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Books. Apple Store. Their historyâ€”which unfurls slowly in the pages that follow, as the story
moves seamlessly from present to pastâ€”is that Ames once lived as a trans woman, went by
Amy, and in that era lived with Reese in an apartment by Prospect Park , in Brooklyn, where
they planned to raise a child. But their budding domestic life dissolved before they got that far,
when Ames began to detransitionâ€”not, the book makes clear, because he had erred in his
decision to exist openly as a woman, but because it was too difficult to do so. Now Ames faces
a new predicament: he has been carrying on a secret romance with his boss, Katrina, and she is
pregnant. Flinching at the prospect of existing, in any capacity, as a father, but wanting to
preserve his relationship with Katrina, Ames has been contemplating how he might queer the
arrangement if Katrina decides not to have an abortion. Knowing how badly Reese longs for
motherhood, Ames asks her if she would like to join them in raising the child. By borrowing her
vantage, he could almost see himself as a parent: Perhaps one way to tolerate being a father
would be to have her constant presence assuring him that he was actually not one. Reese, who
is too jaded to indulge in utopian fantasies of a reimagined queer family, initially balks at the
suggestionâ€”a reasonable response, given how unwieldy the arrangement could become. But
despite her world-weary exterior, her desire for motherhood is too strong for her to say no. Her
casually devastating assessments of other characters and her sardonic narration lend the novel
its insider chattiness. You slither. But, in refusing to avoid the sore spots of trans life, Peters
offers a lucidity that would be impossible if her only goal were to inspire sympathy. She is
refreshingly uninterested in persuading the public of the bravery and nobility of trans people,
and lets them be as dysfunctional as anyone else. Peters, thirty-nine, has an M. Despite its
ostensibly niche subject matter, it is, first and foremost, a bourgeois comedy of manners. Have
a career, and be a Samantha. Have a baby, and be a Miranda. Or finally, express oneself in art or
writing, and be a Carrie. A sense of futurelessness sets in. And so motherhoodâ€”or the sense
of purpose it connotesâ€”presents a tantalizing alternative. As much as Reese would like to be
detached, she might just be a Miranda. She even lashes out, punishing him by jeopardizing his
job. It would have been easy for Peters to make Katrina the villain of the story, an obstacle to
queer flourishing, but her project is not to give trans people an undeniable moral high ground.
As it turns out, Ames is rightâ€”Katrina agrees to at least explore the idea, because she is both
invested in Ames and intrigued by the ways a nontraditional arrangement could ease the
burdens of parenthood. When she meets Reese for the first time, their mutual bluntness allows
them to establish a shaky rapport. Reese stirs the pot, in her usual manner, and Katrina
challenges her. If Katrina were polite and deferential, tiptoeing around her ignorance of trans
people for fear of making a mistake, the conversation would likely lead nowhere. Divorce is a
transition story. Of course, not all divorced women go through it. The ones who have seen how
the narratives given to them since girlhood have failed them, and who know there is nothing to
replace it all. But who still have to move forward without investing in new illusions or turning
bitterâ€”all with no plan to guide them. Divorced women are the only people who know anything
like what I know. As they continue to discuss their plans, this seed of commonalityâ€”the
abandonment of a prescribed way of living for the abyss of self-determinationâ€”grows into a
rich, if volatile, affection. They respect each other enough to argue, and their conversations
force them to question their assumptions about what holds a family together. Their
deliberations are heavy, and often deeply theoretical, but the texture of their dialogue remains

effervescent. One can imagine her writing a different novel, in which, at the beginning, a baby is
born, and we watch three characters work through and transcend the challenges of raising a
child together. Such a book would reflect on the joy and constraints of family bonds, of a finite
path chosen. But Peters is less interested in resolution than in the continual project of
reckoning with ourselves. She confronts the unruliness of our desires, and our vitality as we
struggle within their limits. Will be used in accordance with our Privacy Policy. A Bronx couple,
wanting to shield their one-year-old from the gender pressures exerted on young children, use
gender-neutral pronouns and outfits for their baby. By Crispin Lon g. Read More. Jenna Lyons
started posting on Instagram only this year, but in many ways she was an influencer long before
influencers formally existed. She was hired at J. Crew in , at age twenty-one, and, in the course
of her twenty-six-year tenure there, she helped elevate the company from a faltering catalogue
brand of sort of preppy, sort of essential stuff to a signature American fashion company. Along
the way, Lyons, now fifty-two, became a different kind of retail executive, too. Whereas most of
her peers at giant clothing companies remained anonymous, Lyons became the face of the
brand. In â€”when Michelle Obama wore J. As the beloved, public-facing creative leader of J.
During the same year, she lit up the tabloid circuit when she left her husband for a woman. For
many public figures, these sorts of news stories would represent major public-relations
hiccups. But for Lyons they represented a refreshing demonstration of authenticity that made
her all the more desirable to her legions of admirers. Of course, nothing lasts forever,
particularly in fashion. By , J. The company was struggling to adapt to the fickle consumer
appetites brought on by fast fashion and Instagram. That year, Lyons stepped down from her
role at J. Crew, and tried to find her own footing. Along the way, she auditions a group of
prospective employees for the new businesses. The feedback she gives them demonstrates
both brutal meticulousness and a deep generosity of spirit. Lyons and I recently spoke, over
Zoom, about fresh starts, the legacy of J. Our conversation has been edited for clarity. At the
height of your career at J. Are you telegraphing that your days in retail fashion are behind you?
I think so. That chapter has really been written. I think that phrase carried so much weightâ€”it
felt big. How did you decide to get into television? Did you take the idea to HBO, or did they
come to you? It was kind of a bizarre process. I was in Los Angeles, having lunch with a friend.
This guy comes up, named Matt Hannah. Take me to lunch. Everything felt constructed. There
were a lot of makeover shows, but they all had a similar vibe. Along the way, I was very
concerned with it not being cheesy. The show was originally going to be on TNT. The way
reality television is. The show is a hybrid of reality TV and documentary, and a big part of it is
you trying out prospective employees. How did the casting work? One of the biggest challenges
was that we wanted to make a hybrid of a reality show and a documentary, and we originally
had two different [production] teamsâ€”we had people whose background was reality and
people whose background was documentary. Everyone was on board. Everyone was excited.
The biggest conversations we had were around the casting. In reality TV, there are no stakes.
But, for this, we were casting for people whom we wanted to work with. It was a weird process.
Many of the people came onto the show through word of mouth, but they all had to go through a
traditional casting agent. In one episode, you admit how difficult it was to leave J. Can you talk
more about that? I think that I could have probably exited two to three years earlier, and it might
have been better. The business was struggling at the time. How do you find the right time? It is
really hard. I had so many people who were my senior team members. I really struggled with
that. You say that, after you left J. Crew, nobody was calling you. And you were pretty quiet
from until this year. What were you doing during that time? The first year, I was so depressed. It
was because of my job and my title. It was false for me to think that it was because of me. But
you convince yourself along the way. And you have to be careful of that. I really sat there and
realized, Oh, none of this is because of me. And so what am I now? What do I have? I was kind
of just sitting on the couch and having a hard time. I thought it would be nice to just be around,
but he seemed far more interested in me when I started to work again and he saw people in the
house and exciting things happening. The first yearâ€”and I say this with real honestyâ€”I sat
on my couch. But now, looking back, I needed to be quiet. I had to go and have meetings, and
put real clothes on, and correspond. It was strange. I started to get fired up a little bit. It also
was nice to feel, like, O. The world can be very fickle and not welcoming and unkind. Crew
announced it was filing for bankruptcy earlier this year. What has it been like to be on the
sidelines and watching those headlines? Mixed feelings. I want the company to do well. It feels
like I gave a part of myself to that brand, and I love the brand and the people I know who are still
there. Oh, goshâ€”at least I made an impact! And I did do something good. But I really want
them to be O. But is there a part of you that is relieved to not have to go through the agony of
going through the bankruptcy? I oversaw Madewell, J. Crew, and Factory. There are three
different brands, so at any given time there is always something going wrong with one. But,

with the brand, I had been through many ups and downs. I was tired. Michelle Obama wore J.
Crew all the timeâ€”even to the Presidential Inauguration in Michelle styled herself and bought
the clothes along the way, on the campaign trail. We had nothing to do with thatâ€”we had no
contact with them. This was on the heels of Sarah Palin and the headlines about her
hundred-and-fifty-thousand-dollar wardrobe. Crew, online. But, that day, to see those clothes. It
was very emotional. They represented a real turning point in our country and our belief system.
They were so different, and not just because they were African-American. They were so
connected. The fact that the First Lady was wearing clothes, and talking about it on national
television. It was always private designers, and never discussedâ€”always very far off and
disconnected from regular people. And, on a personal note, this was a President who, in his
Inaugural Address, talked about gay marriage. I got to go to the White House many times,
fortunately. The stylist who I liaised with was generous enough to put me on the list. I got to see
Stevie Wonder play a few feet away from me. I was bawling. At her fiftieth-birthday party, the
Obamas danced until three-thirty in the morning. And they can dance. There are no words to
describe the pride and the gratitude that I have for that whole experience. It was forever marked
in my brain. So I have no eyelashes, no eyebrows, and bald spots in my hair. My teeth are all
fake, and I have scars on my skin. Are these all things that happened in childhood, or are you
continuing to experience new effects of the illness into adulthood? I remember when I first
came into the industry. I worked at Donna Karan for about five minutes in my senior year at
Parsons, and I remember the incredible craftsmanship and handwork, the unbelievable quality
of things. I used to get double-faced cashmere, and it was eighty dollars per yard. Now that
same double-faced cashmere is about five hundred dollars per yard. Everything has shifted, and
really high-end workmanship, really high-end clothing, is getting further and further away. The
level of quality and expectation for everyday clothing has got lower and lower. I remember
looking at Instagram when it first became a thing. At the same time, the level of aspiration is
changing. I have this one dress that I bought that looks really pretty on a Zoom call. The thing
stinks to high heaven. I recently read some interviews with the designer Jil Sander about her
collaboration with Uniqlo. She spoke out very strongly against the idea of schlubby dressing for
quarantine. Clothes are transformative, and feeling good can be transformative. I wear them,
too. I also really like getting dressed up to walk the dog sometimes, because it makes me feel
good. Whatever works. The travel, the expense connected to fashion showsâ€”I imagine some
of that will lessen. The one thing I will say, though, being someone who has watched many
shows: there is no replacement for seeing fabrics up close. The way that they move, the texture
of the beading, the texture of the fabricsâ€”you cannot get that with it hanging on a rack or in a
video. Looking back now, how do you feel about that moment? There was a lot of
misrepresentation of what was going on. It was this idea that I had done it intentionally, or that I
had somehow told my son he should wear pink nail polish. That was absolutely not the case at
all. Beckett : Can I explain it? I was just too fabulous for them. They were jealous. Lyons : There
you go. There you have it. He was four at the time. The idea that I was somehow trying to mess
with his gender identity was just so absurd. Interesting enough, Fox News was the one that
came at me so hard. And they got a lot of backlash, primarily from mothers. It certainly threw
me for a loop. I was upsetâ€”the fact that it was connected to my child. That really fru
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strated me. Thank God he was so little. But any level of pain or discomfort I felt around it was
really shifted by the immense support that I got, even from the Fox News supporters. I live
around the corner from Balthazar, and Balthazar has been closed the whole time. I used to go
there all the time. To see that restaurant not reopen has been really hard. It kind of happened in
a very strange way. I posted a picture of my eighteen-day sprint of eating ravioli. Do you want
me to bring you some extra food? Will be used in accordance with our Privacy Policy. Formed
as a reaction to the commercialization of creative energy, the collective project is refreshingly
effortful. By Carrie Batta n. By Simon Parki n. Would you like some tea and crumpets with that?
Carrie Battan began contributing to The New Yorker in and became a staff writer in More: J.
Crew Designers Fashion Clothing Interviews. The New Yorker Recommends What our staff is
reading, watching, and listening to each week. Read More.

