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And is it not a pity and a shame that books are written which confuse people about life, make them bored with it before they begin, instead of teaching them how to live?
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Part One



SEPTEMBER 1996




The First Week

It was dark when I got to Cambridge. I pulled my mother’s suitcase over the cobblestones toward the river. Riley had been really mad when we were assigned to Mather, and not to one of the historic ivy-covered brick buildings where young men had lived in ancient times with their servants. But I wasn’t into history, so I liked that the rooms in Mather were all singles, and nobody had to figure out how to share an irregularly sized suite where people had lived with their servants.

I hadn’t spoken to Ivan since July, when we said goodbye in a parking lot on the Danube. We hadn’t exchanged phone numbers, since we were both going to be traveling, and anyway we never had talked much on the phone. But I had never doubted that, when I got back to school, I would find an email from him, explaining everything. It was not, after all, conceivable that there was no explanation, or that the explanation could come from anyone else, or that it could come in any way other than email, since that was how everything had always happened between us.

Mather resembled an alien starship: impregnable, simultaneously ancient and futuristic, gathering its powers. I held my ID card in front of the reader, and the door to the computer room clicked open. I found myself remembering a book I’d read where a woman looked in a mirror for the first time after seven years in a gulag, and the face looking back wasn’t her own, but that of her mother. I immediately recognized how shameful, self-important, and obtuse it was for me, an American college student who hadn’t checked email for three months, to compare herself to a political prisoner who had spent seven years in a gulag. But it was too late—I had already thought of it.

I mistyped my password twice before I got it right. Information started cascading down the screen, first about the computer itself and the different protocols it was using, then about when and where it had last seen me, and finally the sentence that sent a jolt to my heart: You have new mail.

Ivan’s name was there, just like I had known it would be. Before reading the message through, I looked at it all at once, to see how long it was and what it was like. Right away, I could tell something was wrong. So something is wrong, I read. I saw the words “shocked” and “monster”: “I am very shocked that you see me as such a monster,” it said. “I know you won’t believe anything I say.” And: “I hope you will tell me why I am so horrible, so that I can defend myself.”

I had to reread the whole message twice before I understood that it was three months old. Ivan had sent it in June, in response to an angry email I had sent him before leaving campus. Technically, his reply had been invalidated by all the things that had happened between us in the intervening months. But it still felt like a new and final word from him, because, although there were several other messages in the inbox, none was from Ivan. He hadn’t written anything to me at all since that day in the parking lot—since he had held me so close to him, and then gotten in his car and driven away.

Most of the other emails were also months old and out-of-date. There was one from Peter that said, I desperately need to know your flight arrival time in Budapest, and another from Riley asking if it was OK to apply to overflow housing so we wouldn’t have to live in Mather. Only two messages were from the past couple of days. One said that I had to see my financial aid officer at the earliest opportunity. The other, from the new president of the Turkish Students Association, said that somebody had found a store in Brookline that sold Kayseri-style pastırma: a kind of cured meat that some people said was etymologically related to pastrami. So if you like Kayseri-style pastirma, you can go there, his message concluded.

I exited the email program and used the terrible “finger” command, to see where Ivan was. He had logged on from Berkeley two hours earlier. So he was there. He just wasn’t writing to me.
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Svetlana got to campus the day after me, though it felt like years. I had already slept the night in my new room, eaten breakfast and lunch in the cafeteria, and made numerous trips back and forth to the storage facility, having the same conversation over and over. “How was your summer?” “How was your summer?” “How was Hungary?” I was dissatisfied by the vagueness of my own answers. I still hadn’t figured out the right angle.

“How was Hungary?” Lakshmi asked at lunch, with a conspiratorial sparkle. “Did anything happen?” Notwithstanding my strong feeling that a lot of things had happened, I answered the question truthfully in the sense that I knew Lakshmi intended it. Nothing had happened.

Svetlana asked me the same question that evening, when we met at her warehouse-like suite in new Quincy, and sat on bean-bag chairs under an Edward Hopper poster, and talked about everything that had happened since the last time we had spoken—when I had been in a phone booth in the Kál train station, and Svetlana had been at her grandmother’s house in Belgrade. I told her how I had finally called Ivan in Budapest, how he had showed up with a canoe, and we had sat up all night at his parents’ house.

“Did anything happen?” she asked, in a lazier, more amused voice than Lakshmi’s, but meaning the same thing.

“Well, like, that one thing didn’t happen,” I said.

“Oh, Selin,” Svetlana said.

When Ivan first told me about the summer program in Hungary, he said I should take my time to think about it, because he didn’t want to force me into anything. Svetlana said that, if I agreed to go, Ivan was going to try to have sex with me. This was a possibility I had never previously considered. I daydreamed about Ivan all the time, imagining different conversations we might have, how he might look at me, touch my hair, kiss me. But I never thought about having sex. What I knew about “having sex” didn’t correspond to anything I wanted or had felt.

I had tried, on multiple occasions, to put in a tampon. Tampons were spoken of by older or more sophisticated girls as being somehow more liberated and feminist than maxi pads. “I just put one in and forget about it.” I felt troubled by the implication that a person was constantly thinking about their maxi pad. Nonetheless, every few months I would give tampons another shot. It was always the same. No matter what direction I pushed the applicator, however methodically I tried all the different angles, the result was a blinding, electric pain. I read and reread the instructions. Clearly I was doing something wrong, but what? It was worrisome, especially since I was pretty sure that a guy—that Ivan—would be bigger than a tampon. But at that point my brain stopped being able to entertain it, it became unthinkable.

Svetlana said I had better think about it. “You wouldn’t want to end up in that situation and not have thought about it,” she said, reasonably. And yet, it turned out there wasn’t much to think about. It was immediately obvious that if Ivan tried to have sex with me, I would let him. Maybe he would be able to tell me what I had been doing wrong, and it wouldn’t be as terrible as trying to put in a tampon.

But he hadn’t tried, and all the nights we sat up late together, all we did was talk. Then he left for Thailand, at the end of July, and I still had another ten days in the village, surrounded by people who weren’t him. A strange thing: I had gone to Hungary in some way to understand Ivan better, because being Hungarian was such a big deal for him—and it was only in the villages that I had realized, with a certain shock, that, although Hungarianness was a big part of Ivan, Ivan himself was only a very small part of Hungary. On some level, I had always known that Hungary was a whole country, home to millions of people who had never met Ivan, and didn’t know or care about him. But apparently I hadn’t completely thought it through, because it still felt like a surprise.

Had that been when I lost the thread of the story I was telling myself—the thread of the story about my life?

Svetlana’s trip to Belgrade—her first time back since the war—had gone well, maybe thanks to all the preparation she had done with her shrink. There had been only one moment, at the store downstairs from her grandmother’s apartment, when she had dropped a coin and bent over to pick it up, and suddenly remembered with horror how a milk bottle had once smashed on those particular floor tiles. She didn’t remember what else had happened, or what had been so horrible. There was just the image of the glass splintering irretrievably in all directions, the blob of milk spreading over the dingy tiles like a diabolical hand.

“Spilled milk.” Svetlana sighed. “Sometimes I wish my subconscious would be a little more original.”

I wanted to hear more about it, but Svetlana was already thinking less about Belgrade than about the wilderness, where she had just come back from being a leader on a freshman pre-orientation program. I kept forgetting about the existence of the freshman pre-orientation programs. In addition to the outdoors one, there was an arts one, and a community-service one where you built houses for underprivileged people. You had to pay extra to do them—even the one where you built houses—so it had never occurred to me to apply. But Svetlana had done the outdoors one as a freshman, and had had a profound experience that was related to the sublime.

Listening to Svetlana talk, I fluctuated between believing that something really good had happened to her, and experiencing a profound sense of alienation. She described the intense relationships that she had formed with boring-sounding freshmen through trust exercises, games, and activities that had been devised, over the years, for just this purpose. She didn’t seem disturbed, as I would have been, by the idea that it was an experience designed for you, to make you feel a certain way.

An increasingly important role was played in Svetlana’s narration by her co-leader, Scott. Each group had two leaders, a guy and a girl. I understood that it must have been exciting to have a shared mission with a guy, requiring coordination and discussions and responsibility. At the same time, there was something sinister about everyone being really into this camping-themed mom-and-dad dress-up. Did I only feel that way because my parents were divorced?

Scott, who was into bluegrass and Zen, sounded like the kind of bland super-American dude who invariably found Svetlana hilarious. For some reason, guys like that always seemed negatively disposed toward me. When she got to the part about how Scott was a senior and had a girlfriend, Svetlana’s tone implied that she was either steering away from, or ironically referring to, the comparison, immediately obvious to both of us, to Ivan. She kept emphasizing how specific her relationship to Scott was to the circumstances, because of how completely they had to trust each other, how they had to know each other’s bodies, how they had to help each other to climb different natural and man-made obstacles, and to carry the things their bodies needed to survive out there, enveloped day and night in the fathomless beauty of nature.

“How am I ever going to give you up from my life?” Scott had asked Svetlana, on their last night together. Svetlana had told him that maybe it was for the best that their closeness was coming to an end there, since she was never so alive and intense as she was in the woods. “I told him, ‘I can be pretty lackluster in the winter,’” she said, leaning characteristically into the unusual word choice, “‘and I wouldn’t want to disappoint you.’”

“You don’t have to talk like that, about disappointing me,” Scott had replied. “It’s not like we’re going out.”

Why did I feel crushed? Svetlana was only quoting something Scott had said to her. It had nothing to do with me, and Svetlana herself didn’t seem upset.
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Svetlana and I were sitting in her room reading the course catalog. It was a magical book. All human knowledge was in it, hidden in the form of its classification. It was like From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler, where the answer to whether the statue was really by Michelangelo—the answer that would determine the meaningfulness of everything else that had happened—was right there in the filing cabinets, and the children had only to find it, but first they had to guess what it was filed under.

I thought there was something wrong with the way the departments and majors were organized. Why were the different branches of literature categorized by geography and language, while sciences were categorized by the level of abstraction, or by the size of the object of study? Why wasn’t literature classified by word count? Why wasn’t science classified by country? Why did religion have its own department, instead of going into philosophy or anthropology? What made something a religion and not a philosophy? Why was the history of non-industrial people in anthropology, and not in history? Why were the most important subjects addressed only indirectly? Why was there no department of love?

I knew, even before I asked her, that Svetlana would defend the system of departments—but how? They were so clearly arbitrary categories that some guy had thought of.

“Well, of course they’re arbitrary,” Svetlana said, “but it’s because they’re historical categories, not formal categories.” She said the course catalog was a relic of how human knowledge had been split into disciplines since Ancient Greece. You couldn’t actually separate the knowledge from the history of how it had been conceived and organized, so that was the most meaningful way to study it: divided into historically determined categories. I was impressed by how smart Svetlana was, but I didn’t agree. I thought we should be rewriting the categories and trying to think of a better organization than whichever one we happened to have inherited.

In general, I mistrusted Svetlana’s attitude toward historical influences, and other influences. She was constantly thinking about the influence of her parents. Nor was she unique in this respect. Half the people at Harvard, within five minutes of meeting you, they were telling you about the influence of their parents.

People said it was universal to be obsessed with your parents, but I didn’t feel that way. When we read Hamlet in high school I almost died of impatience. All I thought about at that time was getting out—and Hamlet had done it, he was in college, and then he came back to get entangled in a gross drama related to his mother’s sex life? Because his father told him to, in a pages-long outpouring of moralizing self-pity, where he didn’t say anything to or about Hamlet, and just droned on about how lust was preying on garbage? And then Hamlet went around making cutting remarks to people about his mom? I had no patience for such a person.

Last spring, months before we had to declare our majors, Svetlana had started soliciting advice from her parents and other old people. Her father had perversely withheld guidance, saying, “I can’t possibly know you any better than you know yourself.” That was classic Svetlana’s dad. He clearly thought he knew what she should do, but was teaching her a lesson. Her mother told her, “Ask Gould,” meaning that she should ask Stephen Jay Gould, because she had gone to his office hours once and they had had a two-hour conversation about the descent of man. “How I envy you in this sea of choices,” Svetlana’s mother said. “I wish I was you. I’m so happy for you that sometimes I weep.”

Svetlana was pretending she hadn’t chosen all her classes yet, but it was clear that she had. We were both taking accelerated Russian, which you had to do if you wanted to have any hope of reading an actual book in Russian before your four-year college education ran out. It counted as two classes. Once you added in a Core class, and a tutorial in your major, that was four classes, a full courseload.

I was taking an extra class, though, so I could actually pick one that wasn’t some kind of requirement. I didn’t get why more people didn’t take a fifth class. It didn’t cost extra. All you had to do was fill out a “petition” and meet with a dean. Granted, such meetings were never pleasant. Behind a dean’s strained expression, you could glimpse some hidden mechanism ceaselessly translating everything you said into an expression of unreasonableness or immaturity. But, for some reason, the laws of their universe didn’t allow them to openly oppose you. All they would do was smile fixedly and try to tell you not to take so many classes and, if you smiled fixedly back for long enough, they would eventually sign the petition.

I opened the catalog to a random page.


COMP LIT 140: CHANCE

“An incalculable amount of human effort is directed to combating and restricting the nuisance or danger represented by chance,” Carl Jung writes in his foreword to the I Ching. We will consider attempts by modern artists and thinkers to redirect this effort, to use chance as an artistic praxis, a conduit to the subconscious, an egress from the constraints of memory and imagination ….



My heart jumped when I learned that there was a literature class about chance, especially when I got to “topics include the flâneur and the random walk as the paradigmatic site of urban experience.” Chance, probability, was what Ivan had gone to California to study, and his thesis had been about random walks! And flâneurs were something that literature people talked about. I had never understood why; they would just say that someone was a flâneur, or a voyeur, and seem satisfied. I knew that flâneurs walked around, and voyeurs looked at things. This in itself did not seem interesting; nor was I sure why a random walk was a worthy object of study. Was it possible that these things were related?

At the bottom of the description, it said that topics discussed would include “André Breton’s Surrealist strategies in Nadja,” and this, too, felt like a sign, because the book Nadja had so often caught my eye in Svetlana’s room: lightweight, with a striking minimalist cover, and numbered black-and-white photographs interspersed in the text. Once, while I was waiting for Svetlana to get out of the shower, I had read the first lines. “Who am I? If this once I were to rely on a proverb, then perhaps everything would amount to knowing whom I ‘haunt.’” The rest of the paragraph went on for pages. It seemed less interesting than wondering whom I haunted.

“Is this good?” I asked, holding up the book, when the door opened and Svetlana came in, totally pink, with her hair up in a towel.

She looked thoughtful. “I don’t know if you would like it. You can borrow it if you want.”

I turned to the last page. It said: “Beauty will be CONVULSIVE or will not be at all.”

“Maybe another time,” I said, replacing the book on the shelf.

Months later, Ivan had written me a long email about Fellini and clowns, and the last line had been: Beauty, Breton says, will be convulsive or will not be at all. I had resolved to look again at Nadja, the next time I was in Svetlana’s room, to see if there were any context clues that might help with the clowns. But the school year had somehow ended without my ever again waiting for her in her room with time to spare, looking at her books.

Now we already lived in different buildings, and soon we would live even farther away from each other, and she would be married, and I would never wait for her in her bedroom again. How brief and magical it was that we all lived so close to each other and went in and out of each other’s rooms, and our most important job was to solve mysteries. The temporariness made it all the more important to do the right thing—to follow the right leads.
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It was exciting to turn the corner in the bookstore from Computer Science to Comparative Literature—to see the fat textbooks give way to normal-sized books with interesting covers that looked like a person might actually read them in the course of normal life. The books for the Chance class, however, had an off-putting coolness. Would I enjoy them? The books I enjoyed were usually long, containing descriptions of furniture and of somebody falling in love, and often had ugly nineteenth-century paintings on the cover. The Chance books were the kind of slim attractive books with wide margins, that I never actually felt like reading: books that were experimental or hybrid or postmodern or lyrical. Why were poems so expensive, when they had so few words? That Flowers of Evil cost thirty dollars! I opened to a random page: “Don Juan in Hell.” “Women, their open dresses exposing pendant breasts, writhed under a dark sky and, like a herd of sacrificial victims, let trail behind a long drawn-out moan.” What? Why were the women in hell? Thirty dollars?

Then I noticed a fat Penguin Classics volume with a poorly reproduced nineteenth-century painting on the cover, and the white-on-black medallion read:


SØREN KIERKEGAARD



EITHER/OR

A Fragment of Life



I picked up a secondhand copy—$7.99—and read the text on the back: “Either, then, one is to live aesthetically or one is to live ethically.”

My heart was pounding. There was a book about this?

I had first heard the phrase “aesthetic life” last year, in a class called Constructed Worlds. We were reading a French novel called Against Nature—about the degenerate scion of a noble family who retired to the country and devoted himself to “decadent” projects, like growing orchids that resembled meat, or more generally trying to get organic and inorganic objects to resemble each other. By the end of the book, I didn’t think much of what that guy had accomplished. Still, I found the idea of an aesthetic life to be tremendously compelling. It was the first time I had heard of an organizing principle or goal you could have for your life, other than making money and having kids. Nobody ever said that that was their organizing principle, but I had often noticed it, when I was growing up: the way adults acted as though trying to go anywhere or achieve anything was a frivolous dream, a luxury, compared to the real work of having kids and making money to pay for the kids.

Nobody ever explained what was admirable about having the kids, or why it was the default course of action for every single human being. If you ever asked why any particular person had had a kid, or what good a particular kid was, people treated it as a blasphemy—as if you were saying they should be dead, or the kid should be dead. It was as if there was no way to ask what the plan had been, without implying that someone should be dead.

One day, early in our friendship, Svetlana had spontaneously told me that she thought I was trying to live an aesthetic life, and that it was a major difference between us, because she was trying to live an ethical life. I wasn’t sure why the two should be opposed, and worried for a moment that she thought that I thought that it was OK to cheat or steal. But she turned out to mean something else: that I took more risks than her and cared more than she did about “style,” while she cared more about history and traditions.

Soon, the “ethical and the aesthetic” was the framework we used to talk about the ways we were different. When it came to choosing friends, Svetlana liked to surround herself with dependable boring people who corroborated her in her way of being, while I was more interested in undependable people who generated different experiences or impressions. Svetlana liked taking introductions and survey classes, “mastering” basics before moving to the next level, getting straight A’s. I had a terror of being bored, so I preferred to take highly specific classes with interesting titles, even when I hadn’t taken the prerequisites and had no idea what was going on. I could see how my way might be called aesthetic. It was less clear to me why Svetlana’s way was ethical, though it did seem “responsible” and obedient.

It felt related, somehow, that Svetlana was so close to her father, and that it was from her father that she had first gotten into reading and debating philosophical and ethical questions. I could relate to this. When I was little, my father and I spent whole weekends driving around the countryside in New Jersey, just the two of us, stopping sometimes to pick apples at farms, or to watch birds in the nature preserve—but mostly driving, listening to classical music, and talking about ethics, morality, and the meaning of life. I had loved those conversations. Yet, now, the word “ethics” made me impatient.

When I tried to pinpoint when things had changed, I found myself remembering one evening when I was ten. I was doing homework in my room when my father knocked on the door and proposed going out on one of our long drives, even though it was a weeknight. In the car, my father asked if I agreed with him that there was nothing worse, ethically, than betrayal, and that women were particularly prone to betraying people. Clytemnestra, for example, had betrayed Agamemnon when he had one foot out of the bath, fulfilling the prophecy that Agamemnon would die neither on land nor at sea.

I didn’t know, until Svetlana told me, that Agamemnon had murdered his daughter as a sacrifice to the Trojan War. That’s what Clytemnestra was even mad about. None of this was anything I wanted to think about, or model my life on.

According to the back cover, the first half of Either/Or was about the aesthetic life, and included a novella called “The Seducer’s Diary,” while the second half was about the ethical life, and consisted of some letters from a judge about marriage.

So, the ethical life was related to getting married. It was somehow implicit in my friendship with Svetlana that she wanted to be in “a stable relationship” and to someday have children, while I wanted to have interesting love experiences that I could write about. Svetlana didn’t seem to have enjoyed family life more than I had, but in her case it had made her want to have a do-over, to do well herself all the things that her parents had done badly. I, on the other hand, thought that my parents had been doomed; I didn’t see how I could do any better than they had.

Unsurprisingly, the back of Either/Or didn’t say which kind of life was better. All it said was: “Does Kierkegaard mean us to prefer one of the alternatives? Or are we thrown back on the existentialist idea of radical choice?” That had probably been written by a professor. I recognized the professors’ characteristic delight at not imparting information. Still, I bought a copy—along with a secondhand Nadja. It seemed possible that one or both of these books might change my life.
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Sometimes it still felt weird that Svetlana and I weren’t rooming together. We had talked about it in the spring. “Ours is definitely my most stimulating friendship,” she had said, “but I might feel threatened to live with someone who doesn’t have a weaker personality than I do.” Svetlana was the only person I knew who spoke so candidly. I would have been embarrassed to think, let alone say, that I felt threatened by other people’s strength of personality. I wouldn’t even have admitted that I didn’t think that all people were somehow equal in this respect. Once Svetlana said it, though, it seemed obvious and noncontroversial. Svetlana herself had the strongest personality of anyone I had ever met—way stronger than mine. She would never have spent the summer in such a peripheral European nation, with so little connection either to her own past or to the great edifices of Western history and culture. Why, then, had she said that my personality was stronger? I decided that she was trying to be polite—to make me feel less badly that she didn’t want to live with me.

On the other hand, when I thought about her freshman-year roommates, who were in her new housing block, their dynamic with Svetlana did seem to depend on a shared consensus about Svetlana’s stronger personality. They were Svetlana’s encouraging spectators, in sort of a feudal exchange for protection, tutelage, and entertainment. Where would I fit in? I couldn’t imagine recruiting Dolores and Valerie to root for me, any more than I could imagine joining them to root for Svetlana. I couldn’t imagine referring to each other’s stuffed animals by name, or taking turns bringing Guthrie, the platypus, to exams. Why did Svetlana want to do those things more than she wanted to spend time with me?

When Riley asked me to room with her, I immediately agreed, even though I didn’t know her that well. Riley was the most intransigent person I knew, and the funniest. Her closest friends—Oak, Ezra, and Lucas—were guys, and were “serious about comedy.” Telling jokes—like getting in arguments, or playing ping-pong—was one of the many seemingly casual and non-professional human activities that turned out, in college, to be a rigorous, technical discipline that some people studied day and night, and pursued to a competitive career path.

When I sat with them in the cafeteria—Riley, upright and self-contained like a cat, the three others with their long limbs extending variously over and under the table, and all of them shooting a joke back and forth, escalating for more steps than I thought possible, prosecuting its ramifications like fine points of the law—it seemed to me imperative to keep such people close to me, both to be cushioned against the vicissitudes of life, and to learn how they did it.

It was hard to imagine Svetlana even having a conversation with Riley, let alone living with her. It was even harder to imagine Ivan talking to Riley, although this had actually happened once, in the spring, when Ivan had mysteriously turned up at the freshman cafeteria. It was one of many things he seemed to have done only to confound me.

“How are you even here?” I asked.

“I was in the Science Center and didn’t have time to get to my house. So I thought I’d see if you were here.”

“But I’m meeting my friend.”

“So can I eat with you and your friend?”

I led him to our table with mounting despair. “This is my friend Riley,” I said. “This is Ivan.”

“Hey,” Riley said.

“Hey,” Ivan said.

I sat across from Riley and Ivan sat next to me. Riley glanced at Ivan, who was vigorously cutting up a Salisbury steak: something Riley would never have eaten. Then Oak, Ezra, and Lucas turned up, managing to seem like at least five people. They kept sitting down and jumping up and going to get things and changing seats. Everyone was joking about this other guy, Morris. Riley told a story about how she had once picked up a comb belonging to Morris, and it had broken in two, so she had bought him a new comb. She had felt that she was acting in a responsible and generous way, since she hadn’t done anything to the first comb, it had just broken. But Morris hadn’t accepted the new comb and said, angrily: “I had that comb for fifteen years!” Everything in this story, including the spontaneous rupture of the comb, was highly characteristic of Morris.

“Fifteen years ago you were three. You barely had hair,” Riley said, addressing imaginary Morris.

“Maybe the comb is like the watch in Pulp Fiction,” suggested Ivan.

Oak, the child of hippies, stared at Ivan with his round blue insane-looking eyes, and said: “My father had this comb up his ass for fifteen years!”

This new development, about Morris’s father having the comb up his ass for fifteen years, was absorbed without further comment into the consensus. I admired Ivan for being able to contribute a joke close enough to the spirit of Riley and her friends to be assimilated in this way.

Svetlana’s housing block ended up having six Orthodox Jewish guys in it, because Svetlana had been in a Moral Reasoning section with the alpha Orthodox guy, Dave. The two had merged their blocks together, like a dynastic wedding. Dave was our age, but had a rich, chestnut-colored beard, and a voice like a radio announcer’s. He and Svetlana had been the two most outspoken people in their class, and had often continued their debates for hours, with what Svetlana called “an almost sexual intensity.” Svetlana said that she thought of herself as formed by classical thought as rediscovered by Christian people in the Renaissance, while Dave had a Talmudic system of interrogation and commentary, but they were able to meet on a certain plane, because their systems had a common origin in the Hebrew Bible.

The Moral Reasoning class had been called “If There Is No God, Then All Is Permitted.” I didn’t understand how people living in 1996 could have a huge debate about something like that. Someone whose only reason for not acting in an antisocial way was that they were scared of getting in trouble with God … where did you even start with such a person?

Riley’s system of patronage was less oppressive than Svetlana’s, but also somehow less benevolent. Maybe you couldn’t really be benevolent unless you were up in everyone’s business. Svetlana said her block was more nurturing, and my block was cooler; whereas proximity to such coolness would have prevented her, Svetlana, from being her authentic self, I didn’t need as much nurturing. Was that true? Definitely, the word “nurturing” made my chest tighten.

My block had been assigned to Mather, which was where the guys now lived: Oak, Ezra, Lucas, Morris, and some friendly geologists who were somehow attached to Oak. But Riley hated Mather so much that she got the rest of us—me, Riley, Riley’s premed classmate Priya, and Priya’s roommate Joanne—transferred to overflow housing. We still used the Mather facilities, but our rooms were in this other building: a red brick medium-rise full of two-bedroom units, with dishwashers, microwaves, garbage disposals, wall-to-wall carpet, and central heating. It was like an ordinary apartment building, except each bedroom had a metal bunk bed and two dorm-issue desks. I thought there was something spooky about the presence of a dormitory inside a building that seemed like normal people might live in it.
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Even in shopping week, accelerated Russian already met for the full two hours. Everyone complained, but I was secretly pleased. I didn’t like when people acted as if nothing we did was time-sensitive. “You have a lot of time, you don’t need to be in a hurry.” That’s what the deans said, when you tried to take five classes. Easy for them: they were already deans. Either that was something they wanted to be doing, in which case they could afford to relax; or it wasn’t what they had wanted to be doing, and now they were invested in preventing anyone else from accomplishing anything, either.

That had been the worst part of childhood: people telling you how lucky you were to live in a carefree time with no responsibilities. This was a point on which my mother and I had differed. She said that one of the most wonderful things about America was how children were allowed to be children, whereas in other countries, children had to become adults before they were ready; they were sexualized, or put to work. In America, childhood was a time to play and be innocent, to not have to make money or do anything that counted for anything. When I was little, whenever I heard of children who were distinguishing themselves in any field of art or science or sports, I was filled with longing and a deep sense of failure. But my mother viewed such prodigies with pity and sorrow: they hadn’t been allowed to be children.

After Russian, I had a meeting with Bob, my financial aid officer. As I was walking through the square, I felt a grown man trying to get my attention. Doom washed over me. He could only be asking for money. If I gave him anything, I was frivolously disposing of my mother’s hard-won earnings—just to feel better about myself, in the eyes of some man. If I didn’t give him anything, then I was a hypocrite, because I regularly used my mom’s money to buy stuff that I didn’t really need, like seven-dollar pore-refining skin cleanser from CVS.

I tried to pretend I didn’t see him, but I could feel him trying harder, with a righteous energy that came from knowing that I had more money than him and that it wasn’t fair. I gave up, and did what he was trying to force me to do: look at him. Then I saw that he was selling Real Change, the street paper, and felt relieved, because Real Change was technically a newspaper—a legitimate expenditure—and was both cheaper and more interesting than other newspapers. I knew that my mother would have found it interesting, too.

“I love Real Change,” I told the guy, giving him a dollar. He handed me the paper with a flourish. As I walked, I scanned the front page. The “CONSPIRACY CORNER” by John Doe—“my real name will be concealed for security reasons”—delighted me with its jaunty tone and abrupt ending: “Anyway, I’m off to go hide. Talk to you never!” And why didn’t more newspapers have a poetry section?

The poems in Real Change were no worse, in any way that I could see, than the ones in the student literary magazine. Were the street people really good at poetry, or were we really bad? In “We Masses Don’t Want Tofu,” “tofu” had been rhymed with “opposed to.” Another poem began: “We live in a world where toddlers stake virgins. / Cuddling and cuteness are their diversions.” Farther down, it turned out that the toddlers actually held some kind of elected office. I could cut that one out to make a collage for Riley. We had started making collages for each other and taping them to the bathroom mirror.

In the waiting room at the financial aid office, I contemplated a poem called “Hate.”


None of this to me seems real.

I have no soul left to steal.

My heart is now made of stone.

Please don’t leave me all alone.



Was that poem good? It sounded like a Nine Inch Nails song. Was Nine Inch Nails good? I felt annoyed when people showed you a photograph of a urinal and tried to make you debate whether it was art. Nonetheless, I wanted to know whether a poem was good. “Please don’t leave me all alone.” Was that what I, too, was afraid of? And maybe not just me, but everyone? I glanced around the waiting room, taking in various paintings of sailboats. The boy two chairs over from me was leaning down in his chair with his legs stretched out; his backpack had fallen over on the floor in front of him and looked like it had been shot. Something about the scene made me wonder whether that poem, and all the other poems, and the rest of the newspaper, and maybe other newspapers, were an expression of suffering that it was obscene to print and publish and distribute and read.

Well, that’s just it, I thought: you didn’t just write down a raw cry of suffering. It would be boring and self-indulgent. You had to disguise it, turn it into art. That’s what literature was. That was what required talent, and made people want to read what you wrote, and then they would give you money.

My financial aid officer, Bob, said that discrepancies involving my mother’s reported assets were interfering with my federal loan eligibility. He showed me a credit report that said that my mother had taken out a mortgage on a home in Louisiana. The credit report seemed to be written in a way that was deliberately confusing, but eventually I understood what had happened: the reporting agency had confused my mother and my stepmother, who shared the same first name, and also the same last name. (My mother still used her married name, because it was on all her scientific papers.) My stepmother’s middle name even started with the same letter as my mother’s maiden name.

“It’s kind of a funny coincidence,” I said, “because their name isn’t actually that common. I mean it’s not a super-common Turkish name.”

Bob looked like he was in pain. “So you’re saying that Nurhan M. Karadağ and Nurhan M. Karadağ are two different people.” I felt sorry for him. Every time I saw this guy, I ruined his day.

I was already ineligible for any financial aid other than loans, because my parents’ combined income was more than a hundred thousand dollars. It didn’t matter that they were in debt, having given all their money to lawyers during the custody suit when I was fourteen. My mother had eventually won the suit, on the condition that she move back to New Jersey. She sold her apartment at a loss, quit the job she loved in Philadelphia, and found a lower-paying position in Brooklyn, where she had to commute every day. We rented half a house in Essex County from two elderly Italian sisters who lived in the other half. It ended up being fun. Whenever the electricity or the gas was cut off, it felt like an adventure. My mother was sure I was going to become a great writer. Then I got into Harvard, like we had always wanted. My mom said that my getting in proved that she could have gotten in.

Still, when Harvard said I wasn’t eligible for financial aid, and another university offered me a full scholarship, I thought I should go there. My mother became furious and said I was always sabotaging myself. She was proud of being able to borrow money at a loss from her own retirement fund, and give it to Harvard. I felt proud of her, too. But I did not feel proud of myself. It made the college application process feel, in retrospect, somehow hurtful and insulting: all the essays and interviews and supplements and letters seemed to be about you, about your specialness—but actually it was all about shaking your parents down for money.

Harvard seemed really proud of its own attitude toward financial aid. You were always hearing about how “merit-based aid,” which was fine for other schools, didn’t work here, where everyone was so full of merit. When your parents paid full tuition, part of what they were paying for was the benefit you derived from being exposed to people who were more diverse than you.

“My parents are paying for him to be here, so I can learn from him,” my friend Leora said once, about a homeschooled guy from Arkansas in her history section who started talking about how the Jews killed Jesus. Leora had been my best friend when we were little, and then we went to different middle schools and high schools, but now we were at college together. She already thought every single person on earth was anti-Semitic, so she definitely hadn’t learned anything from that guy.

To me, the part of financial aid that made the least sense was that all the international students got full scholarships, regardless of how much money their parents had. The son of the prince of Nepal was in our class, and didn’t pay tuition. Ivan had once caused me pain by saying something deprecating about “people whose parents paid a hundred thousand dollars for them to be here.” Did he not know that my parents were paying a hundred thousand dollars for me to be there? The thought that really made me crazy was that my parents had paid for Ivan to be there. It was another experience they had paid for me to have.
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I went to the student center to check email. Ivan still hadn’t written. Today, I didn’t feel that badly about it. He had been the last one to write, so wasn’t it technically my turn to write to him? When I checked voice mail, I found a message from my mom, so I called her back at her lab. She answered on the second ring. I told her about the mix-up with Bob and Nurhan the Second. I thought she would think it was funny, but instead she sounded annoyed.

“I will speak to Bob,” she said.

“I don’t think you have to,” I said.

“If they bother you again, let me know and I’ll call them. They shouldn’t be bothering you about this.”

My mother said she had gone to the doctor and wanted to ask me for my opinion. She said she had a minor issue, like a cyst. Either she could get surgery and have it removed and it would be gone, or she could do a non-surgical treatment and go back for check-ups every six months.

I wasn’t sure what my opinion could be based on, or what value it could have, since I wasn’t a doctor, and she was. My mother said, a bit coldly, that she realized that I wasn’t a physician, but that she had told me all the relevant information; she wasn’t asking a medical question, but a question about personal preference. I understood I had said the wrong thing. I asked about how dangerous the surgery was, and what happened if you forgot to get one of the check-ups. She said the surgery needed general anesthesia, but it was a commonly performed procedure and wasn’t considered high-risk. But you couldn’t forget the check-ups; that was high-risk.

I thought my mom already had too much stuff to remember, so I said I thought she should get the surgery and not bother with check-ups.

“That’s my feeling, too,” my mother said in a warm voice.

After we hung up, I realized that I now felt anxious about Ivan not having written. It was weird: nothing external had changed, but I felt differently. I ended up back at the computers, using the “finger” command, even though it always made me feel worse.


Login name: ivanv In real life: Ivan Varga

On since Tue Sep 3 10:24 (PDT) on pts/7

28 seconds Idle Time

Mail last read Tue Sep 3 09:41 (PDT)

Plan: “Thou, nature, art my goddess; to thy law/ My services are bound.” (KL I.ii.1-2)



He was online, right now, looking into a screen just like I was. He had been sitting there thinking about something for twenty-eight seconds. And he had added a “plan.”

I had learned from Riley what a plan was. It was a file where you could enter any text you wanted, and it would show up whenever someone fingered you. If you hadn’t entered anything, it said No plan. Professors usually had No plan, because they didn’t know how to change it, or didn’t care. Grad students sometimes put their office hours. Freshmen sometimes put World domination or Taking over the universe. Otherwise, the most common thing to put was some kind of a quote or maxim. Riley’s said: The quickest way to a man’s heart is through his chest, with an axe.

I didn’t recognize Ivan’s quote, but assumed from the annoying-looking citation that it was from Shakespeare. Someone at MIT had put all Shakespeare’s plays online, and I found it in a soliloquy in King Lear. The last line was: “Now, gods, stand up for bastards!”

Although I planned to read King Lear someday, I didn’t feel like reading it right now, and anyway I didn’t have time. I decided to stop by the liquor store where they sold CliffsNotes.

In the liquor store, I learned that the soliloquy “Thou, Nature, art my goddess” was spoken by Edmund, the illegitimate son of the Earl of Gloucester. Edmund, a Machiavellian character, rejected conventional morality, authority, and legitimacy, in favor of “the law of nature.” This involved a play on the term “natural child,” which also meant “bastard.” We didn’t despise Edmund for plotting to usurp rightful power, because Shakespeare made Edmund speak directly to us, drawing us into his dangerous but exciting adventures, including his promiscuous sexual conquest of Goneril and Regan.

Nothing I learned about Edmund made me feel better.
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Svetlana and I went to a lecture about Mrs. Dalloway and time. Apparently, Mrs. Dalloway illustrated a theory by Henri Bergson about two different kinds of time: the kind that could be measured by clocks, and another kind.

At some point, a professor stood up and said in a tone of irritation that Virginia Woolf had never read Henri Bergson. The atmosphere in the room turned against the speaker, who said, lamely, that Woolf had once attended a public lecture by Bergson. Then a genial Italian-sounding man stood up and proposed that Bergson’s ideas had been “in the air.” This utterance mended some tear in the social fabric to the extent that the talk could continue—but it was somehow clear, even to me, that what we were hearing was fanciful, ahistorical, and not “rigorous.”

I felt outraged. So one writer hadn’t read another writer: how was that proof that what they were saying wasn’t related? Wasn’t a theory of time more likely to be true if two people had come up with it independently? What kind of cretins cared more about hammering out a string of inheritance than about discovering universal truths? Historians, that was what kind. They would only be happy when they had translated every miraculous book into a product of its historical moment.

Svetlana thought it made a miraculous book more miraculous to learn the writer’s historical influences: that way you could identify the miracle more precisely. To me, it seemed frivolous to waste time celebrating the circumstances under which someone had discovered some phenomenon. Wasn’t it more important to try to apply the phenomenon to more different historical circumstances?

In the end, Svetlana chose the major called History and Literature. But I didn’t care about history so I chose the major that was just called Literature.




The Second Week

All the literature majors had to take a “tutorial,” where you read books and talked about them. My tutor, Judith, had a young face and white hair, and spoke in a knowing voice, occasionally bursting into high-pitched laughter. The subjects that most excited her—how Star Wars had the same narrative arc as The Iliad; how, if you looked up “fix” in the Oxford English Dictionary, the different definitions “subverted” each other—while not exactly uninteresting, were things I had nothing to say about. Once or twice, I made up some kind of opinion and said it anyway. It felt both boring and depressing.

Most of the other people in my tutorial also said boring and depressing things. There were only two people, Allie and Jason, who ever said anything interesting. Allie had a New York accent and wore cat-eye eyeliner. Jason always looked mussed and half-asleep. I listened carefully to everything they said, to try to figure out what made it interesting.

After tutorial, I went to the undergraduate library to try to read Either/Or. I stopped in front of the bookshelves in the foyer, where they displayed bound copies of all the senior honors theses that had won prizes last year. Mechanically I scanned the gold-lettered spines for Ivan’s name. When I found it, it felt like a dream. The name I thought about all the time, but never said—embossed on a library binding—as if there was already a book about it.

I took the thesis down from the shelf. It was really thin, like all the math theses. To my surprise, it started with a story. “A girl and her parents are visiting the Museum of Very Modern Art. In the Cubism exhibit, the little girl wanders away and starts taking a random walk in three dimensions. How many rooms will she pass through before she finds her parents again?”

The rest of the thesis was symbols and equations. I replaced it on the shelf, wondering why I had such an uneasy feeling. Was it just the effect of seeing something Ivan had written that had nothing to do with me, and that I hadn’t known about? The idea of a person finding their parents again, by random chance, felt like a Greek tragedy. And why was it a little girl? What was it with girls—why was he so interested? I realized that I envied her—because of her curiosity and fearlessness, and because Ivan had written a whole book about her. I wondered if anything I wrote would ever become a library book, with my name in gold letters.

I usually skipped introductions, but I read the one in Either/Or, just to figure out what kind of book it was. Though classified as philosophy, it had different narrators, like a novel, and had originally been published as two volumes: the collected papers of A, who lived aesthetically, and B, who lived ethically. The papers, which had supposedly been found in an old desk, included essays, aphorisms, sermons, letters, music criticism, a play, and the novella “The Seducer’s Diary,” attributed to A’s friend, Johannes.

According to the introduction, lots of people skipped the “ethical” half, and even most of the “aesthetic” half, and just read “The Seducer’s Diary.” Kierkegaard himself had said of Either/Or that you had to either read the whole book, or just not read it at all. Kierkegaard was funny! Nonetheless, I too flipped forward to “The Seducer’s Diary.”

It started with a description of Johannes, the seducer—about how he was able, using his “mental gifts,” to make a girl fall in love with him, “without caring to possess her in any stricter sense”:


I can imagine him able to bring a girl to the point where he was sure she would sacrifice all, but when matters had come that far he left off without the slightest advance having been made on his part, and without a word having been let fall of love, let alone a declaration, a promise. Yet it would have happened, and the unhappy girl would retain the consciousness of it with double bitterness … she would constantly have to contend with the doubt that the whole thing might only have been imagination.



When I read that, I almost threw up. Wasn’t that what had happened to me? Hadn’t I been brought to the point where I would sacrifice everything—only for him to leave off without the slightest advance having been made? Wasn’t I always asking myself—hadn’t other people, including a psychologist at the student center, repeatedly asked me—whether the whole thing was in my imagination? “As soon as she wanted to speak of it to another,” Kierkegaard wrote, “it was nothing.” The extent to which he left a girl with nothing was the very mark of his artistry. It meant having the self-control to not get her pregnant or abandon her at the altar. It meant no spectators, no proof.

The more I read, the more parallels I found to my own experience. The emails Ivan and I had exchanged, which had felt like something new we had invented, now seemed to have been following some kind of playbook. The seducer explained the importance of alternating between anguished or ambiguous love letters and ironic in-person meetings. In person, you could never explicitly mention the letters, or say, “Did you get my letter,” but you had to always be alluding to them, reinforcing or undercutting their message.

The reason he had such good techniques, the seducer explained, was because he had learned them from the best teachers: young girls themselves. The idea that Ivan could have written letters with other girls—that he could have done that whole thing before, multiple times, on purpose—was new, painful, and baffling.

At five I had to go back to the literature department to watch The Usual Suspects. It was for tutorial, for a unit on genre theory. Kevin Spacey, that bland-looking man who always played sociopaths, apparently used genre theory to trick the detective into thinking he was a small-time crook who had been duped by a Turkish master criminal. The Turkish master criminal—whose name, Keyser Söze, was not an actual Turkish name—had murdered his own family, and also the families of some Hungarians.

“Selin, was that what your summer was like?” asked Jason.

“Yeah, it’s an exact transcript,” I said. “I guess they had a secret camera.”

At the end of the movie, Kevin Spacey limped out of the detective’s office, seemingly broken by the discovery of how he had been manipulated by Keyser Söze. Then, the detective noticed that the bulletin board in his office was manufactured by a company called Quartet, in Skokie, Illinois. Kevin Spacey’s story had involved a barbershop quartet in Skokie, Illinois. Looking around the room, the detective recognized more words and details from Kevin Spacey’s story. In this way, he understood that the story had been false, and that Kevin Spacey himself was Keyser Söze.

The sense of discovering a total deception, in the absence of the person who had created it; the fact that the deception itself was specially tailored for one other person, using words that seemed meaningful but had actually occurred randomly in the environment; the confusing fact that the random words in the environment thus did have a special meaning, though they got it somehow retrospectively: all rose in my chest and prevented me from breathing.

Someone turned on the lights. The VCR machine started shrieking as it reverse-digested the tape. Jason and Allie were talking about whether something had been exploitative. It sounded interesting, but I couldn’t concentrate. After a while I stood up and left without saying anything, as if I was just going to the bathroom. I went downstairs and sat in an empty classroom, remembering one thing after another that Ivan had written or said, things that hadn’t seemed important at the time. Once, he had told me that strawberries grew on trees. I had contradicted him, citing my memory of an actual strawberry plant I had seen once—and yet, when he had held his ground, I had backed down: it hadn’t seemed important, and my memory itself hadn’t seemed to prove anything. “You’re easy to convince,” he had said.

“I was wondering when you were going to stop me,” he had said, another time. “I was wondering how long you would let me keep going.”

I felt the same horror I had felt when I was reading Kierkegaard—the same sense that Ivan’s actions had been following a playbook that I hadn’t known existed. However I felt right now, had Ivan planned for me to feel that way? The thought was terrifying but somehow sexually magnetic.

In the Quincy dining hall, the meal service was over, but almost half the
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