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inept. I should take more risks, I told myself. I
shouldn’t worry about looking stupid. A couple
of weeks later, I was in New York City. 

They say one thing that compels peo-
ple to move to New York is the promise
of anonymity, a promise that suggests
freedom and excitement. I wasn’t there
24 hours before I ran into someone I
knew. An acquaintance from Harvard
stood downtown with his father, look-
ing at Ground Zero. 

After we were introduced, the father
asked me where I was living and what I
was doing. I said Bedford-Stuyvesant and
interning at a newspaper. He laughed:
“Your parents must be shocked that you
graduated from Harvard and now you’re
living in Bed-Stuy with an internship!” I
stammered out that my parents have al-
ways wanted me to do what makes me
happy, but his derisive expression didn’t
change, and I didn’t sound convincing. 

I excused myself and began walking an-
grily, turning over what the man had said
to me. How could someone already think
I was a failure? I worried that now,
robbed of the equalizing “student” label,

people could look at where I lived and
what I did as my identity, and judge me
for it. The thought was terrifying. 

I was so preoccupied, in fact, that I did-
n’t notice the gathering rain clouds. I was
somewhere in the East Village when it
began to pour. My shopping bags became
soaked, and one handle broke o≠. I was
about three or four blocks from the sub-
way stop when my flimsy sandals slipped
and I fell down, scattering the groceries.

I decided then that I would get a cab,
justifying the extravagance with my
throbbing knee. When I finally hailed one
successfully—a desperate process—and
told the driver where I lived, he immedi-
ately began to yell at me. I have rarely
seen a man more angry than this taxi dri-
ver when he realized he had to drive me
to Brooklyn. He called me names and
muttered and swore and finally dropped
me o≠ about six blocks from my apart-
ment. I trudged up the brownstone steps,
ignoring cat-calls and struggling with the
locks, and finally collapsed in my room,
crying. 

“Why are people so mean here?” I
asked my dad on the phone, aware of how

petty I sounded. “Nobody said it’s an
easy place to live,” he said.

It is also not an easy place to work. In-
terning at a small daily newspaper has
tapped deep reservoirs of personal incom-
petence I did not even know I had. I find
myself getting lost no matter how de-
tailed my instructions are, or misunder-
standing small assignments to disastrous
e≠ect. I remind myself of the first-year
compers at the Crimson, the most bashful
of whom had a way of being underfoot
without being useful. 

Once I stood in front of the wrong
building for several hours, assiduously
gathering comment from New Yorkers
about a structure that had absolutely
nothing to do with the story I was sup-
posed to help write. A few days later, I
arrived 20 minutes late at a stakeout of a
closed meeting of the governor and
mayor before realizing I had no idea what
Mayor Bloomberg looked like. Another
time I stood attentively at a press confer-
ence, brandishing my tape recorder in
front of me without realizing I had not
turned it on. In a conversation with a Na-
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