wanted only to be reassured that she was doing the right thing, nothing more. She was like a mother who, when letting her child out of the house in the evening, wanted to be promised that the child would not ingest alcohol or drugs. A firm acknowledgment that she was being seen and heard, despite the nagging feeling that she wasn’t. As if a leather satchel—let alone a child’s word—meant anything when held up against her gargantuan fears of losing everything she loved most, of destruction, of withering to the point of obsolescence. The woman needed something to hold on to: something specific that told her that this bag—this neat little extension of self—could save her from the aloneness she’d feared her whole life, the kind she’d come to expect if she didn’t play all her cards right, purchase all the right signifiers, surround herself with worth so as to appear, at least to herself, worthy.


The bag was made in Italy. The Italian angle was good, yes. When something was made in Italy it was thought to be not only elegant but authentic, as if by purchasing it you could access a part of the Old World, a world where people cared about quality in a way that they didn’t in the New World. Women loved Italy. That boot-shaped peninsula had a certain sensual pull—I knew this because I’d felt it once myself; when I was nineteen, I’d seen a study-abroad pamphlet that included a picture of a piazza filled with beautiful people eating cheese while sitting on the ground and taken it upon myself to make my way to that piazza as soon as possible. No matter that Ann had warned me of the impracticality of this choice; I wanted to go to Italy precisely because it seemed impractical, which at the time I equated with soulful. I reasoned that Ann had no say about what or where I studied, since she wasn’t paying for my education; she firmly believed in bootstraps, and despite a partial scholarship, I’d had to take out tens of thousands of dollars in student loans to make it happen. I spent that student loan money on intensive language courses—I was a quick study, as if the language had already lived inside me somewhere—and then to buy my plane ticket to Bologna and a suitcase, and I went. Italy could do that to a person. It could upend you.


But the customer did not want to be upended. The customer was at point A and happiness was at point B, and my job, as the writer, was to offer them the path of least resistance to get there, to point B, by way of purchasing something. And so instead of diving into the Italy I knew—all shaded porticos and sad stories and secrets that remained secret to this day—I conjured a romantic scene: a piazza at sunset, red glow on the bag’s gold-tone hardware, a self-possessed woman on the loose.


INVITATION


In one of those magical moments in life that transcends probability and logic, I received an email invitation—just as I was thinking about Italy—to a wedding in Verona. The invitation sprang out of a digital envelope, releasing 2-D flowers onto my screen. It was written in Italian, sent by the mother of the fiancé of my friend Grace, whom I’d met while studying abroad and had stayed in touch with via email. She was marrying her Italian sweetheart in April; the wedding was going to take place at a villa outside Verona. When I googled it, I found out that this villa had once been the residence of Dante—as in Dante Dante. Was it even possible to decline such an invite? In my mind, I was already back there, smelling the old dust and the powder-rose of Renata’s perfume.


Renata was the woman I’d lived with in Bologna during my year abroad, who also became my professor. I’d found her by way of an advertisement posted on via Zamboni, the portico-covered street that acted like Bologna’s Craigslist, where homeless students roamed, tearing off phone numbers and calling them from public telephones.


Dimmi, she’d said over the phone when I called. Tell me.


I immediately wanted to tell her—everything. Renata had one of those voices that made you want to spill yourself. I wanted to tell her that I was homesick, even though I wasn’t sure exactly what I was homesick for—my childhood with Ann, whose prim austerity had made me feel stifled and self-conscious? My rambunctious years in San Francisco, where I had slept with too many people so that I might feel loved, only to wake up every morning after feeling infinitely more alone? Neither of these visions of home was very comforting, and yet… neither was Bologna.


I wanted to tell Renata that Bologna wasn’t what I’d imagined it would be. I’d been here for a month already, staying at a youth hostel while I worked through a final intensive language course; when I wasn’t in class, I walked around all day to avoid the dark, stinking pit of my shared room. The city was shaped like an asterisk, centered around piazza Maggiore, the avenues shooting out from it in all directions. Every street was covered with redbrick porticos, making it feel dark and a bit eerie, shutting out the sky. Instead of the soulful, colorful European vibe I’d had in mind when I’d signed up to study here, Bologna was full of a particular kind of lonely beauty, the kind that rusted your soul. You’d find it at the markets with their cheap earrings and sassy hats; in the statues and the tomatoes; in the red arches; in the saxophone player on via Ugo Bassi; and at the tiny gym where I went to sweat and cry. I was too young to have learned to embody my loneliness, or to use it as a productive force, and so I grabbed one-euro bottles of red wine by the neck, tipped them down my throat, and thought about boys back in San Francisco who were probably not thinking about me. There were skinny street dogs and persistent hashish sellers. There was always an untalented bongo player drumming out an imported beat somewhere at the north end of the piazza. Mario! Mario! I heard someone call. It seemed everyone was named Mario in Bologna except for me.


Oh, to be Mario! I thought, my mouth bleeding wine. Oh, to be Mario, with his mother calling him in at night, reminding him that his food was ready and that he’d better eat before he perished! Oh, to be Mario at the discoteca, rubbing his Italian dick up against the foreign exchange students! Oh, to be Mario, his leather loafers reflecting the red of the porticos, his eyes glittering with the knowingness that he belonged here, to a mamma who would never stop loving him, even when he buried her in the earth. Always, he would be hers. Always, this man would be her boy.


Who is this Mario? I wanted to ask Renata. Instead I told her I’d seen her flyer; I was interested in the job and the room.
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