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The events must be not only registered within [a] chronological framework . . . but narrated as well, that is to say, revealed as possessing a structure, an order of meaning, which they do not possess as mere sequence.

—HAYDEN WHITE, “ THE VALUE OF NARRATIVITY IN THE REPRESENTATION OF REALITY ”

The philosophers and the orators have fallen into oblivion; the masses do not even know the names of the emperors and their generals; but everyone knows the names of the martyrs, better than those of their most intimate friends.

—THEODORET, BISHOP OF CYRUS, FIFTH CENTURY CE




Prologue

A LIFE OF SAINT MONICA

*  *  *

Monica Lewinsky was born in 1973 to a noble family of Jews living in the American Empire. She grew up a beautiful and spirited girl and was given a rare position as a servant to the emperor in the heart of the imperial palace. The emperor himself was so taken with her that he began to entreat her with words and gifts to love him and to give him comfort and to kiss and touch him. Monica responded to the emperor’s entreaties and indeed felt a profound affection for the emperor, whom she came to know as a person when he put aside his crown and reclined with her and spoke of nothing at all.

Well, the emperor had many enemies, foremost among them a dogged Christian prosecutor named Kenneth. Kenneth hated the emperor because he imagined that the emperor had all the sex that Kenneth denied himself, and so he decried the emperor loudly as a man with no virtue, unfit to be ruler of the Americans.

When Kenneth found out that the emperor and this young noblewoman had kissed and caressed each other in the palace, he was overjoyed. He brought in a younger, prurient Christian assistant who himself loved to drink beer and to exercise his frustrated lust, and that licentious man was called Brett. When it came time for the emperor to be questioned under oath about what had passed between him and Monica, Brett argued that the most explicit questions be asked, and he wrote such questions as would make any good and private person blush to answer aloud. For how many times the young woman was digitally stimulated, and what was said between her and her lover, and how many times her breasts were exposed and caressed, and how many times and when and under what circumstances she had taken the emperor’s penis in her mouth to give him pleasure—these details were sussed out by the horny Christians, supposedly to prove that the emperor could not lead America. But America is the horniest place on Earth and loves to put its penis into people’s mouths, and the emperor was not shamed, and he held on to his throne, and the people moved on.

But the prurient Christian prosecutors continued to mortify Monica Lewinsky, and gave all the details of her body and its pleasures and penetrations to the legislature, which released the tales of her sexual acts into the wind for no legal reason in the hopes that every person in the empire, and in the world, would read about each and every one of her private physical encounters in order to degrade her as weak, loose, and used, as a shameful accessory to the emperor’s own sin.

This was the mortification of Monica Lewinsky at the hands of the most powerful lawmakers during the height of the American Empire. And for many long years, she could not show her face, for her body bore its mortification, and she carried her name like a dirty joke, and she moved countries, but there was no country that word of her body’s defilement had not reached.

But more years passed, and while the same factions continued to fight, and lustful Brett was now one of the highest judges in the land and still under the guise of Christian virtue sought to shame and cause physical suffering to women, America began to feel great remorse for the mortification of Monica Lewinsky. And the former emperor knew it and he began to fast, to foreswear meat and cheese as if to say, I have no more desire. I have mastered my appetites. I too will mortify my flesh. And he lost so much weight that he looked like a blanched femur someone found in the desert and he talked like a ghost sheep and all the saliva he did not spend on meat stayed in his mouth and formed a mousse and nobody wanted to listen to him anymore. And Monica Lewinsky became exalted as the patron saint of those who suffer venal public shaming and patriarchal cruelty, and she forgave the people with what they recognized as true grace, and they exalted her and looked anew upon her beautiful glossy dark hair and said things like “I saw Monica Lewinsky on The Today Show. She’s so smart.”

Saint Monica Lewinsky was consecrated by the collective force of the American conscience during the second decade of the third millennium AD. It is said that many women pray to her and that she is known to perform miracles.




PART I

*  *  *

Prayer &
Intercession
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THURSDAY, APRIL 18, 2019
JEAN RECEIVES A MESSAGE

The day that Jean Dornan first prayed to me began for her like any other—with a coffee and a soft-boiled egg and an unspeakable sense of dread. Well, unspeakable in that she never speaks about it, but she could describe its texture in detail: She might be doing something normal, washing her face or spacing out on the train, and suddenly her stomach drops and she thinks, I have to get back. But back where? To some juncture where she went wrong.

Mornings, she feels most acutely the pressure to stuff her dead day like a taxidermist into a convincing position.

“Bye, Jeannie,” her husband called up from the front door.

“Bye, Michael,” she responded sweetly, imagined divorcing him, and felt fine about it.

See, none of your choices make any sense to you. I know this rot, have lived it—this deepening suspicion that your existence is a remnant of an event long since concluded. Maybe you foolishly wandered away from your path. Or maybe—maybe you were tricked.

*

So on this Thursday, Jean sat at the kitchen table and idly looked at her phone. And suddenly, she saw an email that gave her a shock. She had to put the phone down and peer into it as if it were a well. She read the whole email. A racy heat swirled in her sternum and flooded her cheeks; a feeling of doing something wrong, getting caught. The past had been swung into her body like the dull end of a big tree. She murmured his name aloud in disbelief, and his 4 d JULIA LANGBEIN name, voiced, poured out of her with the alarming materiality of blood, of a substance usually withheld.

“David.”

Stunned, she drifted into the guest room, which was cluttered with empty suitcases and storage bins. She found her old chef’s kit, slipped out the boning knife, and slit open boxes, sliced tape. Her fingers moved quickly. She knew what she was looking for. She shoved aside the wedding album, dug past the tax forms, went further and further back in time. Finally she reached the right sedimentary depth, the right era: She found some photographs, flicked through them, and brought one—a group shot—up close to her face. A dozen or so people, smiling into the bright sun in front of the ivy-covered stone façade of a castle in France. He stood to one side of the group, his public self, affable, enthused. She opened a spiral notebook, filled with flowing script that sometimes gave way to doodles—of people, of shapes; a thick cross drawn in wobbly black pen, dotted with markings.

She thought she knew the story, roughly, its essential beats: the silly girl, the greedy man, the setting so lush and seductive that all of life after had seemed like the hallway outside a theater. But then she settled down to read. And after some time, she encountered something surprising, a figure she had forgotten, lurking in the archive of her notes: me.

This morning I found everyone in the salon watching yesterday’s news from home. Clinton admitted on TV to an affair in the White House with a skanky intern, and everyone was saying how stupid they were.

Putting down the diary, eyes closed, Jean made a noise that started as a low moan, like a choir girl holding the bass line, and ended in a high scream that she strained to stifle in her throat.

Then, in a weak pile, she whimpered, “You idiot.”

This time she meant herself, not me.
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Jean’s day went on in a braid: She tried to read a book, but the memories of that summer cut before her eyes and she had to return to the photos. She put on sneakers and ran, literally ran out of the house as if she could escape her mind like some folk fool, like Jonah, who thought almighty God couldn’t track him to Spain. She came back from running clapping her hands as if she were a new person named Trudy from Wichita who only smiles—it was honestly adorable. But the weaving wouldn’t stop and in came the thick thread of the past and soon she was crying on the floor or else sitting at her desk, looking nowhere with eyes that were opaque, that saw only inward, like the chalky orbs of an ancient bust.

Michael marveled at her thirst for wine later that night. She brushed it off:

“This Sangiovese goes so well with pizza.”

When he talked about the hospital—he’s a nurse—she pretended to listen, dispensing ready-made replies like “Maybe you can delegate more.”

She has never told him about what happened the summer before her junior year of college because she cannot find words that suit the truth. Affair—too glamorous and grown up. Relationship—too stable, with a ship in the word, the inhabiting together of a big, wooden noun. Sexual impropriety—too legalese and small, like shoplifting, like bad manners, like this man had burped at the table with a hand on her ass. Molested—too Catholic church, not fun enough. But fun isn’t the word, either. Nothing is the word.

No words, only the feeling of coming into existence, of the hard plastic casings of her organs popping inside like grapes, good, warm, in their time, running with the juice they were meant to give. All the fallout, all the pain that came with its calamitous end, had been worth it for the sweet center, hadn’t it? Her last two years of college had been berserk, unfocused, humiliating. But that’s college, riiiiight? You partied too much, you woke up in recycling bins and laughed about it, relishing the colorful contrast it would make with your stable, productive future.

But what if the future never stabilized?

She graduated with grades that were beneath her and a major—Modern Languages—that seemed like code for “just talking.” At first she could argue that college didn’t matter, that her real talent was cooking, anyway, and out of the three people who had trained with her at Le Cheval d’Or the summer after her senior year, she was the only one the restaurant hired. She learned hygiene codes and how to bond a broken sauce, fell easily into cooks’ camaraderie, and kept her shit together in the service crush. And the early 2000s were thrilling years in New York kitchens, when high-end food was becoming not just refined but delicious; when you’d serve bone marrow—beyond blood, the brown gel that makes blood, what the dog knows to gnaw for—with gros sel and rough bread to people in Theory blazers. Jean loved it, could not imagine a life spent away from little pinches, little metal teaspoons all day long of some torched meat, some bashed herb, all these carefully waged violences come good on the tongue.

All the while, an infection from long ago was doing its work—not a physical one, although she worried about her body as she began to puff up from booze and the kind of snacks that only line cooks make (sweetbread lollipops; deep-fried strawberries; shooters of cold cream, vodka, and orgeat: They treated the kitchen like a meth lab for flavor). She had strategies for managing her attractiveness: skipping meals, running obsessively. But she couldn’t starve or outrun the doubts that undermined her existence. Would she be a lawyer or an architect, would she have kids and a sturdy umbrella, if her filthy little sex scandal hadn’t turned her toward restaurant kitchens, this nocturnal, underground arena full of grab-ass men and gratuitous butter? Maybe I cook because I’m a people-pleaser. Maybe I cook because I’m a pig. Maybe I was destined to do something more sustainable and cerebral, but I fucked it up. It was easy to be struck with these doubts while doing a bump of coke before the brunch rush, or waking up next to Shlomo the Garnish King in a part of Brooklyn so far out she thought she’d pass fur traders on her way home.

Jean is no dummy. She has always known that David is involved in the self-doubt that accompanies all her choices. And even so, for this first decade out of college, she managed to think of what had happened between them as painful but affirmative, proof of her attractiveness, of her femininity; an unusual but necessary introduction to the sour colors and thick breath and delicious rot that lay beyond innocence.

Until she imploded. In 2009, she had a relationship with another cook, the executive chef of the restaurant where she worked, a sort of gentlemanly divorcé who put work before everything. He was well-meaning but exhausted, and he broke up with her over pastrami that he paid for, explaining that he was overwhelmed, which anyone could see in his stoop, in the purple hammocks under his eyes. He knew nothing of David, the man who had come ten years before and broken all of Jean’s bones just as they were hardening. So when the executive chef cut off their relationship, he shattered her along the old fracture lines. Another woman might have taken it reasonably, gotten shit-faced, keyed his car, spent a week crying. But Jean saw that she would never get it right, that she was always doomed: a pest, bothersome, easy, not worthy of the center but pushed to the margin, not a partner for the day but a mistake in the night, not good but greedy. She had to leave, not just kitchens but her life, her skin. She had to find her way, if not back, then elsewhere. She imagined herself boiled like a pickling jar, sterilized. With ten years of knowledge accumulated in her mind, in her hands, in the fine, diagnostic organ of her tongue, having earned the high regard of some of the city’s best cooks, she quit.

A period of intense darkness lasted almost a year; she was jobless, lost, desperately trying to purge herself of her sickening drives, of her addiction to the urgent touch, the thrilled palate. At nearly thirty years old, she crashed with her mother, a lifelong dieter, whose habits of self-denial suddenly suited Jean. Special K was the woodchip that might scrape her clean; low-fat cottage cheese squeaked against her teeth, lactating a sour, soapy water. A job-search website identified her language skills and sent her to assist a certified translator at the federal courthouse in Manhattan. The first time she entered the courtroom, she found a pale linoleum heaven: dead, sterile, the opposite of a kitchen, bright and odorless, no one fuckable and nothing delicious. Safe.

I will tell you that she could have been an astronaut, alone in the amicrobial void, all shiny tools and mineral dust and pee that floats up, and she would not have been safe. When they get to you young, they’re in your blood, in your brain stem. Like Jonah, you’re a fool to run. Horrified by her own compulsions, she still fantasized about David, tried to keep him a constant in her mind, to retain the timbre of his voice from so long ago, to lick the old bones of the phrases she’d saved for licking: “You were wonderful, Jean.” “How do you know how to do this, Jean?” She refreshed memories with fantasy, put him in scenes art-directed like a Merchant Ivory film: ecru hotel suites, train compartments where silver rattled, a thatched cottage out of Jane Austen’s England except with wall-thumping simultaneous orgasms.

Even after she met a nurse at a christening in 2010 and married him (she’s doing her best!), she always returns to the well where fantasies of David’s affection pool, ready to be slurped up for instant, guilty gratification. But something has happened now, over the past few years: The well is polluted. She tries to pull David out of the armoire of her erotic props and set him up all ready to go in the four-poster bed in the stone room with her crawling toward him on the floor with her big young waterbed boobs swaying, and he’ll say, in her own fantasy, “I don’t think we should do this anymore—don’t you understand that I fucked you up? It doesn’t feel very feminist.” Take your pants off, for fuck’s sake! screams her subconscious like an angry director with a bullhorn on an expensive set. But the celluloid stand-in shakes his head and moves to get dressed.

The trade-off—he hurt and humiliated her, but he cannot be removed from the white-hot center of her deepest mental pleasures—may be a terrible bargain, but it has always been hers to make.

That’s a secret. If you asked, she’d say she never thinks about him.

But she thinks about him more and more. Now she is forty—approaching the age he was—and when a twenty-year-old boy scans her almonds at Trader Joe’s, she looks at him and thinks of the long interspecies distance between them, uncrossable: He is like a spotted salamander, a ropey caloric sinkhole whose skin is shiny with some adolescent slime and whose moves are quick and jerky and who looks at her with animal uncaring because she is, to him, some old brown horse. How could David have loved me when I was nineteen? she thinks, staring at the salamander in the Hawaiian shirt who has to ask twice if she wants her receipt.

“No, thank you.”

“OK. Have a good day, ma’am.”

Then what was it? Pure exploitation? Were my resources extracted? She imagines a pit in the earth, her soul a pretty ore, shimmering like eye shadow, there for the scraping.
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She had forgotten, completely forgotten until David’s email sent her tumbling through her old diaries this morning, that she had met him during the Summer of Monica. In 1998, when a scandalous and ill-advised affair was on everyone’s mind, she never saw the parallels. It represented nothing to Jean but a distant comical blunder, a political circus. How disconnected from politics had she been at nineteen? How ensconced in a private, subjective experience, how naive and immature? How disconnected had she remained, only in the past year, when #MeToo had come and gone like a parade two streets over but didn’t seem to have anything to do with her? Her love for David was its own creature, a fish too complicated to debone, a delicacy that would always stick in her throat. She couldn’t connect it to assaults, harassment; didn’t want to see David on a list with hot-handed dirtbags or pervs or felons. It had been consensual. She had loved him.

Jean’s husband and friends know she “made out with” her teacher once long ago, and they’ve all laughed at it collectively as evidence of something doofy and harmlessly libidinous called “the nineties.” They have no idea that he is like a god, who created the world of her sexuality by naming it for the first time, a great carved gaping stone mouth who granted her all the desire that she can then bring, secondhand, to humans like her husband, Michael.

So on this morning, it was unassimilable, impossible, that the god who had breathed her to life had written to her the way that Citibank or Aunt Carol did, through her email. Attached to his few words—would be such a treat to see you . . . may not be worth crossing the ocean for a glass of champagne! . . . hope you’ve been well—was a formal invitation to a party celebrating the twentieth anniversary of the Intercollegiate Hub for the Study of Medieval Art and Architecture in Plaisy, France, along with a Festschrift for David Harwell’s retirement as director.

The first time she’d heard from him in twenty years and there were no signs that anything had ever happened between them: It would be “such a treat” to see her. Oh, such a treat. He was, to her, a muddy river of nourishment and danger that oozed down the full Amazonian course of her spine and all her limbs, bringing settlement and disease, bubbling with animal breath and sometimes drowning children, and she was to him a Hershey’s kiss, a “treat.” And the secondary shock of his retirement: that he had aged, that he had gone on living a human life, that he was sixty-five; that he would likely die before her, and leave her alone in this world.

“Die and leave me alone,” she repeated aloud on the floor in the guest room that morning, mortified by the dumb dog-hearted craziness of it, of her primordial attachment to a man she had not seen, had seldom mentioned aloud, since college.

So at dinner she sat across from Michael working hard to think about anything but the email she’d received even though all the fish were slipping past each other frantically and the crocodiles snapping their jaws in the thickening river of her blood. The only thing to calm them was the wine, the vapor of it like someone else’s breath in her throat, the only thing that made sense, that had a hint of the rotten, secret intimacy that travels her bones and clouds her thoughts, the filth that first grew her like a rich ordure.

*

Later that night, her husband’s affable company irritated her.

“You wanna watch something?” he said, from his simpler world where it still seemed appealing to watch a mentally unstable Swedish detective discover which unlikely bureaucrat had strangled a teenage girl.

“I might do some work.” She had to be alone.

“Now?” Her work was rarely urgent. Court interpreters showed up, listened, repeated.

“I’m doing a case tomorrow with some new vocabulary. I should probably prepare.”

Michael lay on his side in a blue scrubs top and briefs, propping up an iPad. Her lie had been too interesting. “What kind of vocabulary?”

“Construction.” He made a noise from behind his nose that indicated the abrupt death of his curiosity and turned back to the screen.

Even then, she waited for him to sleep—Finally, he’s extinguished, she thought like a killer, relieved to see his face go slack—before she dipped back to the kitchen, grabbed the wine bottle by the neck, returned to the guest room, and opened the old notebook again. On her knees surrounded by an archipelago of documents, glossy photos, ticket stubs, letters, receipts, books, she whimpered in escalating anguish, “Monica, Monica, Monica. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” Her words spiraled up to the sky in their repetition, and as they whipped upward, they veered at a new angle, like a tilting flock of birds: “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Oh help me, help me, help me.”

Her heart lay open, completely open to me, and though her eyes were squeezed shut, her hands moved with a priest’s ritual calm from her old diary to a blue book with a kneeling monk on the cover and a woman with a knife in her throat floating above his head. “Dear Monica Lewinsky,” she called, holding The Golden Legend to her heart, “please help me.”

And I heard her.
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FRIDAY, APRIL 19, 2019

I’m so embarrassed to be hungover at work, embarrassed that one email from David sent me weeping and slamming wine while Michael slept soundly after healing people all day. I nestle into the little neutral box of the interpreter, at my own desk with my own headset, seated behind the defendant.

“Sí,” replies the defendant, pockmarked and heavy-faced, in early middle age.

“Yes,” I say. Everyone knows what sí means, but this is the joyous brainlessness of interpretation. I don’t choose; I must translate comprehensively, so that later, no one can make use of a gap in the record.

“Now if you’ll turn to document 16 C 5, please.” The lady lawyer who’s prosecuting looks at me to make sure I am with her. I am with her. I shouldn’t call her a “lady lawyer.” That’s not feminist. I flinch—a little acid memory of what I had written about Monica Lewinsky in my college notebook comes up. What did I call her? Crazy? Stupid?

Look at the lady lawyer. Dammit, the lawyer. She’s got a law degree. Should I have gotten a law degree? Maybe I could have done some good with a law degree. She is telling the jury, and I am telling Mr. Juarez, that mortgage fraud is not a victimless crime. She is trying to harden everyone against him, because she knows they smell the death and desperation on him, the circumstances, the things he wanted to give his wife and children that he couldn’t afford, like a mammogram and some Air Jordans, for fuck’s sake—

“Are you unwell, Miss Dornan?”

“¿Se está usted sintiendo mal, Señora Dornan?”

“Don’t translate that. Why are you translating that?”

Oh god, what’s happening? I shake my head, as if to wake myself up.

“Miss Dornan, you seem unable to keep up with the proceedings.”

“No, I’m fine. I’m not unwell.” I hear myself say it and it’s a lie. I called the lawyer a lady lawyer. And I called Monica Lewinsky stupid in 1998, and if I’d been a better person, if I’d seen myself in Monica, seen that she was me and I was her, then maybe I would have had my guard up. Maybe I’d be leading the right life today.

Then the room melts away into a periphery of tears, but the lady lawyer’s face remains clear. It softens into a new shape, a beautiful polished oval, and she stares at me and I see her irises are rings of fire and I hear her say, “Be calm, Jean. Do not be afraid.” I have cried in court before, but I have never heard voices. My ears fill with heat, and through the heat I hear it again, not from the lawyer’s lips but from the air itself, a voice that strikes me as familiar, although I can’t name it: “I have heard you, Jean. I have come.”

Who? Who has come? Her voice dislodges something in my heart. I feel it unlatch, pop like a button. I am not afraid of the voice, although I am afraid of a sudden nakedness, here, in front of everyone—can they see the unlatching? Are my pants still on? Why is my face so very hot? Juarez looks at me with wonder, as if I have burst into flames. Have I burst into flames? I am opening, I am softening, I—

I am bawling at work.

“This court will take a recess. We need a new interpreter.”

*

I stumble out of the courthouse onto Centre Street, pointing myself in the direction of the subway. But I sense I will not make my train. Reality is peeling away, and the air vibrates with weird possibility. The way that, when you walk, the sun leaps from building to building in the Financial District, tossed between towers like a gold coin—today it shines for me, winks at me, flashes like the barbed metal that makes a fish follow. My legs move faster and faster as I pass the office ladies smoking in clusters by the revolving doors and the tourist families looking up and shuffling on—the voice in the courtroom: Do they hear it? I look at everyone with none of the usual city hardness. I discard no one. Who? Where are you?

The guy who is always outside Duane Reade with his boom box is playing “Say You, Say Me,” and I feel the hydraulics inside my face start to pump. It takes extreme effort not to let myself weep. What the fuck? It’s not even “Tears in Heaven”! I had a dream, I had an awesome dream . . . It’s so indecent, the bleeding synthesizer, part machine gun, part maxi pad. And yet! This disgusting song has entered my undefended heart and moved me to a state of compassion for all humanity and I can’t help crying, spluttering into my coat collar. I have lost it, lost the layer that lets us function, the sealant that lets us brush past people like piles of hay and not get stuck staring at the face of every child. A woman in a brown terry-cloth jumpsuit limps out of Dunkin’ Donuts sucking the filling from a Boston cream and almost bangs into me. “Is it you?” I ask her, and she must be someone who has searched everywhere for a familiar voice because she doesn’t say, “Are you crazy?” She says, softly: “Sorry, sweetheart.”

I keep going, the golden disk of the sun swinging from mirrored panel to mirrored panel above my head, like a mesmerizing pocket watch.

Abruptly the sun stops leaping along the high, reflective canopy of skyscrapers, because they have all disappeared. And out of the cement rises a church, with a green yard and tombstones off-kilter. A church. It’s so obvious and preposterous that I stop in my tracks and give a little laugh, almost a social laugh, as if I’m already not alone, greeted by the building. The sun breaks like a yolk over the church’s red-brown roof and its warm brown brick sides. It is as if the city were a colossal relic, an ancient mistake that rose from the cocaine sands of finance a thousand years ago, now dead and abandoned. The church alone is alive, human, with its quaint elf’s hat of a spire and the rubies and hot pinks of its windows—heart-colored, mouth-colored. And at the same time, if all the office towers are obvious, present, “New York,” then this spindly, crenelated, baked and buttressed house is out of time, impossible—a magical bubble, a Gothic church where the Gothic cannot be imagined.

Like a hopping sparrow, my hammering heart fills my body completely. I haven’t been in a church for twenty years, but I cross the threshold with purpose, with belonging, past enormous bronze doors paneled in Bible stories I’m too frantic to stop and read. “Are you here?” I whisper. “Where are you?” I scamper around the place, my feet swishing on the hard stone floor as I adjust to the artfulness of every surface, the tea-smelling air in the great heights above me. Words I once knew pop into my mind as my eyes skate along the building’s lines: nave, clerestory, chancery, apse. Vaults, I think as I stare up at the ceiling, vaults, piped like the seams of a gingerbread house, drawings in a storybook I used to know by heart.

But these vaults are mute: They don’t hum with the voice I heard. I don’t hear her, can’t find her. In the brilliant blue stained glass, I find Jesus, obviously, being really Jesus-y (center part, bathrobe) and Luke and Mark and Matthew with their pets, and what’s-his-face, and the other guy. But there are no women here, no Marys, no Margarets or Lucies or Catherines or Barbaras, and the only worshippers are three tattered men sleeping in pews. A custodian in a cardigan gently wakes them, to usher them out before closing.

Closing? It’s nearing five o’clock. I will be shooed out empty-handed. There was nothing here for me, only more men, lined up radiant in the windows, men sculpted into marble niches, men pooled in bronze relief. The custodian approaches me, but I cut him off, angry.

“I’m leaving. Can I use the toilet first?”

“Downstairs,” he says with a hard edge, accustomed to godless opportunists who come here to relieve themselves. He gestures to an unmarked door. “We close in five.”

I look at my watch. I can still make my train if I pee and run. I push open the door and trot down the stone steps toward another door bearing a white plastic panel marked with the cartoon symbol of a woman—two cobalt triangles in the shape of a dress. This whole thing has been so stupid, another mark of my coming undone. That I invented a—
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A blast of light.

Blindness. Heat on my face. I fall back.

A thousand holy golden female voices hailing, lifting up, unquestioning, bright, pushed with a joyful breath that renews and renews and renews itself. I cannot see anything, but the sound comes at me like a vision, butter yellow, lit from within. The voices rise, with completeness and fullness like an ecstatic agreement of insects at the hottest moment of midday, and then: silence.

The wall of light ripples and recedes to the periphery to reveal its center.

Monica Lewinsky sits on a golden throne.

Slowly, my vision expands to include the gray-veined white marble plinth on which the throne rests.

The marble steps that lead up to it.

The wide marble room, with a large tub to my left, filled and still.

Monica Lewinsky, dark hair cascading to her waist, meets my gaze.

Her eyes are brown and warm. A black halo floats above her.

“Well?” She smiles; she tilts her head. “You called me, over and over.” I feel for my body—it is still there. I look down at my two arms, up at her undulating cobalt robes. Did I call her?

I think back. To when I was upset and drunk, after hearing from David, looking through my diary.

“I”—I am amazed to hear my own voice echo in this place—“I was thinking of the woman.”

“Were you? Who prays to a woman, a real live person? A person could not have received your prayer. But you called to me, nonetheless.”

Without thinking about it, I had invoked something more than a single life. It was an instinct—an assumption—that there was some greater being called “Monica Lewinsky.” And now I behold her: I could not have imagined fully the sheer power of her, the stillness with which she holds her head—both awesome and familiar, the inviolate aura of her radiance, the amplitude of her voice.

Then, with a pang of terror, I remember what I said about her all those years ago. How little I cared, when I should have. Is she here to punish me? To make me pay?

“Please forgive me. I should have defended you, and instead I was unkind.” She stares steadily at me, her chin rising slightly. “I’m so sorry.”

I look at her face, a face I have known all my adult life—one that has meant a cluster of things: ripeness and error, lust and humiliation. And later, the surprise of survival, of new life.

“I forgive you.”

“You do?”

She nods, but her eyes keep me pinned; she’s not done with me. “Why did you call me, Jean?” Her voice expands to fill the chamber. It has a brassy beauty to it, a trumpeter’s golden control. “You said, ‘Help me, help me, help me.’ ”

I sense that in this place, my usual excuses and justifications will ring with their true, thin shittiness. What is it that I can’t tell my husband, won’t admit to myself? “A mistake I made twenty years ago has warped my life’s course, sapped me, undermined my every choice. But it was twenty years ago! And it was consensual! I—I’m almost more ashamed that I can’t just get over it, that I let this thing fuck me up for so long. It’s exhausting. I’m exhausted,” I say, realizing that the truth is actually so simple: “I don’t want to live my life anymore. I have no conviction. I’m dead.”

“You’re not dead.”

“I can’t move forward, can’t choose for myself. The first time I tried to become someone, it was a mistake, so now—”

“You’ll dodge being a person altogether.” She says this like she knows me already.

“Last night, when I found my old diary, I had forgotten that you were—happening—at the same time. I was cruel about you in the summer of ’98.” Enthroned, she listens, almost expecting these words—no surprise moves across her face. “If I had had any empathy, any heart, I would have seen the parallels. Where I should have taken your suffering as a warning, I laughed like everyone else. It was a moral test that I failed, and it’s led to this—this sham life.” She takes it in. No protest from her about my “sham life.”

“I got an email this morning,” I tell her. “Do you know what that is?”

“I’m all-knowing.”

“OK. There’s a Festschrift.”

“A what?”

“I thought you were—”

“Well, I don’t speak German.”

“It’s this thing that big-shot academics do when they retire. Everyone comes to a party and reads a little tribute they wrote about the person.”

“OK. A funeral.”

“Kind of. A professional one. For years, this guy has been the head of a fancy center in France—it’s where he taught me originally, although it’s grown a lot since then, and now it’s run by a bunch of universities. He’s retiring. And they’re having a Festschrift for him.”

“And what, you want me to proofread your thingy?”

“No! I’m not going. It’s in France, and it’s next week! I don’t understand how I got invited.” Monica rises, and her cobalt raiment slithers behind her down the steps. She comes to sit on the ledge of the oversize white stone tub. She flicks her fiery gaze at me.

“You can go. Or you can ride this downward spiral of poisonous nostalgia and bone-deep shame until you really would rather die. Up to you.” She raises an eyebrow, and the flames around her halo leap.

I look around a little more. There’s a toilet off to the side, little toiletries, a double sink, and a logo on the towels: Ritz-Carlton. Some dormant deep knowledge of her life surges to mind, and—

“Is this—is this the en-suite bathroom at the Ritz-Carlton, Pentagon City? Oh my god, this is where the FBI kidnapped you and wouldn’t let you call a lawyer.” This is where you go when you pray to Monica Lewinsky?

“You would look to Jesus on his cross, wouldn’t you?” Suddenly everything clicks into place. Saint Monica. She was martyred and mortified and endured and rose again in the eyes of the people. Beatific, powerful, a holy mediatrix, distantly beloved. Hers is a suffering we have all witnessed. Her resurrection is my hope.

“Go to this event in France, Jean!”

“And do what?”

“Tell him the truth.”

“What does that mean?”

“Exactly. You don’t know the truth.”

“No, I know. I’ll tell you the truth: I was a hormonal idiot on a study abroad course. I was naive, and I was had.” Of course that’s it. The words from his email come back to me: such a treat.

She says nothing, only listens, and then touches the water in the tub with the tip of a finger. We watch together as the light rippling on the surface shimmers and dissolves into a picture of a young woman, just weeks from her twentieth birthday, sitting on a suitcase at Charles de Gaulle Airport in Paris, biting her nails.

It’s me. Dishwater hair, to my chin. Asics. Face completely blank.

“I was nothing special.”

“That’s not true.”

“What I mean is, I was lost in all the normal ways. I was about to start my third year at Rutgers.” A silent beat. “The State University of New Jersey.”

“I know it.”

“It’s a good school!”

“No, I know!”

“It is!”

“I know!”

“I grew up in New Jersey, in a town of doctors and engineers, and I did well at school, and I had two best girlfriends. We went to New York alone on the train to see the Smashing Pumpkins and we came back screaming and sober. I didn’t want tattoos. I was neutral to myself, I had no particular flavor, I was just trying to say yes to the right things. I was an only child and my parents were divorced but not mean to each other and their houses were mostly quiet, and for fun I went with Dee and Eunice to the mall and spent babysitting money on clothes from the Gap and the Limited. Does this tell you enough?”

“Almost. Did you go to prom?”

“Yes! With someone named Danny DiVito—Di with an i!—from Maple Borough High. In a strapless mauve dress from Contempo. We went with a big group of Danny’s friends. I could always go with the flow.”

“OK. Now that’s everything.”

“That was everything! I spent the first two years of college moving between different groups. There was the newspaper, which I quit because frankly I was too nice and I didn’t want to cold-call a football player and ask how it felt to be reamed by Virginia Tech. The Game Room people were easy to join because anyone can join a game, but they were so competitive, and it seemed cowardly to hide from life’s risks by playing thirty-six hours of Risk. I hung out with a group of drunk girls for a while, but they were always spraining their ankles and they told stories in falsely cool tones about barely sensate hookups that scared the crap out of me. I hadn’t had sex yet and didn’t want to stumble into it drunk, so I wandered away from them, too.”

“Isn’t it OK, not to know your place at nineteen?” Monica considers the girl on the suitcase, who has licked her thumb and is using it to rub lint off the exposed end of a roll of Lifesavers. “Not every nineteen-year-old finds her way to a summer in France—you must have had some kind of compass.”

“I spoke French because I was raised bilingual—it was an accident; my mother is from Belgium. But in college I just kept taking more languages because I liked the way that when you start a new language, you can sort of feel yourself being. It’s not automatic anymore. You can’t just go with the flow—you have to will yourself to make thoughts; your tongue visits places in your mouth it’s never been. You’re in Beginners Italian and you roll your r’s and suddenly you’re a specific lady named Giovanna or Patrizia, even if you’re sitting around in east New Jersey picking gum from under your desk. From the moment you choose the fake name in class—Mi chiamo Giovanna—it’s a simple way to feel like a person. To say: Voglio comprare questo cappello.”

“That is good. What does it mean?”

“ ‘I want to buy this hat.’ ”

Monica closes her eyes with serene forbearance.

“It’s significant! You don’t just buy a hat. You’ve bodied forth into the world to buy a hat!”

“Because you’re Italian?”

“Because you’re not Italian, so you have to be Italian! So that’s what I did in college. Learned more languages so I could turn to my neighbor and say, ‘Hal tawadu an tashtari mawzah?’ ”

“What’s that?”

“ ‘Would you like to buy a banana?’ in Arabic.”

“OK. We need to go.”

“We need to go where?”

“Jean.” She looks up at me from under her brows as if to say, You know. “You’ve repackaged this summer over the years—first he created you, then he used you. You lost yourself in the story. He’s the only actor! Where are you? Who were you and what did you do?” Her voice swells, filling the chamber like steam.

The picture on the surface of the water remains: The girl is there, sitting on her suitcase, Lifesaver raking across her teeth. She’s surrounded by a few other students, also waiting to be collected.

“The summer of ’98 . . .” The flames flare again around Monica’s black halo, and I look closer and—“Is that a beret with the center cut out?”

“Don’t get distracted. How did you end up in France?”

“All I’d ever taken was a scattered bunch of language classes. After two years, and with all my teachers telling me I was smart, I started to believe I could do more, maybe major in something more analytical, like English or history. I had this idea that I might like medieval art, because when we visited my grandparents in Belgium, we used to drive from their home in Ath—spelled A-t-h but pronounced ‘at’ like a town that forgot to name itself—to Ghent and Bruges and Brussels and see lots of tall pictures of priests and saints with endlessly knuckled fingers praying and pointing up. A baby Jesus that was dusty and stringy before the Renaissance fed him protein shakes. I liked the churches with clover-shaped windows and lacy lead contours for slippery Jell-O colors. There was something about medieval art that resonated with me. It was awkward; it didn’t seem to have itself figured out. It didn’t know what a beautiful body was or a loving mother or a rational space. It was the teenager of art history, emotionally unregulated, weeping, laughing at butts, full of heart—sometimes literal heart, in dried chunks, in jewelry boxes. And it needed me. I could help figure it out with all these languages I knew for no reason, Latin and French and Spanish and Arabic, keys dangling at my side looking for locks.”

“You tried to take an Introduction to Medieval Art course in the spring of your sophomore year, but you quit.”

“I didn’t have room in my schedule.” I’m lying, but hopefully she won’t—

“That’s a lie. Tell me why you dropped David’s class.”

I take a deep breath.
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“My parents opted out of the meal plan my freshman year and instead gave me an envelope of cash at the start of each semester to spend on groceries and feed myself. Whatever was left was mine, and if I blew it all, I’d starve. No one but me used the dorm kitchenette, a tiny, unventilated room with a single burner next to the men’s showers on the fourth floor of Hampton Hall.

“After my parents’ divorce, in middle school, I was alone in the evenings a lot. I learned pretty quick how to make pasta. But when I got to college, I had to change it up. I loved delicious things, but I also knew I’d get scurvy if no one gave me vegetables, so I made creamy pasta bakes with spinach, big eggy messes with cheddar and peppers. I made a lot of mistakes at first because I wasn’t using cookbooks, I was just predicting what would happen, and what happens if you cook beans without soaking them is that you get a kind of gas that feels like appendicitis and you have to have a premed student named Daryl palpate your organs and talk you down from going to the emergency room and give you Gas-X while your whole dorm looks on, excited for you to die.

“Cookbooks put me off because the covers always featured beaming fat ladies holding ducks by the ankles or standing confidently by a gorgeous copper pot that
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