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Sometime in the not too distant past …


One

Margaret Anne “Moddie” Yance had just returned to her native land in the Midwestern town of X, to mingle with the friends of her youth, to get back in touch with her roots, and to recover from a stressful decade of living in the city in a small apartment with a man she now believed to be a megalomaniac or perhaps a covert narcissist. She was trying not to think about it, trying to have a decent time in her new life, but invariably some bleak thought would draw her back and then the memories would start, vivid, cinematic, relentless, like a brainwashing clip reel for a cult with an unclear mission statement.

It was summertime. She was currently sitting in the backseat of a car on a dark, damp evening, looking out of the rolled-down window, consciously relaxing her muscles by group. The streetlights illuminated round sections of the green maple leaves that formed a canopy over the street. The air smelled good, like clean mulch with subtle undertones of motor oil. The trees, the smells, the sounds, the sights, the breezes, all activated a primal sensation in Moddie, a sensation she felt between her solar plexus and crotch, a feeling that was somewhat similar to unwelcome sexual arousal. She relaxed her shoulders. Her arms. Attempted to avoid slipping back into her dreary memories as the car drove through the night.

The breakup had been precipitated by Moddie, who impulsively had sex three times with her coworker Toby. He was a colleague, not a superior, but treated Moddie like his underling. He was a foolish man. Toby was muscular and short with a vein that stood out on his forehead, and Moddie liked to publicly humiliate him with casual mockery. She knew no one liked him, and in the break room everyone said that he was “verbally abusive.” Moddie was in charge of sorting the mail and answering the phones, so she knew about his court-mandated anger management classes, which were on Thursdays.

After she and Toby had sex for the third and final time, Moddie sat on a park bench to read Walt Whitman. Nick had been out of town on some kind of artistic retreat, but he would be waiting for her when she got home. As she pretended to read the poems, Moddie realized that she had been effectively dead, without a single emotional or spiritual or intellectual stirring in her adult life, until this tyrannical little idiot, a man she had no respect for or interest in, had harangued her into touching his dick in the supply closet.

How cruel, yes, life could be.

The breeze stirred her bangs, and her heart. As a young person, she’d made a vow to live within the pulse of life and to avoid the death-in-life that the poets all said was worse than death itself. If she stayed with Nick, she would break that vow and continue to live this dead, boring life. She blamed a lot of her problems on Nick’s vanity. Moddie admired Uncle Walt, the crazy gay tree fucker, but she did not admire herself, a boring woman with trivial, boring problems. She walked from the park bench back to her desk, past the bullet-chipped storefront windows, weaving between broken glass and empty patterned dime bags, back to her seat in the lobby of the sleek and highly regarded educational nonprofit for underserviced youth, where she filed grant applications and acted as a liaison between administration, teachers (or rather “educators”—she never understood why this needed to sound like a euphemism), and community, and where she had to work as a kind of hostage negotiator for her boss, Tracy, who wanted the children to go do things like cheer up the craps corner with yarn bombs, insisting this would give them what she called “cultural capital,” another euphemism.

She got to her desk. And she sat and sat, dazed to the brim with richest nausea. Strong light came in through the floor-to-ceiling windows, dazzling her. If Toby had walked by, she might have projectile vomited on the center of her corporate-donated thirty-two-inch Retina display monitor.

She drove home. The nausea ripened into a dissociative state. She didn’t know what would happen when she opened the door to their apartment. Her movements were automatic. She was numb. It was the strangest she’d ever felt. It was as if she were inside an orb, watching as the actions of some other thing flowed through her. It was a dream. She was innocent. Of course, she felt guilty about the odious cheating, but she did not feel like she was about to begin a process of confession and repentance. In fact, that was unthinkable, because she was not sorry.

Her hand turned the knob of the front door, pushed, and the door opened on Nick lying flaccidly on the couch, not doing anything except looking at his phone. His brain was rotten, and all of his opinions were inherited, none of them spontaneous, completely rotten. His suitcases were dumped all over the floor. He had reheated and eaten all of the leftover chili, the chili that had taken her three hours to prepare, the chili she was planning to have, and he had left everything in the sink for her to wash. She did all of the laundry, cooked all of the meals, took out the trash, cleaned, shopped, paid the bills, all of it, he did none of it, she did all of it, holy god for ten years all of it. And what was Moddie making room for with all of these chores? These things took hours, meaning Nick took hours from Moddie, and what did he do with these hours, what great life of the mind was she aiding by giving him all of these hours? Looking at him with this thought in her mind made the blood rise up in her ears and made her feel faint, again. He even spoke to her in baby talk. Moddie’s lips were numb and it felt like she was hovering inches above the ground. She’d told him in the first year, please, anything but baby talk, but her handsome boy, he was always so very hungwy. Moddie had been standing over him as he lay on the couch texting for at least one minute, maybe two, each submerged in their own private narrative.

He was probably texting with that girl he’d met at an art fair who, according to him, had been “actually” quite encouraging of all the bad behavioral patterns and habits and attitudes of his that always dragged him deep down into a time-sucking catatonic depression that Moddie was left to deal with whether she wanted to or not, goddamn it, that bitch.

Nick looked up at Moddie and his lip involuntarily snarled like a mean old goopy Maltese. Moddie felt her spirit puke out in anger. The words came out like heavenly music, as if Christ himself had reached his hand down and put his fingers in her mouth and used her as a puppet to transmit his divine decree, that she break up with him that instant.

In the moment before she felt herself speak, her mind became clear and analytical like a man’s. Aside from a few compulsory and awkward concessions, they hadn’t fucked in years. They didn’t have or want children, they didn’t have or want any large shared items like a house. The one time Moddie brought up marriage, Nick raised his eyebrows and said, “I don’t think so.” He told her she would make a terrible mother but said nothing after she handed him his peanut butter sandwich and said, “Oh, I don’t know, I think I’m doing an okay job.” He’d taken to saying things like “All men are more likely to be attracted to women in their twenties, because they just have better bodies and more open minds” and “When men and women break up in middle age it’s uniformly pathetic for the woman. Inevitably she goes on some humiliating journey of self-discovery, joins a gym, gets a fun and funky haircut and some dimwitted affirmational therapist, and all she can manage to snag is a beat-down old divorcé with a broken dick and some other woman’s children. Maybe he takes her on a few sad little vacations to Barbados. Maybe she wears a hot-pink bikini with her big ass cheeks hanging out. Maybe she gets a tattoo on one of her cheeks that says ‘YOLO.’ ” He started talking this way soon after Moddie turned thirty-one, insisting they were deep into middle age, fat, neutered, depressing, the walking dead, but Toby had said she had movie boobs, and Toby looked like a tiny Channing Tatum and he didn’t have any children or enough money to go to Barbados, so it turned out Nick wasn’t a genie who could see into the future, just a mean man, and realizing this did make a difference. She was no longer afraid of the endless gaping void of loneliness. She spoke the words that coursed through her—this just is not working.

Whatever tense cloud of energy that had been hovering in the room between them burst. Nick began to cry, and Moddie felt her whole heart and chest and self rush toward him, my poor sweet baby, I’m so, so sorry.

She moved into a shitty furnished sublet and spent most of her free time either violently sobbing or on the phone with Nick apologizing profusely for dumping him, and spent her days at the office avoiding Toby. She got no rest. Nick called her almost every night and kept her on the phone late, well past her bedtime, telling her how angry he was and telling her that he didn’t understand how she could throw him away like that, like a piece of garbage, and sometimes he asked her what kind of a person could do something like that. What kind of person, Moddie? A piece of garbage. When she tried bringing up some of the things he’d done that had hurt her, he said he was going to jump in front of a train if he even thought about it for one second. After these phone calls, Moddie would sit in the corner and rock back and forth sobbing, wondering why she was such a cruel and hateful person who was sort of like a living poison, and why was she always saying and doing such mean horrible things like treating people like pieces of garbage. Sometimes she thought it might be safer for everyone if she were dead, even for her parents, who were surely getting tired of her daily, sobbing, hysterical phone calls.

They tried to reconcile like this for months. Nick said he didn’t want to meet up in person unless they were going to get back together—it’s too hard—then he said he couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat, he felt dead, and so Moddie, still in love and deeply moved by his suffering, caved one night and said, “I want to come home.”

This seemed to cheer Nick up for a moment.

But later, as soon as Moddie started to mention specific plans, when and where to meet, whether or not Moddie should look for a permanent apartment or if she should delay with the aim of moving back in, Nick became alternatingly cocky and coy—oh, he’d never meant to imply he was ready to get back together, these things take time—and, after much pressing, he eventually did agree to meet up at their old apartment, where they had an unspeakable night, truly among the worst of Moddie’s nights, during which he revealed he’d just begun a relationship with a twenty-four-year-old arts administrator and veritable shit-for-brains named Gracie.

Moddie knew all about Gracie, oh yes. One night, after a party where Gracie had clung to Nick’s arm, saying, “I’ve always wondered about you, because when I checked our astrological charts we were a match, and I’ve always blah blah blah blah blah …” Nick gave a speech about how interesting Gracie was and Moddie, who at that moment had been particularly tanked, said something unkind about Gracie’s physical appearance and then said she didn’t think men were attracted to women who looked like that and Nick said, “Uuh, [disdainful patronizing chortle], I have no complaints with the way she looks.”

“No, I said I thought men,” said Moddie, and he threw her a shitty glance. “What’s her last name?”

After a pause he said, “Schneider.”

“Aaaaahhh, Herr Schnei-dah.”

“Yeah, I believe that would be Fräulein,” said Nick, who then winked despite himself, in a way that Moddie found deeply unattractive.

Moddie looked up Gracie and found her website, which included a substantial amount of self-portrait photography, which of course Moddie began to critique until Nick started muttering, “You’re such a fucking prude you’re so stuck up you’re jealous that people find her sexually attractive there’s nothing wrong with someone wanting to have a website where they can express themselves through photographs and self-portraits it’s a good website the photography is good it has good qualities it shows sensitivity you’re such a fucking prude you’ve always been a prude and a killjoy and a drag and a mentally unstable asshole you’re just mean not interesting or funny or smart or cool and I’ve thought you were a closet queer for years.”

The things about being a closet queer and a prude hurt, of course, but did not hurt as much as the notion that he—that anyone—could possibly interact with this work and fool themselves into thinking that it had any artistic merit.

“You probably respond to her work,” said Moddie, “because it is one hundred percent nonthreatening to your own work, in terms of its quality, and is therefore completely unthreatening to your masculinity. I’ll give it to her, if she’s doing this on purpose, she’s a fucking genius. If she’s going out of her way to make work that makes her seem like an insipid moron who a man might be able to teach a few things, she’s [chef’s kiss]. Brahvah, mein Herr, as her people might say.”

Moddie drained her beer at the precise moment Nick picked up and threw her sketchbook across the kitchen. It hit the wall and landed on its open pages, pathetic and rumpled, resembling garbage. Moddie looked at Nick, who said nothing more. They stayed eye-locked until Moddie started talking in a quiet, measured tone, “I’m going to hurt you so fucking much one day you won’t be able to breathe right for months. This version of me, right here, this one now, I’m the fucking Manchurian candidate. I’ve now sworn an oath with god and country to destroy you. Someday something’s going to set me off and I’m going to come back and finish what you started here tonight and you won’t even know what hit you and you won’t ever be the same for the rest of your life.”

Nick rolled his eyes and shook his head slowly in disgust. “You haven’t even seen The Manchurian Candidate. You never have any idea what the fuck you’re talking about.”

After learning that Nick and Gracie were together, and after a few more harrowing conversations with Nick, the memories of which clicked in and out of her awareness like a stupid semaphore, Moddie spent two months in a fugue state, going into the office like a zombie, falling asleep as soon as she got home, and then one day she called her best friend, Nina, who lived in X, to explain, again, that she couldn’t take another moment of her stupid fucking life. “Not another fucking minute, or I’m going to coldcock myself with a hammer.”

Nina said, “Fuck it, just move here instead,” and told her how cheap apartments were. They were startlingly cheap. “Maybe you could freelance.”

Moddie did some quick math and quit her job the next morning. Her resignation letter was obsequious, written from the perspective of a humble and grateful character, and Tracy made her stand by the desk in the large executive suite while she read it over and frowned. Moddie could hear some of the kids running around and shouting and laughing in the hallway. She thought about the potentially necessary interplay between freedom and failure, and the next week she cashed out her retirement savings, found an ostentatiously cheap place in X, and absconded. And now she sat, with a sour gut and wet palms, in the backseat of her friend Pam’s car, on the way to a party with a mix of old high school acquaintances and university employees and their spouses, listening to Pam and her boyfriend, Craig, have a civil adult couple’s discussion in the front seat. Pam was another of Moddie’s close childhood friends—another bosom companion.

“Yes, but this is exactly what I was telling her. Precisely,” said Craig.

Moddie’s stomach twisted.

“I just think you need to have clearer boundaries,” said Pam. “She’s your student, so you shouldn’t involve yourself in her personal life. I don’t think it’s wise or safe.”

“Or cool,” said Moddie from the backseat, tapping her foot, thinking about breaking the glass on the backseat window, diving out of it, and running in a straight line to the cavelike apartment where she now lived alone.

“Well, I have to be gentle with her about it. I’m a human being after all. We’re both human beings.” Craig tapped the steering wheel a few times.

“It’s not appropriate, Craig.” Pam spoke with authoritative directness and condescension that, even though Moddie certainly agreed with Pam, from what she could tell, did make Pam seem like a killjoy and a bitch. Moddie pressed her hand firmly over her mouth and squeezed. She did her best to avoid reminders of the painful past, because if she became too acutely reminded of certain thoughts and feelings, sometimes her behavior became erratic, like a car swerving to avoid a dog.

“Hey, do you guys remember that song ‘Cotton Eye Joe’?” Moddie asked loudly. “That was one of my favorite songs in second grade. I had the radio station dedicate it to the boy I liked.”

“That’s racist,” said Craig in a way that seemed more like a critique of finding things racist.

“I think it was Swedish,” said Moddie.

“Even worse,” said Craig.

“Sure,” said Moddie. “All of our music is Swedish.”

She hadn’t called the radio station to dedicate “Cotton Eye Joe” to Kyle, she’d called to have the station dedicate the song to her from Kyle, but no one needed to know this hidden part of her memory, her shameful, selfish lie, because the winner creates the history, winner takes all, and who was Kyle to Pam and Craig? He was nothing, dirt, filth, nothing. Probably dead. Moddie smiled and almost laughed.

“Left,” said Pam. “Le-f-t,” she said again as if it had many syllables. She didn’t seem to be having a very nice time. Pam often read as terse and dissatisfied, but it was just her way, her icy exterior. Sometimes people even thought Moddie was a bitch, but it wasn’t true, it wasn’t true!

They pulled up to Bethany’s house, which was garish and large. Moddie placed the architectural style as Greek Revival Revival, and she wondered if Bethany—that bastion of teen liberalism—had ended up marrying a Republican.

“Am I close enough to the curb?” Craig twisted his body around in little jerks, like he was trying to see something.

“I really don’t know, but I’m sure you’re fine, it’s hardly a high-traffic area,” said Pam. Her long fingers rested against her temple and she was glaring at the large plastic mailbox, right at the little red schwing of a flag that indicated outgoing mail, which seemed strange, and perhaps forcefully mature.

“Ohh-kay,” said Craig.

Bethany’s home began with what one might call a “foy-ay,” which funneled itself into a small birthing-canal-like hallway, which then opened up into a room with twenty-foot ceilings. All of the walls were white. A big mound of shoes lay on the left side of the foyer.

In the center of the large main room—Moddie thought they should call this “the joy room”—Bethany held court, draped in a large, thin pashmina, looking stately and glamorous like the sculpture of Balzac in the Rodin gardens. Bethany had recently published a twelve-hundred-word opinion article on the New York Times website, and now she was a real star or something according to everyone’s mom.

Moddie looked blandly at the propane fireplace, the mostly empty bookshelves, the hardcover copy of Gloria Steinem’s memoir, the sideboard, and the orchid in its geodesic cage. As Moddie surveyed the scene, she overheard Bethany and her admirers discussing an acquaintance of theirs, a recent divorcée who had just moved to New York.

“No, I love Amelia,” said Bethany with a wave of her arm, “she’s incredibly intelligent, but I just worry about her—please, for the love of god, no more losers, no more strivers, no more men with something to prove about themselves or their intelligence or whatever it is she seems to be so drawn to.” She laughed.

“Still, it must be a little magical,” said a short, thin woman sitting on the arm of the couch, smiling up at Bethany. “I can’t imagine what it would be like to be looking for love in New York City,” even though there had been literally thousands of books, movies, songs, articles, and TV shows dedicated to the topic, so this woman must have been some kind of a fucking idiot.

The woman on Bethany’s left said, “Men are garbage,” and then the one on her right laughed, looked around, and suggested they all “become lesbians.”

Moddie left the joy room for a beer.

Drink in hand and ready to mingle, Moddie scanned the room for friendly faces. Nina had yet to arrive and she couldn’t find Pam. She spotted a woman she believed to be named Chrissy, a friend of Pam’s who she had met at a party in college. She approached Chrissy, with what she thought was open body language, and stood next to her and the woman she was talking to.

“We’re really trying with Adler. He’s not behind, but we’re reading to him every night and encouraging him to try to pick out his favorite words, spelling and everything.” Chrissy partially closed her eyes and shook her head in a minute, vibrating way. “It’s a challenge.”

“Ooh, my god. We’re not quite there yet with Jonah,” said Samantha, who Moddie did not know. “But, childhood literacy is so important.”

Chrissy sighed again and said, “I know.”

Moddie held up a finger, thinking that, even though this seemed to be a personal and specific kind of conversation, she should be bold in her advances into the land of friendship, and said, “I read something somewhere that said the best influence on kids, in terms of literacy and a lifelong interest in reading, is full bookshelves.”

Moddie did not know any parents younger than sixty.

They both turned and looked at her with blank expressions. Samantha’s eyes did a brief body scan, perhaps checking Moddie for signs of authority, motherhood.

“I’m Moddie, by the way. I think we met like twelve years ago.”

Chrissy cocked her head to the side slightly and said, “Yeah, I’m not really sure what good it would do a three-year-old to have a bunch of adult novels lying around.”

“Oh, you know, just how you unconsciously mimic your parents’ behavior and attitudes,” said Moddie, “so, if your kids see you taking pleasure in reading, they might be more inclined to do the same.”

“Sure,” said Chrissy in a go fuck yourself tone. “Although, that might be a little classist or something.” Then she laughed, turned, and said, “Anyway …”

Moddie had always thought of herself as a great mingler, but over the past year or so she had been learning she didn’t always have the clearest view of herself. She stopped herself from saying that it might be classist to say that that was classist.

Chrissy and Samantha kept talking, and after what seemed an appropriate beat, Moddie backed away slowly.

Nina texted that she would be there in 20, sorry!!! waiting on Tony for ride :(((((((((

Moddie put her phone back in her pocket and walked toward the counter to eat from the large pile of cheese and examine the magnets and photos on the massive steel refrigerator. One of the pictures was of the pussy-hat march on Washington, which Moddie thought looked like Christ’s Entry into Brussels. This amused her, and for a moment she felt happy.

She refreshed her drink and went to pee in the half bath by the garage. She tried to hold on to the feeling of pleasant amusement, while also consciously stopping herself from letting this feeling unfold completely, because if it did unfold completely, it might lead her to imagine talking to Nick about this party—he would understand all of her criticisms, and likely congratulate her keen observational skills—and then it might make her feel regret, and then in an effort to counterbalance this regret, she might remember how Nick, whenever she tried to spend time with people she hadn’t met directly through him, would savage these new acquaintances, usually focusing on psychosexual dynamics he thought they might have with their siblings, and these were thoughts and feelings she would rather not deal with here in this party, where she was trying to make new friends. She thought this kind of emotional sheepdogging was one of her strengths, and considered herself an expert at not directly interacting with difficult emotions and memories.

Bethany’s wedding photos were hung eye-level to the toilet, for the benefit of her guests. Moddie hadn’t been invited to the wedding, which was fine, of course. Some of the photos were sepia and the men were wearing vests and armbands, which seemed decidedly steampunk. A little dog that looked like the dog from PBS who used to dress up as canonical literary characters was the ring bearer. Wishbone. Everyone was smiling into the camera, for the glory and honor of the wedding day.

Time passed. Moddie had another drink. She texted with Nina again, who said she would be there soon soon soon. Moddie breathed in through her nose, and out through her mouth, and then did what she believed to be a yellow chakra meditation. I relinquish control in order to gain control. She breathed into her stomach. It filled with bright yellow light, which she released on the exhale, and then the light surrounded her, in a way that indicated encouragement and stability. I don’t actually care what happens to me. Images of freedom and relaxation danced in her mind, and she felt a slight slip, the beginning of an emotional free fall without end. This compelled her to find a corner she could laugh into privately.

After she wiped her tears and gathered her senses (Nina texted, “the hour is nigh omw”), she found herself in a circle of women—Pam, a woman named Kimberly, and Samantha—all performing the ceremonial repeating of facts and opinions. Moddie felt loose and unaware of her troubles, as if observing the night from a state of curious detachment.

Without warning, Kimberly turned to Moddie and said, “What brings you to town?”

“Oh, well, you know,” said Moddie.

“No, I don’t,” said Kimberly, and then she laughed in a trilling, aristocratic way.

“Moddie grew up here,” said Pam. “She was living in Chicago.”

“Just back for a little something or other?” asked Kim in an upbeat tone. “Thought it was time to give the big city a rest?”

“Yes,” said Moddie. “Yes, certainly. In Chicago, I made a series of increasingly questionable choices that led me to an enervating wasteland of superficial friendships with people I did not respect, some of whom I outright hated, and now I’m giving it all a nice big rest.”

“Wow, okay.”

After an awkward beat, Samantha began to recount what seemed to be an entire day’s worth of facts from NPR.

Moddie had, despite herself, heard most of these programs. She was torn on the subject of NPR. On the one hand, she felt disdain for the center-leaning smugness of the programming and felt certain that the arch tweeness of NPR, the oohing and aaaahhing over synth sounds meant to evoke a sense of wonder, the British accents describing civilian bombings meant to evoke a sense of seriousness, had something to do with the coddling infantilization of her generation, who, though well into their thirties, seemed to need constant affirmation and authoritative direction to make it through the week (though, what did she know, perhaps every generation was the same). And on the other hand, she felt a strong nostalgia for the sounds of NPR, which reminded her of her childhood and of her parents—whose love she never doubted—cooking dinner in the structured safety of the evening.

She was chewing on these feelings, turning them over and over, until she felt herself say, in response to something, “Ah, yes, I heard that, too,” and everyone turned to look at her. “It was interesting,” she said, forgetting herself, “mostly because of how tedious it was.” She relaxed a little more and said the tedium was “almost thrilling” and “bordering on erotic.”

“I mean, what’s more tedious than listening to an SNL cast member describe their audition? I feel like there are these annual requirements—like three times a year, you have to have someone come on and say, like, ‘My god, we were so young, we didn’t know what we were doing, and wow, I couldn’t even believe it. Me, a TV star!’ And they’re always talking in this low, slowed-down, depressed-yet-humble voice. Like yeah yeah, we get it, comedians are sad and very serious people, tears of a clown, Jim Carrey, an intellectual, a painter, blah blah blah. I mean, I don’t know, of all the things you could ask someone who is supposedly incredibly talented and smart, you want to ask them about how they got their job? Je-sus.” Moddie shook her head and let out air. She stopped short of saying Who gives a shit but the phrase reverberated off of her, crystal clear.

“Yes, no? Agree, disagree?” she added, rubbing her hands together. Who gives a shit? Who gives a shit? Everything was fine, it was only a conversation. There was a moment of calm during which Pam breathed in and looked at Moddie sympathetically, as if Moddie had been incoherently ranting about the CIA, but that wouldn’t come until later.

Patience, prudence, peace, and comfort, thought Moddie, grounding herself in her cardinals.

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Kimberly. “I actually think it’s interesting when Terry adds career and business details to her interviews. My brother’s girlfriend works in the industry in Los Angeles. I think it’s thrilling to hear the practical side of how things are made. But maybe you’re successful in the creative field, so this is all stuff you already know.”

“No, I don’t do that,” said Moddie. “That’s not really my, you know.”

“Oh, come on, don’t be modest,” said Pam. “Moddie is very creative.”

It was difficult not to hear this comment as hostile, a knife through Moddie’s long-suffering heart, a bald reminder of her many failures.

“Oh, are you some big fancy artist?” asked Kimberly, with impunity.

“I’m unemployed,” said Moddie.

“Well, if you’re between positions, I know some recruiters,” said Kimberly. “It seems like it would be awfully boring to move here without a job. Not that it’s not boring—or, maybe just totally exhausting—working at the university. I mean, I wouldn’t necessarily recommend it for you.”

“Tell me about it,” said Samantha.

Everyone laughed, except Moddie, and then they started talking about university politics. The molestation scandal was on everyone’s mind. Many things were changing, structurally. Out with the old, in with the new.

“I’m trying to come up with a way to discuss the molestations in class on the first day, just so all of the students know that all of the professors and all of the administrators are really, seriously thinking and talking about this all the time—and that we want them to know that it’s safe for them to come to us and share their own personal molestation stories. They don’t have to, but they can—and we want them to know that, even if they aren’t feeling the strength from within to tell us their stories, we’re going to be watching them for signs, and we will be reaching out to form a supportive bridge with them if we think they might have been assaulted or molested in any way, and then we can report them, or direct them to the appropriate mental health help center. We want this to be really student focused. The trick is to figure out a way to do this that is open and gentle, but that also protects the university,” said Samantha. “From letting this happen again,” she added quickly. “We’re really trying to separate sex from the classroom, and in a global inter-student way, we’re really trying to get the rape numbers down, so we’re trying to start each fall with a rape and molestation questionnaire, which the teachers can disseminate in the first week, to track efficacy.”

Kimberly nodded.

“Yeah,” said Pam, and then she talked about maximizing opportunities for change.

After a while, Moddie finished her drink and said, “Yeah. Yeah, actually I was thinking about filing a class action lawsuit against Facebook. That could be my job.”

She started rubbing her eyes like a sleepy child. She couldn’t stop. She pressed harder and she saw brown, green, triangles, circles, red, shifting, beckoning.

“Oh, well, in that case you should talk to Martha’s husband, Eric. All the boys are in the basement,” said Kimberly.

“There are a bunch of men in the basement?” said Moddie.

“Of course.”

Moddie tended to do well with men, she thought. Well, not always. No, not always.

She descended the carpeted stairs into the finished basement, which was filled with husbands and boyfriends. Craig was in the corner, holding a beer, his other hand jammed into his front pants pocket. He had blond stubble that made his face look out of focus. His khakis were too tight and displayed the vague outline of his penis. He rolled his eyes and nodded and tapped his finger several times on his beer bottle, in the typical fashion of an agitated man, then laughed. He was talking to a guy in a T-shirt with a picture of a bulked-out Mickey Mouse doing a dead lift on it.

Moddie approached a group at random.

“We love the Discover, but nobody takes it. The Amex is great for fast purchases, if you just want to get something big and not think about it, but it’s honestly just not the ideal card, despite its reputation. I mean, you think Amex and …” the man made a face like Come on, right, what the fuck?

“Diane and I are really liking the credit union, which we were really surprised about. It used to be you couldn’t do direct deposit, but that’s not the case anymore. They’re fully online now, and I like being co-owner of my bank.”

Moddie turned to look at each of them as they spoke, as if she were a house cat convinced she could follow the conversation. She tapped her beer bottle and said, “I like Capital One because they’re the official sponsors of iHeart Radio’s annual Summer Bash.”

The man with the Amex looked down at her with an expressionless face, as if to, by soft thought, push Moddie back to wherever she came from.

“And I love their online customer success department,” she added.

Tap tap tap.

“Is Jordie still working for Myerson?”

Moddie looked up and saw Craig across the room, who quickly averted his gaze.

She went back upstairs, wondering why she was there and when Nina would arrive.

She had a tense conversation with Kimberly about Facebook. Moddie was happy to elaborate upon her feelings here, and began by saying, “It’s the number one worldwide distributor of child pornography, but whatever helps you stay connected, I guess,” and then continued by saying, confidently, something half-researched about Cambridge Analytica. Kimberly said that social media had helped her stay politically engaged, and Moddie suggested that the major corporations that were using social media to monitor and influence her every thought and mood had figured out that this notion of the websites as vehicles for radical political engagement was an appealing enough notion to feed Kimberly as misdirection for their real aim, which was mind control, and that it was the corporations that had encouraged everyone to adopt this idea that the websites were radical, so that the users could combine their petty addictions to the jolts of the mind-numbing dopamine of likes with the sanctimonious euphoria of imagining themselves as citizens and thinkers of the highest moral caliber, creating an airtight logic for everyone’s idiotic addiction to their smartphones, which were made with metals harvested by child slaves in factories with nets outside the windows to catch the suicides, and Moddie was sure if there was anything anyone felt too good about, like for instance their half-formed political stances (at this she curtsied and pointed to her own chest with all of her fingers), it was probably a bad sign, as happiness was usually a bad sign, usually a sign that something horrible was about to happen, if you took a look around you, it seemed true, didn’t it?

Oh, she might have said a few other things, but her memory tried to treat her gently. After this, Kimberly’s face froze for a moment, mouth open in either true shock or a pantomime of shock, and, as she reanimated to say something about something being “actually unbelievable,” Moddie stood still and wondered if this was the kind of behavior that had gotten her uninvited to the annual Oscars party hosted by that hostile, lobotomizingly bland, infuriatingly sour friend group back in dread Chicago. God, how she hated the Oscars, that flagrant display of mediocrity, god how it made her sick, sick to her stomach, how could people stand to watch these awful movies and then on top of that watch hours of these morons grinning their asses off in ball gowns. Ball gowns! Repulsive but more than that so boring it should be criminal, boring enough to be physically painful, just repulsively boring, stupid, and awful.

Kimberly finished talking (“Obviously I’m not an idiot”) and everyone in the circle kind of uncomfortably watched where the conversation might go. Moddie looked around the floor, wondering if Bethany owned that dog from the bathroom picture, and if so, what were her chances of seeing it, touching it, getting to know it a little better.

Pam had long since left the circle (she left when they started talking about school, she and Moddie had very different feelings about school), so Moddie was all alone. All alone!

Someone jumped in and changed the subject to a Netflix documentary. Oh yes, they’d all seen that. Moddie let time and something internal and mysterious dictate when she would wander away from this group in search of the next—would the next group be where she belonged? Oh, she needed another drink, and there it went, that was the mysterious inner bell. She broke off and went to the kitchen.

Am I going to cry? she wondered. No, it didn’t feel like it, but she did want a cigarette, in fact an entire pack of cigarettes, smoked butt to butt. Ass to ass! she shouted in her head, thinking of a terribly stupid movie she’d seen in high school. She might have agreed to spend two years in total isolation if only she could smoke butt to butt with no repercussions.

Later, Moddie received a lecture on white supremacy, as if Moddie had never heard of white supremacy, and then Nina walked in and diverted her attention.

Beautiful, wonderful Nina—her Gypsy bride! Not that she would say that anymore, it was no longer the nineties after all, and she meant no offense to anyone, especially in regards to their ethnic composition.

Moddie walked quickly over to Nina, they hugged, laughed. Moddie breathed in deeply and smelled Nina’s hair, which as always was filled with an intoxicating mix of perfumes and pheromones, and then she offered to get Nina a drink and a brownie.

When she returned to the living room, she found Pam and Nina talking. Pam, who had seemed hidden, as if she had been avoiding Moddie, but who now had suddenly appeared again.

Moddie regretted not having a drink and a brownie for Pam, as if this might show Moddie’s rude preference for Nina, and thus perpetuate an awkward teen dynamic so early into Moddie’s return. She gave Nina the drink and the brownie, and motioned, wanting to explain and apologize, and wanting to offer to extend the same gracious bonhomie to Pam, but Pam held Moddie firmly in her peripheral as she kept talking.

“Obviously I’m stressed,” said Pam. “This VAP thing is way more than I can handle, but I want to do something. I’m sure you feel this way, too,” she said to Nina, still not looking at Moddie. “I’ve come to a certain point in my career, and via some crucial restructuring, I’m going to be part of bringing the school into the twenty-first century, so I do have a certain amount of power, and I feel a responsibility to share that power with people who are struggling, who I feel like the culture isn’t validating and providing for, including students with wide-ranging backgrounds, of course, but also artists. I’m trying to share what I have, and I’m trying to make sure that universities and institutions continue on in a tradition of patronage. It is a part of my value system. I have a platform, I want to share that platform, but on a personal level I’m struggling with a lot of impostor syndrome—”

“Oh, sure,” said Nina.

“—and I don’t really have or even necessarily want authority. It’s not that I want some high-status position, but if no one else is going to do it,” she said, modulating down as if she were depressed, an affect that Moddie had always assumed was taken up to counterbalance her saccharine cuteness, which could have easily gotten in the way of her seeming, as she so desperately longed to seem, like an intellectual of serious gravity (she never liked it, in high school, when Moddie called her “Kewpie”), “I mean, someone has to. I’m really stressed out, and it’s taking up all of my time, and then there are all of these other questions of like, okay, but is this how I want to live? By pushing myself at work, am I ignoring something crucial, and maybe perpetuating something negative by example? I don’t necessarily believe wholesale in the sixty-hour workweek, but that’s what I find myself doing.”

Something was ringing slightly false about Pam’s insecurities.

“This is all so real,” said Nina. “But this is your job right now, you’re going to do it, and it’s going to take time. I mean, obviously it goes without saying that you’re going to kill it, but that almost doesn’t even matter.”

Pam smile-frowned and said, “No, you’re right.”

“What’s a VAP thing?” asked Moddie.

Pam’s eyelids fluttered a little and she sighed and explained it was a visiting artist program she was setting up for the university, and there was really no need for it, but she’d wanted more responsibility, and when Bethany became the department chair after they let Steve Branford go (thank god), it had just seemed so natural when Bethany asked her to stay behind after game night and asked her point-blank “What do you want?”—so natural to say “I want to run a visiting artist program.”

“It was just a totally automatic thing,” said Pam. “In that moment, I felt like I knew exactly what I wanted, that this would get me out of my plateau, but now I’m totally overwhelmed, and some days it just seems so stupid.”

“Sounds cool,” said Moddie.

“I really hope it goes well,” said Pam with a little shake of her head.

“You’ll do great,” said Nina.

“We’ll see.”

The party shifted again. Moddie talked to a few more people. She noticed, periodically, that the woman she’d talked to about Facebook seemed to be glaring at her, her weird little eyes poking at Moddie throughout the night.

Eventually, people started thinning out. One by one, husbands ascended from the basement and whispered into their wives’ ears, “We’ve got to get the fuck out of here.”

Pam came over to Nina and Moddie, who were in the kitchen by the food, and said in monotone, “Craig’s ready,” and then walked back to the door.

Before they could follow, Bethany intercepted them and said, “Nina, sweetie, it’s always so good to see you.” They hugged. “Do you girls want any of these treats to take home? Thomas and I are just going to chuck it all when you leave, so you might as well make yourselves a carryout.”

Moddie wondered where she’d heard the word “carryout” used in this way, and if this was supposed to indicate that Bethany had been to England, a fact she’d included more than once in her essay in The New York Times.

“Well, we can’t have you chuck it,” said Nina.

“Excellent.”

Bethany moved to the cupboard and got out a roll of packing tape. She put a pile of brownies on a Chinet plate, put another Chinet plate on top, clam-style, and sealed it with a massive amount of tape from the screeching gunlike dispenser.

“Moddie, I’m so glad you could come,” said Bethany, looking up from her craftwork. “It’s a pleasure to have you back in town.”

It was difficult for Moddie to tell if this was sarcastic.

“Well, it’s a pleasure and an honor to return,” she said.

“I used to run into your mom at Biggby all the time,” said Bethany.

“Ah, yes, ‘Biggby,’ ” said Moddie, using finger quotes.

Bethany smiled warmly, and Moddie laughed a little.

“It’s funny, just on a phonetic level, Biggby still sounds like something you might not want to say in mixed company.”

“Mmm-hmm,” said Bethany.

The coffee shop used to be called Beaner’s.

Moddie considered asking Bethany if she had any of the old Beaner’s travel mugs in the basement in a locked china cabinet, but she hesitated.

“She’s doing well?” asked Bethany.

“My mom?”

“Yes. We always wondered why your parents left, and that gorgeous house with all of those funny little lawn projects.”

By this, Bethany just meant “plants.”

“Just time, I guess,” said Moddie. “Retired. Shit like that.”

“Well, we always wondered what happened.” Bethany handed Nina the snack-object. “I bet she’s a little disappointed that you’ve moved back here just after she left. Where do you live now?”

Moddie told her the address, and Bethany laughed and said, “Oh, my!”

“I’m being frugal,” said Moddie.

“I’ll bet.”

“It’s only four hundred bucks.”

They whipped through the neighborhoods, the streetlamps strobing the car interior, in silence. Craig white-knuckled the steering wheel and Pam turned to look out the passenger window, her brow furrowed and her hand covering her mouth. It had rained a little during the party. Moddie played with the window, letting in warm streams of fresh air, while Craig called his GPS a piece of shit and reentered Moddie’s address, one eye on the road.

When they got to Moddie’s house, Nina said, “I’m getting out here, too. So good to see you guys. Thanks for the ride!”

Pam did not move or speak.

Craig said, “Yeah, good night, nice to meet you, Moddie.”

“Yeah, you too,” said Moddie. “Let’s definitely do this again.”

The door slam echoed off the pavement.

When they got inside Moddie’s apartment, both Moddie and Nina started laughing.

“My, what a lovely couple!” said Moddie.

“Yes, the sexual tension between those two!” said Nina.

“Is this Pam’s final form?” asked Moddie.

Nina said, “Oh, you know. Pam has her phases.”

This was true, and had been since middle school. Moddie and Pam had always run hot and cold. Perhaps Moddie had been naïve to think that this was over with, now that they were adults with a deep history, but of course not all of that deep history had been smooth. There was something warm and welcoming about the problem of Pam’s aloofness, something about it that made Moddie feel young again, as if she were thirteen and just discovering that it was in fact Nina who would provide her with the constant stream of admiration she needed in order to feel secure, just discovering that it was Nina who would go along with all of her whims and tirades, propping her up and making her feel an authoritative confidence, unlike Pam, who often bristled when Moddie flexed her opinions, and who often seemed—quite on purpose—to adopt the opposite opinion, as if friendship were a debate or a contest. In this moment, Moddie felt an overwhelming love for Nina, a deep gratitude for her presence, a sense that she was, through Nina, rediscovering a self-assurance that she had buried during her years with Nick in Chicago, and that now she was finally back on the path toward a unified and unburdened self, never to make the same mistakes again.

“Jesus fucking Christ, that was a tightly wound group of people,” said Moddie.

Nina nodded and said “Mmmm-hmmm” while taking off her shoes by the couch in Moddie’s small, carpeted, furnished, low-rent apartment.

“Did you talk to, was it Tiffany, in the purple shirt with the little bow on it? She wouldn’t stop asking me if I had any ‘friends of color.’ ”

“Probably Kimberly,” said Nina. “If I had to guess.”

“Listen, Kim, nobody’s making any friends of color tonight!” said Moddie, and Nina made the dingdingding game show noise, and then Moddie said she was going to open a day care called Friends of Color so Kimberly and everyone could brag about sending their fully literate toddlers there. She crossed her arms and laughed, feeling annoyed, aggressive, and misunderstood.

She moved toward the kitchen and got out glasses for water, then turned abruptly and said, “Do you think people would like me better if I told them the story about being sexually assaulted by the six-year-old?”

“Oh my god,” said Nina, laughing.

“Then they could be like, ‘Moddie’s difficult, but it’s sad, actually. She’s been through some hard things. You just don’t know her like I do. She was sexually assaulted by a six-year-old. She’s just a very sad person.’ ”

“Yeah, that might work,” said Nina.

Over the past year, in an effort to rebuild her identity, Moddie had tried to find the beginning of what she saw as her sexual and romantic history, and had once again landed on this particular episode from the summer she was eight, which she spent at the pool, and during which one of the old butterballs basting themselves on the deck chairs decided Moddie ought to start playing with her grandson, because they were neighbors, and because she believed her grandson to be very handsome and charming and deserving of a playmate. Moddie was polite, so she left her diving rings for the warm, shallow kiddie pool to engage with this much younger boy, who seemed mentally dense, was blond, and had what one might call a very butch kind of jawline. His favorite pool game was “bridal threshold.” He would hoist Moddie up in his short arms, walk a few paces, drop her, then repeat, for hours, like a tiny charmless Frankenstein. His grandmother and some of the others would applaud when he did this—can you believe he just turned six, and already such a man? These pool hangouts evolved into unsupervised house hangouts, which included a lot of Moddie awkwardly allowing this boy, a kindergartner, to dry hump her, and which culminated—quite psychotically—in this boy pushing her into a pantry in which he had found a large butcher knife, brandishing this knife, holding it to her throat, and forcing her to put her tongue in his mouth. When she told
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