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			For Amos,

			Walter,

			Nora,

			and Soren:

			resurrections all.

		

	
		
			
				Against the dark wall a figure appears slowly… a changeling, kidnapped.

				—James Joyce

				Ulysses
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				I am that name you give me, but I am also something else that cannot quite be named. The relation to the unname-able is perhaps a way of maintaining a relation to the other that exceeds any and all capture.

				—Judith Butler

				“Reply from Judith Butler”

			

		

	
		
			
				PROLOGUE

				2 Whom It May Concern…

				They were just kids then, despite everything, and full of hope, so at first the window’s size must have seemed a selling point. Only after the move-in would they discover how badly the glass had been compromised—by which point it was already too late. The putty of the sash having long since failed, moisture had knifed its way in so that a residue of atmospheric solids (bus fumes and boiler fumes and exhaust from the Chinese place downstairs) scumbled both the upper and lower panes; this was a window for looking at, not out of. Yet sometimes with daylight and southern exposure, that could feel like enough. Even the November of his second collapse, his first of the new millennium, there could come an hour when the sun found some deep grain in the waterstains and the whole window became like a wall of pale wedding-band gold…or a waterfall, he now thinks, with a hollowed-out place to stand behind. He could sit in his life as the Romans did in their baths and feel in his heart like it wasn’t just some fuckup brought him here.

				Then he reminds himself that he’s not here; not really. As far as his wife knows, he’s still working a lunch shift downtown to cover preschool tuition, or trying to revive his abandoned poems at the big library on Forty-Second Street. She’ll come in past sunset, somehow laden even after the stroller is stowed and the bags set down, and having hidden any trace of his real day, he’ll affect in the most minimal of ways to have arrived home only minutes ahead: keys dropped on the counter near the door and a lamp or two switched off that by day he’s had on.

				But oh: the night. The night in this city is like a magician’s coat, full of false linings and pockets you can’t reach the bottoms of, and no sooner has it dropped than he can feel this apartment, their refuge, being altered right down to the smell. Which becomes, for instance, the slightly seaweedy smell of a beachhouse her family rented half a decade back, the slightly seedy cushion of an old porch glider on a night when he’d had one too many.

				Though of course that was another trick, wasn’t it? Two different locations, two slightly different times. Only at the first had she offered to take off her clothes. She had been, even then, a girl of good sense, brilliant and self-contained and lancingly pretty—a survivor, which was part of why she’d stood for him in the silvery light she did. They’d lain together in one place while in the window of the other, glass rippled: bees bumbling around hydrangeas, a dry-docked catamaran, two heavy-limbed old evergreens beyond which the day-bright day was never going to end…Now there’s his breath, with everything it might give away. The moaning thing he does unless he sleeps on his stomach. Did I never moan before? he wants to ask. Did my breathing never stop? But no, what is between them started with the fact now weighing on her: this other life. Their little girl.

				It is true that the crying, that first year after her arrival, came almost on the hour, attended by surges in the adrenaline spectrum—panic and desperation, the emotions least congenial to sleep. But of course quiet too can induce a sort of panic, at those hours of the night when dads count hazards instead of sheep. Radon. Toys purpose-built for choking. Is there a more terrible phrase, or excellent name for a thrash-metal band, than Sudden Infant Death?

				Before he is even aware of it he is up and crossing the dark to check on her. Brushing back the door, he reminds himself that she is four now, and himself twenty-four, a grown man. From the gray plane of the bed, shapes swim into relief: a cataract of sheets, the night’s buncha books. But where is the body, the life burning furiously inside? There—buried down at the center, away from the cold. He thinks of doing another tuck-in. Then of the messenger bag where he’s stashed a last pill and one of his few remaining liquor bottles, easily enough recovered to be plausibly not hidden at all.

				What can’t quite resolve itself, as he steals back out to bed, is the window. If it could just stay its daytime self, extend its shelter made of light…but in the night you have to open it a crack against steam heat or street heat; and in the night the steep ascender of the fire escape gets printed on the translucence, green then yellow then red with the traffic signal down at the corner; and in the night these days, it’s the shadows that demand attention. When he was his daughter’s age this one might have looked like a monster. Now it is a ladder leading to a spacecraft hovering just out of view. The lack of exterior weeping or screams would seem to confirm it: his is the last life left unvaporized in New York, and even now the craft has begun to scan with those probes, red for heart, green for mind. It can see in advance what he is about to do—though probably not why he is about to do it, since that’s something he was hoping the booze might tell him…He is just considering waking Sarah up and risking the truth—what he’s been holding inside for these last months (years), and how far he’s ready to go to avoid repeating it—but before he can finish the thought, something out there beyond the window stirs.

				It hasn’t occurred to him till now that no signal has been discussed; the old one seemed to work just fine. But here comes this new thing again—the green going a paler green, then dark again, then paler again, twice: a visitor from a far planet or just the person closest to his own true self. He hasn’t heard an engine running. He hopes the car isn’t stolen this time.

				Perhaps his mind’s already made up, though, because there on the knob of the bathroom door hangs the denim jacket of his youth. Three hours twenty each way, this time of night. If he isn’t back before they wake, he tells himself, or if he is but his absence gets noted, he can claim to have just slipped out for a long walk. He undoes the several locks, deft as any Houdini. Goes down.

				The car is parked this side of the street but aimed away, like there’s no worry he won’t come. It gives him a feeling of wanting to call this trip off, frankly, just to prove that he’s still free. But maybe through some conjunction of panes and mirrors he’s being watched after all, since a dome light blinks on under the oblong strapped to the roof.

				He stops to catch his breath. The sidewalk glimmers; gutters.

				And at this point, from the psych ward where I now sit, writing all this, I want to mix in sound, warn him of what he’s forgetting in his jacket pocket, but every time I try it, calling to him across the years, I can feel a whole ocean rushing in to fill my mouth, my throat…I’m being dragged back under.

				And now my voice is trapped somewhere inside, the voice of a parent withheld from a child. The voice of Charlie Brown’s mom, forever overheard.

				Still: does something make it through? Because for a second, he does what every story says not to: looks back. Imagines he sees on the window the glassy outline of the person or persons he’s decided he’s destined to lose. But likely their sleep even now is that of angels, he thinks, and those human-sized figures are just the same old weathermarks, only seen from outside. And right before he steps off the curb and into the rest of his life—this shadow I can still feel hanging over me; my father—he will catch himself wondering if it has ever been possible, or even desirable, to have the one without the other. The hugeness without the compromise. All that exposure, without any flaws.
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			UNDERLAND

			Winter-Spring 2011

			
				Turning and turning in the widening gyre

				The falcon cannot hear the falconer

				—W. B. Yeats

				“The Second Coming”

			

		

	
		
			1

			All life is suffering. Well, duh, Jolie would remember thinking, the one time Roshi Steve ever stooped to bullet-point the noble truths of Buddhism. Her phone, secure in its cubby, was more or less a snuff film of the world’s entangled miseries: bread lines, forever wars, the beehives gone silent, the coral reefs bleached white. Yet there at the zendo to which she’d been sneaking off each Thursday the spring of her seventh-grade year, wisdom wasn’t supposed to come in such pithy little nuggets. So it was only later, toward the end of April, that she would realize this First Noble Truth had been the through-line all along.

			I don’t mean to suggest that it had shown up in quizzes or drills. Only a few other times had she even encountered it as a verbal formulation: once among some pamphlets on a wire rack by the door, once in a piece of supplemental reading. The Dhammapada, maybe. Or Wikipedia. But at a certain point that afternoon between her escape from sixth period and her stop in a nearby garden to bolt a little liquor, a thing or two had been (shall we say) brought home. And now here she was, late to what would turn out to be her final meditation.

			Also possibly—let’s just get this out in the open—slightly tipsy. Possibly obviously slightly tipsy. Vodka was undetectable on the breath, people said, but it’s not like Jolie Aspern, at that point barely even a teenager, could smell her own breath to check, any more than she could catch the back of her head in a dressing-room mirror, or hear her own voice absent the walls of her skull. She succeeded in getting her violin case stowed and squatting to remove shoes, but would recall her backpack only when she stood again, whamming it into the little end table behind her—the one with the porcelain alms bowl on top. And as she whipped around to keep the bowl from falling, there it was, suddenly: her own sadness, flashing back at her like neon from every surface.

			Take the mats, for example, reed mats so thin their only conceivable purpose was to emphasize the cushioning they refused to provide. Or take the roshi, nearly as thin in his masochistic sweater. Her mental imagery going into this had been inflected, admittedly, by the statues in Chinese restaurants—smiling and slightly louche Buddhas in ’70s vests and love beads, their plump bellies begging to be rubbed—but Roshi Steve on his best day could muster at most a glower. And then suffusing everything was the light from the picture window that ran the basement’s far wall. It was like something had been done to the glass back there or to the courtyard outside to lend each object within this terrible clarity. The brutal linoleum. Her idiot fingers. The kamikaze bowl.

			Which shattered on the floor just as people were starting to look around for the source of the commotion. The usual crowd here was office workers in their twenties, a few fixie dudes with man-buns and frockish shirts mixed in, but the light brought out lines in their faces. (Rivers, she used to call them, running a thumb from the corners of her mother’s eyes. Mommy, another river.) Mindfulness on such faces could look like anything from fatigue to a sort of pinched constipation, but never like actual enlightenment. Still, it was the roshi’s gaunt face she would return to later. Could he tell she’d been drinking? (Could everyone?) In any case, what she saw there when he finally sighed and used his bamboo thingy to indicate a mat wasn’t anger, but its opposite. Like: those shards at your feet are an illusion, Jolie, and can wait. Your soul cannot. And the suffering you might spend a whole lifetime trying to writhe away from?

			Well, that’s just what life is, cupcake. The way a fire is its burning.

			

			—

			But hold on a sec, wait, I can already hear you saying: What were you—sorry, “she”—doing at the Kips Bay Zendo in the first place? And why, if the life-to-suffering equivalency was hardly a secret (if most people growing up managed to figure it out for themselves, thank you very much), why did she keep going there weekly to shove a few more dollars of her bat mitzvah money into the now-defunct bowl?

			Even all these years later, I can’t be sure. One hypothesis involved the many different ways there are of knowing things. Or rather, the different kinds of things, corresponding to different kinds of knowledge. Knowing, say, that Juneau is the capital of Alaska isn’t the same as living there. So maybe for Jolie Aspern in Manhattan in the precarious springtime of 2011, learning to kneel in place for an hour at a stretch and ride out her kneecaps’ distress signals was an attempt to nudge certain facts from one category to another.

			Then again, it’s possible she was just hard-wired for this. Her paternal grandfather, she knew, had been a chaplain in the navy, and then rector of an Episcopal boys’ school on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. And though Mom’s own people had been among the nonobservant elite of prewar Vienna, it would be foolish to rule out the possibility of a rabbi in there somewhere. Genetic explanations had a way of begging the question, obviously, but on the other hand if Jolie, at thirteen, had a superpower at all, it was the tug she used to feel toward anything even remotely metaphysical: the smudged foreheads flooding the streets at Ash Wednesday; the Sufis she’d once heard belting out their version of “Happy Birthday” at a vegetarian restaurant downtown; that filament of Shabbos string she’d wasted a whole Sunday in fifth grade trailing around the Upper East Side, not quite trusting Mom’s assurances that it was a closed loop. For her, the things of the spirit had a taste, almost, the way the air in a Catholic church had a taste even though you weren’t eating it, some stone-cool and incensed unreason at the heart of the late-capitalist world. (She loved, too, this faintly churchy phrase, late capitalism, which she’d come across on one of Mom’s syllabi and repeated any chance she got.)

			So maybe the deeper mystery was why she hadn’t chosen a more proximate place to stage her rebellion, the nearest synagogue or cathedral or mosque. But here, too, there were strings. And they would seem, when she followed them, to recede into the dreariness of the previous fall and winter.

			

			—

			See, that was also the year she’d been transferred to a new middle school. Not one of the out-of-zone catchments to which the rest of her elementary’s white population had fled a year earlier, but an honest-to-God prep school way down at the foot of Third Avenue. Her mother’s political commitments should have put them squarely on the side of public education, but Mom had lately seemed more and more resigned to slippages between theory and practice. Or anyway, a glance at Jolie one morning near the end of sixth grade had spooked her into submission. “What’s that on your face?” she’d said. “Is that Vaseline?”

			“It’s protective,” Jolie heard herself say. “Some girls have nails.”

			“Honey, what are you telling me? Are you saying people have been fighting at school?”

			“What do you want me to do, Mom? The minute they tag you as a brain, you’re done for.”

			The burst of candor had an unintended effect: Mom would spend a good chunk of the following summer at the kitchen table, her sun-streaked head bent over financial aid packages and average test scores, and when school started up again in September, Jolie wasn’t walking the few blocks to P.S. 166 anymore, but heading to the subway for the half-hour trek to Broad Horizons Academy. Progressive education. Rah.

			She would carefully slick a sticker that first day onto the pebbled skin of her instrument case: This Machine Kills Fascists. A conversation starter, from the Bluestockings Bookstore on Allen Street. But the school’s cliques had formed long ago, and worse than being singled out, she drifted through the halls between periods like just another ghost. Back home, she drew her room’s blinds and lay prone on the bed in her underwear, smelling the brick dust kicked out by the secondhand window unit. Not that she had any right to feel sorry for herself; she wasn’t a civilian in Mosul (she knew) or one of those Mediterranean boat people just starting to haunt her newsfeed. She was young, white, reasonably privileged, with a whole afternoon—a whole life, really—ahead of her. But maybe this was the problem: all those years already in the rearview, all those hours weeks months spent in empire’s soft prison, had in the end boiled down to nothing.

			At some point, she opened her iTunes. The Bach and Shostakovich pieces that had lit her up at seven or eight now seemed distant, historical, as if produced on toy instruments under a bell jar. But beneath her bed was a box of old CDs she’d long been avoiding. Now she dragged it out, plucked free a burned disc that had caught her eye once before. Other People: A Requiem, said the label, but when she put it in, the music for some reason wouldn’t play. So she reached for another jewelcase: Prince. The cover, though, featured not the purple lothario of legend, but a cropped blur loitering by a pile of junk in a turtleneck and big glasses, looking like nothing so much as that “Coffee Talk” lady from Saturday Night Live. The music was at first equally off-kilter, a looped drum and a cheeseball synth locked in combat with what could have been either a heart monitor or a dial-up modem. But if you hung around for a minute (and again, Jolie had nothing better to do), it was like you got sucked through a veil, into a rich velvet space of guitar and organ plus whatever was the opposite of falsetto, a tenor beamed back from the far side of apocalypse, recounting the addictions and afflictions and other hells you had to struggle through to get there. Halfway through the song, she pressed repeat.

			She would wake to find the light murky and a note on the nightstand:

			You seemed exhausted last night, sweetie, so I decided to let you sleep straight through. Had to go meet students but laid out some breakfast. Don’t forget to floss.

			And indeed in the kitchen two packets of instant oatmeal had been left on the counter, along with an ugly banana and Mom’s frenemy The New York Times. What would seem telling in hindsight was the weird moment when, waiting for her gums to stop bleeding in the bathroom mirror, Jolie imagined the showercurtain being tugged back to reveal her own slumped corpse in the tub. But at the time, it was only a moment. After eating what she could and squirreling away the rest at the bottom of the trash, she shouldered her pack and headed to the train alone.

			And this would become her routine in the weeks that followed: shuffle through the stations of her classes; avoid all common areas; spend the better part of the afternoon laboring through the bleary underworld of swim practice and then do the commute in reverse, a caustic chlorine scent in her nose. Showering seemed beside the point when you could go the whole day speaking only a few dozen words to actual human beings. The latchkey time in her room, working her way through the music collection of a grandmother she’d never got to meet, was the one thing she now looked forward to—the one thing authentically hers—but there are certain kinds of balm that only worsen the underlying injury. And as the leaves continued to scab from the trees outside and the little upload wheel to spin, she could feel a black spot blooming at the center of her head’s darkness, like a stain across a microscope slide. Or like someone out there had trained the sun on her through a series of lenses. Like some black/white queer/straight imp of the perverse had “produced, arranged, composed and performed” this Sign o’ the Times for her alone.

			

			—

			Then it was february, the last day before midterm break, and her school was holding another dance. The fall mixer, three months prior, must not have been a total wash, because this time some of the girls in her class did get asked by boys. Yet if you’d happened to peer at eight that night through the square windows of the gymtorium doors, you’d have seen the sexes stuck to discrete walls as if parted by a comb. You might even, if you were a feminist, have felt a certain vindication. On the Sojourner Truth–to–Paris Hilton continuum of feminism, Jolie graded herself somewhere around a Beyoncé: alert to the workings of patriarchy yet unable to get fully outside them. Which was practically the only Bey-like thing about her, what with the acne. The eyebrows. Still, she wanted to believe it was a sign of progress rather than of surrender that she’d agreed to meet up beforehand with a girl named Precious Ezeobi.

			Precious was a year further along in school and a head taller, not to mention preternaturally poised, with one of those voices that made you realize acting was eighty percent voice. In the fall production of Into the Woods, while Jolie dutifully sawed away in the orchestra, Precious had played the baker’s clever wife. It had been hard to tell from the pit whether her high-waisted apron had done more to hide her curves or call attention to them—but probably hide them, it seemed, for Precious had now swept back in from off campus in a tight black-and-white wrap dress and her hair done up in a dozen mini Afro puffs. And the one thing Jolie could do to prevent a sense of gawking was to push into the gym.

			Which is to say, the auditorium with no show running. The stage lights at the far end bore colored gels, she noticed, and in place of the fluorescents overhead, Christmas lights snaked through the winched-up basketball goals. Seeing Precious take a sodacup from a table and go lean against the lip of the stage, Jolie did the same. Between speakers opposite, a laptop had been loaded with the kids’ requests, Rihanna, Diplo, Weezy…or possibly it was just Pandora, working subtle variations on the theme of mononymous pop.

			Five or six songs drifted past like this. Then, as if at some invisible signal, a cluster of girls from the wall crossed to a cleared space near the jump circle. They started shifting back and forth without looking at the boys, yet with a listlessness that seemed directed at them, somehow. Was this what Jolie was supposed to do, too? She couldn’t unsee the image of chickens from a certain movie from her childhood: stop-motion hens, scratching and stupidly pecking. Yet saying so out loud wasn’t going to make her feel any happier—only meaner. And when Precious, after a few minutes’ thoughtful watching, got up and moved toward an exit, Jolie hoped they’d fulfilled the minimum required attendance and could bounce out of here altogether.

			The plan was for Precious to spend the night at the apartment where Jolie lived with her mom, uptown. (There was track work in perpetuity on the C train, and cabs to Brooklyn could be a pain in the ass, even to the gentrified parts where families like the Ezeobis had gut-renovated brownstones.) It was this sleepover element, in fact, that had sold Jolie on the dance. But Precious was now tacking around the corner to a seldom-used faculty bathroom. She scanned the hall, put her ear to the door. Then, with a regal jerk of her head, she beckoned Jolie inside.

			Far from the little Versailles you might imagine, it was a glorified student john, the same smell of bleach and brown paper towel. The only perk was a deadbolt set high in the door. “Tell me if that still works,” Precious said, meaning the transom window above the lone stall.

			“Okay, but dude, what are you doing?”

			What Precious was doing was shooting the bolt, dumping her Coke into the sink, then running the faucet to rinse the cup. Her overnight bag thumped to the counter. From its depths came a squarish bottle Jolie failed to register much of, save for some woodland creature in full affront on the label. Perhaps she was distracted by all that liquid inside, throbbing faintly with the bass through the foot-thick wall. “My sister left a stash in her room when she took off for Barcelona,” Precious explained. “The middle one I was telling you about. Grace.”

			As always, the mention of Precious’s sister brought a tiny, jealous pang. “You stole it?”

			“ ‘Stole’ is such an ugly word. Anyway, I had a hunch we might need to liven things up.” As the tempo shifted, Precious measured out a practiced draught and knocked it back without visibly flinching. Then she refilled the chalice and held it out.

			Jolie sniffed. She’d never had anything stronger than Manischewitz, unless you counted the gin her Nana had let her dip a finger in that one time. She’d been warned since of various hereditary risk factors, but again, wasn’t that just a copout? It’s not like one measly drink could ever change anything…or at any rate, a close-quarters hang with the most interesting girl in eighth grade hardly seemed the place for scruples. She took a demo sip, trying not to breathe through her nose, and swallowed as quickly as if it were her own spit. The result was controlled fire. Survivable burn. The second time the cup came to her, though, Jolie miscalculated, so that a whole hot finger of whatever it was was now making the slow transit of her throat. She thought of a PET scan she’d had to undergo once to check kidney function—contrast dye lighting up her gag reflex. Then the booze touched some deeper opening, the rupture she’d been doing her best to rise above. And Oh, she realized.

			Oh.

			As a city girl, born and raised, Jolie liked to fancy herself sophisticated, but her cheek, when next she touched it, had a gauzy quality. The air held either more or less oxygen than normal. Precious said something funny, and she heard herself do this horsey sputtering thing. A Pez-hued pack of American Spirits appeared on the counter, and for once she had to give props to the fell power of DNA; were even a bag of angel dust to be produced, she saw, she would immediately have tried to snort it, or smoke it, because what did nasal passages matter, what did kidneys or lungs (or for that matter heart), when the disease was life itself?

			But now the bolt rattled near her ear, followed by a knock. A voice came from outside, male, teacherly. “Hello?”

			Shit, Jolie would remember thinking, just as Precious said, “Shit.” And louder, in the same register she’d used to tell off her baker husband: “¡Es ocupado, señor!”

			Then she slipped down off her wedges, climbed nimbly atop the commode, shoved the bottle with its fiery remnant through the transom. Jolie braced for the sound of breaking, but Precious must have pre-positioned a receptacle on the street below—or anyway, you wouldn’t have put it past her. “If somebody asks,” she hissed, “you got your period and the dispenser in the girls’ room was out.”

			“But what are you doing here, in this scenario?”

			“I’m your moral support—duh.” And before Jolie could wonder why it had to be her period: “Is he gone yet?”

			Jolie put an ear to the door, unsure how a person was supposed to detect signs of life over all this echoey percussion. But when she slotted the bolt back and peeked out into the hall, there was just an old couch and some half-spooled volleyball nets and a red stripe spanning the cinderblock wall, its stenciled exhortation: EAGLES!

			What came next she would experience less as a seamless tracking shot than as a series of stills stuttering forward at the brush of some cosmic thumb. Yet the overall impression was of the darkness starting, finally, to wane. Like, here was the sheen of sweat at Precious’s neck where the hair had pulled it tight…and here they were, dancing. Here was a chubby girl whose prettiness she’d never noticed before gliding closer and pumping a fist to Jay-Z. Here, at the start of a tribute spin of “Billie Jean,” were dud clouds of dry ice courtesy of the Physics Club—and here was an Asian boy effecting an uncanny moonwalk. Another boy whipped out a phone to memorialize the memorial while the fat girl whooped with a knowingness that couldn’t quite hide her genuine delight.

			The deejay-slash-algorithm must have decided to bypass any slowdance, though, because at ten sharp, amid the audible chock of levers being thrown, a blue light kindled in the overhead cages, and teachers too clueless to avoid chaperone duty were shouting idle threats about getting locked in over the break. Cool air gusted from doors that led to the street, where the faces of the older parents, glowing, gathered. A few bigass cans of Arizona iced tea lolled on the floor.

			Jolie’s own mom’s omniscience no longer seemed to extend to public transit, or really to anything below about 110th Street, so she and Precious would set out for the subway unobserved. They didn’t actually stagger, she didn’t think, but she would later retain an inordinate amount of sidewalk in the B-roll, a fatal dazzle of mica under the streetlights—unless this was just the glitter in the moonwalking boy’s hair. “I think he’s into you,” Precious said.

			Jolie wondered if her brain had gone audible. “What? Who?”

			“Peter Yang, with that whole Thriller routine.” She was just unpacking the finer points of the crotch-grab when a hand touched Jolie’s arm.

			“Hey, you two want to slow down for a minute?”

			Jolie felt Precious trying to pull ahead, but her own reflex in the face of beseechment was still a shameful obedience. She turned to see a leather jacket, then a head of floppy blueblack hair a few inches below where she expected it to be. It was Mr. Koussoglou, who taught Exploring Cultural Richness and had recently taken over the literary magazine.

			“You ladies looked like you were having a good time back there,” he said, eyeing Precious through his architectural glasses.

			“Oh, you know,” sputtered Jolie. “I don’t know. It was fine.”

			Mr. Koussoglou was one of the younger members of the faculty, and they’d thus far been on good terms. In the fall, he’d let her linger in his classroom well into the lunch hour, perusing the ethnologic bric-a-brac, the long shelves of academic paperbacks that recalled Mom’s study at home. The rumor was that he’d dropped out of grad school during a bad breakup before coming to teach; hence the faint hipsterish air, like his necktie was a prop he couldn’t quite get behind—though now he was really inhabiting the role. “I saw you out on the dance floor. It looked like a lot more than ‘I don’t know.’ ”

			“What’s your point, Mr. K.?” Precious had a way of making nonchalance seem almost flirtatious, but her face tightened as he went on.

			“I know that was the two of you in the faculty restroom. I assume you have an explanation?”

			“It’s kind of a personal question, no? And for you to be dogging me this late in the game—”

			He wasn’t dogging anyone, he said. “In fact, I’ve been trying to stay out of your way, Precious, but when I go to take the recycling out and find this on the dumpster lid beneath the window…” He pulled something from his jacket. A light rain was falling, adding to the general mistiness, the mingled clouds of their breath, but Jolie didn’t have to look too closely to see the defiant stag logo, dragging everything behind it into clarity.

			And naturally a merchant across the street would choose exactly that moment to start cranking the security grate down over his storefront: half a minute of graveyard rattle. More excruciating still was the silence that followed—or what, on the northern fringes of Manhattan’s East Village on a Friday night in winter, passed for silence: ambulances screaming their heads off, housing-insecure pigeons winging darkly overhead.

			“It’s mine,” Jolie blurted. “Precious has nothing to do with it.”

			She waited for her new friend to jump in with some matching feat of nobility, but Precious just said, “Everybody knows you have it in for me, Mr. K., but I’m not in your class anymore, we’re not on campus. So unless you’re ready to bring a proper accusation”—her top-notes of litigiousness were pretty much unmissable—“my date and I will be going. Let’s book, Jolie.”

			The clomp of Precious’s wedges on the sidewalk had a bracing authority, but Jolie couldn’t get her own feet to budge. She seemed to catch a flicker inside Mr. Koussoglou as he turned the bottle in his hands, a disappointment out of all proportion to the offense. Like he’d glimpsed whatever she had, the hole at the back of the universe, and still couldn’t get past it.

			“This is yours?” he said. And when she didn’t answer: “I’m surprised at you, frankly, Jolie. Drinking on school property’s a serious violation of the honor code—though right now it’s your safety I’m more concerned about. How were you proposing to get home?”

			“It was just a couple of swallows, Mr. Koussoglou. To see how it felt. And I told you, Precious is sober, you saw her. The train’s right there.”

			“You know I’m going to have to contact your parents nonetheless,” he said.

			“My mom lets unknown numbers go to voicemail.”

			“So we use your phone to call her.”

			“It died.” Which was true, actually. She held it up.

			“An email, then, and let’s see what comes back.”

			The lit face of his phone lit his own fine face as she watched him thumb-type the letters of an address she felt helpless to withhold. Then he stopped and frowned. “Jolie, this isn’t going to end up in some dead account, is it? Like a fake number someone gives out at a bar?”

			She was used to people in official positions wondering why her last name failed to match her mom’s. Even on her birth certificate, she was the only Aspern. “You got me, Mr. K. I’m a total criminal mastermind, and this is all just a really long con.”

			“Because it’s easy enough to go back to the office and pull your mother’s contact card. And let’s cut the sarcasm, shall we, given the circumstances?”

			“The university email’s the one synced to her phone…It’s Kupferberg because she never took my dad’s name, okay? I was four the first time he got arrested. And then like ten when they made him go to rehab.”

			His eyes seemed to swim slightly behind their lenses, unless it was the booze making her see things. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t realize.”

			“Why would you?”

			“I could try him instead, if that’s who you’d prefer picking you up.”

			The assumption that her father would now be anywhere reachable was telling, she thought. Maybe even a resource to exploit. Not that Mom was one for traditional discipline, but the breach of privacy that had opened up this intriguing closeness with her teacher was going to be unbearable from the woman with whom she already shared meals, a hair color, an apartment, and a habit of biting the ring finger of her right hand when nervous. Then again, the goal seemed to be someone capable of coming down here and retrieving her, as in corporeally. Plus trying to escape your mother was like trying to escape your own body. Or so, in as many words, she was about to tell Mr. Koussoglou—she was a big girl, and would face the music—when that glimmer, closer to pain than to power, stole again across his face.

			“Look, Mr. K., Precious is waiting for me right there at the subway. It’s half a block, and then like six stops on the express. Let me go now, and you get the entire break to draft your email.”

			“Which accomplishes what, exactly?”

			“Well, it gives me some time to own up to my mom myself first. Isn’t that the real punishment?”

			“Not per the student handbook, I’m guessing.”

			“Yeah, but the people who wrote the student handbook never had to admit human fallibility to Sarah Kupferberg,” she said, trying to find the right distance to pooch out her lower lip.

			In the end, he would insist on putting her into a cab, handing the driver a twenty while she rattled off her cross-streets. But at the first red light after turning the corner, Jolie would ask to be let out and then double back to the subway. She must have sensed already there’d be no one on the platform save herself and the homeless. But apparently she wasn’t yet ready to abandon that other reality—the one where a girl like Precious Ezeobi would be the type to stick around.

			

			—

			With mr. koussoglou, too, she’d been dumb to get her hopes up. He wasn’t going to let her off the hook for the drinking just because they both had a week off school. Some adults were like psychological Mormons this way: admit them as far as the vestibule and the next thing you knew they were in your innermost sanctum, testing the couch cushions and straightening the pictures on the wall. Then again, Jolie knew that if he’d passed by her door without so much as a knock, she’d have felt pained by the rejection. And so that first Monday back, leading her mother past a scrum of staring eighth-graders and into a first-floor classroom, she found herself in the position she’d come to think of as her default: wanting things so many different ways as to pretty much ensure her disappointment.

			The room was unoccupied, but up near the whiteboard three student desks had been dragged into powwow formation. Mom folded her long legs under the writing surface and fiddled with her pledge-drive go-cup. To sit down beside her to wait would have been to encourage more of the conversation Jolie had spent the last forty-eight hours ducking (“How am I supposed to know what he wants, Mom? Didn’t he mention anything in the email?”), so she lingered by the bookshelves, taking another inventory of Mr. Koussoglou’s library—its umlauted authors and promises of disenchantment. And here came the man himself, bustling in with an armload of papers, so chipper it made his earlier attunement seem like a front. “Sorry to keep you waiting, folks. We’ve got only the one copier serving all of Humanities, and it tends to get a little jammy this time of day. Anybody need coffee before we start?”

			“I brought my own.” Mom indicated the go-cup. Then she pushed up her glasses like a crown and put out a ringless hand…and as always, it stung a little to be reminded of how young she still was. She might have been out there living her own life—might even have wanted that—had it not been for the accident of Jolie. “It’s Sarah, by the way.”

			“Right, forgive me—Brandon. Ahem. Koussoglou. I keep forgetting email isn’t actually a form of introduction. Jolie, you fixed for caffeine there?”

			Jolie had in fact been experimenting with the idea of herself as a coffee drinker, but the question seemed rhetorical. He had already launched into his prologue with Mom: how good of her to come on such short notice, how good to sit down and finally get to know each other…It occurred to Jolie that the cheerfulness was itself the front. Something was making him nervous—which explained why he kept delaying any specific charges. “So I gather Jolie’s told you why I called you both in to meet?” The question hung in the air.

			And maybe it was just the Inuit transformation mask on the wall behind him, but she found herself thinking of the fire in Precious’s eyes. Of rituals where people symbolically consumed their gods in order to become them. “To be honest, you’re going to have to spell it out, Mr. K.,” she heard herself say. “Because neither of us has the faintest clue.”

			“Interesting. No clue why you’re here, Jolie, really?” He steepled his fingers, as if inviting her to reconsider.

			But her habitual obligingness had vanished, leaving her strangely reckless. Strangely free.

			He cleared his throat again. “Well in that case, I guess let’s all just take a step back and try to start with the bigger picture. I took the liberty of glancing at the permanent record, and I was surprised to discover a certain Jolie Aspern on the honor roll going back to…ah, basically back to whenever the public schools start the honor roll. You understand why I say ‘discover.’ ”

			“This year’s report cards have been less than stellar, I know,” said Mom. “But Jolie’s still pulling what, a B in here?”

			“She’ll be lucky to salvage a C minus, now that the midterms are graded.”

			He had a marked copy of her exam at the ready. Jolie felt some unease as her mother flipped through pages.

			“Brandon, if this is just about grades, I teach, too—”

			“Right. Urban Studies, I think she mentioned, at Columbia. Geographic displacement and, ah, ‘economies of desire’?”

			“Barnard, but same difference. Anyway, I don’t want to get hung up on a few stray data points, or try to shield her from adversity. I’ve seen how destructive this whole rise of the helicopter parents has been.”

			“Again, though, the academic record’s just for background,” he said, before sidestepping the obvious segue. “Look, here’s a copy of her final paper from the fall. Choose your own theme: a comparative study of the genocides in Cambodia and Rwanda. Or really just an essay on the brutality of human nature—very loose with the citations, I might add, hence the low grade.” This too he slid toward Mom. “The nihilism by itself would be one thing. But looking back, I’m also seeing the various recesses Jolie’s been sitting out. The lunches eaten alone, if at all. The weltschmerz, the ‘Rude Boy’ pin, the cloak of inky black—”

			“It’s a fucking—!” said Jolie, who’d been caught off guard. “I mean, pardon my French, but it’s a tuxedo jacket, from a thrift store. Itzhak Perlman, hello?”

			“Black jeans, black fedora, black tee-shirts on Casual Friday, now shading into various other forms of acting out.” The hand gesture felt gratuitous. “Jolie, I’m offering a choice here. Can I just cut to the chase of what this has all started to look like from where I’m sitting? Or do we really need to go back over the most recent warning signs?”

			It wasn’t his place to offer a diagnosis, but the effect was the same: of a bandage being ripped away. Of a wound, exposed.

			“I’m saying, is there something going on with you I should know about?”

			Asshole, she thought. With your puppydog eyes. You could never imagine what it’s like in here.

			Yet Mom was looking at her as if for the first time. “Well, I can’t identify anything specific. But now that you mention it, I do seem to have noticed some moping around lately.”

			And suddenly Jolie’s fear surged in a new direction, and had to be throttled back. “Uh, maybe I’m bored? Anybody thought of that?”

			“Honey, how can you be bored? There was the musical, you’ve got swimming—not to mention, you’re growing up in one of the least boring places on earth.”

			“Everything is context, though, isn’t that what you’re always saying? Maybe in the context of what it ought to be, American life is, like, really, really boring.”

			“Jolie, it’s more or less an objective fact that we’re among the most lavishly entertained people in the history of the world. If you’re bored, it does seem to say something about you.”

			“That you’ve raised a boring person, I guess. But that doesn’t mean I need some intervention from the social studies teacher.” She was almost daring him to bring this back to the gravamen, the drinking: about any larger crisis, she was prepared to concede exactly nothing. “Or are you just going to write off my take on things because I’ve started to think for myself?”

			“Jolie, I hate to point to your financial aid package.” This was Mr. Koussoglou. “But there are baseline expectations you’re starting to bump up against. And what I’m trying to suggest is, maybe the solution could involve us actually getting to the root of whatever’s eating you?”

			“Well, wait a minute, though.” It would be unclear for a long time afterward just what had caused Mom to return so swiftly to first principles. “Before we get ahead of ourselves, these are survey classes you’re teaching, right? No offense, but is it possible school really has been a little underwhelming? I mean, Jolie is the one having the experience.”

			“I have reason to think it’s bigger than that,” said Mr. K., blushing. “I’m not trying to prosecute any particular case here, but I think you’d agree I have a duty not to pull punches when I see behaviors that concern me. As an educator, or just as a human being.”

			And from somewhere in memory a tactic for dealing with men returned to Jolie: Don’t resist. Steer into the skid. “Okay, Mr. Koussoglou, yes. But what you’re trying to read as warning signs are just noise, is what I’m saying. What do I have to do to prove to you that this has all been a big overreaction? Or aberration, or whatever—that I’m already back on track?”

			He studied her face for another long count. Then her mother’s. Then, perhaps seeing the legacies of self-protectiveness to which the Kupferberg women were heir, he rose to reconnoiter his bookshelves. When he returned, it was with a battered paperback, black cutouts on a purple ground. The cover he tipped toward Mom. “This one you’re familiar with, I bet?”

			“Geertz, sure,” she said. “We had to read him for comps.”

			“Jolie, your contention is that you’re just bored. What I hear your mom saying is that everything is interesting if you look at it closely enough. Which happens to be the argument of this book…mutatis mutandis. At any rate, the suggestion on the table is that we could be doing more to challenge you here at school, and this other ‘noise,’ as you call it, would clear up. So what if I proposed a kind of test?”

			“This is my punishment. More homework.”

			“But remember, it can hardly be a punishment—right?—so long as no one’s pointing to any specific rule you’ve broken.”

			And only now, too late, did she see how neatly their little secret could be turned to his advantage, rather than her own.

			“Call it an independent study instead.” Her mission, he told her, would be to visit a site of Cultural Richness, however she construed the phrase, and to produce five to seven pages of thick description, on the model of Geertz’s “Notes on the Balinese Cockfight.”

			“—which I’m guessing you would have to read,” added Mom, clearly relieved to be back in harness with the forces of self-improvement.

			“Along with the rest of The Interpretation of Cultures, plus let’s say three more secondary sources of your choosing,” Mr. Koussoglou said. “You and I could meet weekly through the spring to track your progress. I’m sure we could enlist your mom as a resource, too. But the real commitment would have to come from you. If you got a credible paper in by the last day of the semester, we’d have evidence you were right all along: this year was strictly an adjustment period. Your final grade would get a bump—we might even think about your piece for The Gyre—and I could consider my larger concerns addressed. Meantime, I’d try to hold them to one side…”

			It was like a dare of his own; was the idea that he’d keep piling on the work until she just threw up her hands and confessed? She was still trying to figure out the shortest path to liberation when Mom said, “Sounds like we have a deal.”

			“Hey. I’m right here.” But it was as if at some point Jolie had been put on mute, as if even her own mother could no longer hear her.

			“You know, you have this fear, with middle school, that you’re packing them off on some three-year voyage. So even if this is all just typical teenage stuff, Brandon, I’m grateful to have someone looking out for her.”

			Jolie entered a message into the phone in her lap.

			
				I’m. Right. Here.

			

			
			But Mr. Koussoglou was saying, “You know how it is, I’m sure. Sometimes you don’t know where the kids are coming from until you get everybody in and get a dialogue going. Still, I’m willing to try taking Jolie at her word.” And turned once more to zap her with his vaporous soulfulness. “There’s nothing I’d like more than to have misunderstood.”

			

			—

			“Fieldwork,” was how Mom kept trying to dignify the assignment, but Jolie’s first instinct was to just refuse to do it. The way Mr. K. had set this up, though, the alternative was to cop to the drinking, which she couldn’t quite bring herself to do either. And so, after an interval of token resistance, she began scouting around her neighborhood for whatever would be the least boring subject. Maybe the drum circle that met on those project benches near the park? Or that Dominican social club by the cathedral? She used to love on warm days to watch the old men in Ban-Lon sling dominoes across a folding table. But since she’d last looked, a sheet of glass seemed to have arisen between her and the Cultural Riches of Morningside Heights.

			It was already mid-March when one of her dilatory walks from train to school took her past a wisteria’d townhouse on East Twenty-Fifth Street with an oblong of wood bolted to the basement level. The word carved there was one she’d never seen before, yet after school ended, she would find herself delaying the eighty-block schlep uptown to pass it again. Sometime between, the sign had broken into syllables. Punctuated itself. ZEN: DO.

			The floor above looked residential—half a lampshade visible in a second-story window, a sill of leaning DVDs. But the basement blinds hadn’t budged, as if a secret were being harbored there. The idea that anything could still be secret in this city—in this century—seemed indisputably non-boring. Even a little daunting. For ten minutes or more, she hung on the nearest corner, pacing a guano’d stretch of flagstone, ghosting her finger across hours and Yelp reviews on her phone. To anyone watching, she’d be just another passerby. Yet at two minutes to four, seeing no obvious place to ring, she seized the knob at the center of the plain wooden door.

			Immediately, a buzzer somewhere began to buzz. She pictured a whole audience turning to clock her faux pas, but inside was just a bare room, aqueously lit; what she’d read as pulled shades were in fact sheets of rice paper. Her eyes adjusted to take in the alms bowl with its crumpled bills, and then, past the doorframe, a larger room, nearly shadowless, a rigid grid of mats on the floor. The people already in there looked normal enough from the ankle up, yet the way they were padding around in stocking feet was almost weirder than if they’d been nude. The odor was weird, too, toasty but also loamy, like fishfood.

			It was when she turned to flee that the buzzer buzzed again and two finance types jostled in behind her. She had to weigh her need to escape against their bro-ish vibe of possessing the space—but in complete silence, for the strangest thing about the basement (so strange she’d only just noticed it) was that nobody was talking. In true Jolie fashion, she ended up doing this pantomime-yield thing, almost a bow. And once the guys were past, she saw them making for a shoe rack no more exotic than you might see in the front hall of a family apartment. It occurred to her to get through this the way she’d gotten through her first time being panhandled on the subway: study other people and do as they did…though it was too late to do much about the socks hiding under her black Chuck Taylors, besides wait till these guys cleared out and hope no one noticed the individual sheaths at the toe-caps, the Christmas bulbs stitched at the end of each. It seemed a neophyte’s dead giveaway, somehow, toe socks at the zendo.

			

			—

			Two hours later, when she let herself into the apartment, her head would still be an exquisite blank. It was the sight of the second keyring on the mail table that sent her hurtling back to meatspace. Her mother must have canceled office hours and come home early. “How was practice?”

			“It’s not practice, Mom, it’s voluntary free swim.” Technically, Coach Duff wasn’t allowed to require pool time in the offseason, but it was understood that any girl who didn’t turn out weekly for the quote-unquote free swim was forfeiting her spot on the team in the fall.

			“How was voluntary free swim, then?”

			Her hair was dry, her eyes lacking that raccoon look they got after eighty minutes in goggles; she hadn’t been planning to keep the afternoon’s discovery to herself, necessarily. But if there was a moment to speak up, the tableau that greeted her as she entered the living room foreclosed it. “I thought that thing was in storage.”

			Atop the black arthropod of her futuristic exercycle, Mom’s legs were churning at roughly twice the speed of anyone riding an actual bike. It did something to the handlebars, swept them backward and forward in quarter time, an effect obscurely reminiscent of folk dance.

			“I had Vikas bring it up.”

			“Yeah, but why?”

			“Look at you, Jolie. You’re in the pool four hours a week. Me—” She was short of breath. “Yesterday a kid your age offered me his seat on the subway.” A pause. “I don’t know, is thirty-four actually old?”

			“Maybe he thought you were pregnant,” she said, though Mom could still pass for a model (if now for hornrims rather than for X-Girl).

			“That’s not funny.”

			“Some people join a gym.”

			“I’ve got a membership through school. But I never go, so.”

			“Well, don’t let me screw up your rhythm.” Jolie turned to leave.

			“Oh, honey, before I forget, though. Your laptop was doing its blurbling thing. That’s Skype, right?”

			Instantly, Jolie’s guard was back up; there was only one person in the world she ever Skyped with, and whole seasons of her life could pass between attempts. But it would be just like her mom to engineer one. “This wouldn’t by any chance have anything to do with that stupid meeting at school, would it?” Because for all her due deference toward deconstruction, Mom still clung to the idea of history as it had once been lived. She seemed to think that if you weren’t happy, it must be down to some intentional decision by human agents—a late-night smuggling run, say; a narcotics charge—rather than the fathomless fucking gyre of existence itself.

			“Jolie, it’s not my habit to go running after your father about things like that, even if I could reliably get ahold of him. But don’t you think if you’re going to have a relationship, you should fill him in on what you’re up to? I know you’ve started to claw your way back academically, for instance. Or anyway, that’s what your teacher says, Mr….” She snapped her fingers.

			“What, Koussoglou’s briefing you behind my back now? Oh, forget it.”

			That she’d managed to make the pedaling stop brought no real satisfaction. In the hall, she waited for the flywheel whir to mean it had resumed. Then she turned toward the kitchen. In the cabinet above the range hood were a few old bottles, greasy and streaked with lint. She wasn’t quite sure where they’d come from, since as far as she knew Mom had never taken a drink in her life; they saw the light of day only on those rare occasions when Nana and Albert visited here, rather than having them up to Riverdale. But now she took one. Or liberated it, as those agitators at Bluestockings might have said—promoted it to the recesses of her bulgy backpack, stopping only to press her nose to the neck for the flutter brought back just by the smell.

			

			—

			And so, by april (long story short), it had become part of Jolie’s ritual to seal off her weekly meditation with a drink or two. If there was no one around, she liked to do it right after in the little community garden down the street from the zendo: squeeze through the warped gate, duck behind a bush, ride home with her head like a slope cleared by brushfire. Nothing could hurt her then. And the secrecy was important, as the ritual was important. The secrecy was how she knew she hadn’t totally knuckled under. It was a positive pleasure, for instance, to sit debating the premises of humanism with Mr. K. while in the rosin compartment of her violin case not three feet away hid a grenade-sized Poland Spring bottle full of vodka. Even when she submitted the required draft in a few weeks and revealed that there was something in the world actually worth her interest, she’d be holding back more in the margins. For the time being, she stalled, saying she’d identified several potential subjects and needed time for further investigation. And it was true, in its way: whether kneeling seiza-style in Midtown or getting blotto in her room to Dirty Mind, she was investigating the body’s capacity to detach itself from the shifting pageant all around and burrow down to the ground zero of consciousness—to either the something or the nothing she now could sense lurking there. In the spirit of scientific inquiry, she’d even resorted to drinking before school let out for the day. Which perhaps was why, floating north into Kips Bay after the last bell that afternoon (the one where what she’d later learn to call her “depression” caught up with her), she would be slow to spot Precious Ezeobi on a street corner ahead, waiting for the light to change.

			In the two and a half months since the dance, Precious had become just another figure to avoid during lunchtimes and passing periods; they did the chin nod if they had to, but never acknowledged they’d been in the trenches together. Nor was either of them about to surrender this corner to the other, even as the pedestrians massed around them, even as the trees shimmied in their boxes and the year’s first blossoms clung like fliers to the wet windshields of cars. Jolie wondered if something had gone wrong with the signal. Then she said, “You didn’t have to sell me out like that, you know.” The words had just arrived in her mouth, as if the intervening months had been erased (though without them she’d have never found the courage to speak).

			“Sell you out like what?”

			And now Jolie thought she understood the reason married couples were told not to go to bed mad. It was a third presence on the sidewalk between them, restless, motile, prickly. “The night of the dance, Precious. You abandoned me, basically.”

			“What I did was try to drag you away,” Precious said. “You were the one who stayed behind jawing with Mr. Kissyface. No one asked you to like volunteer you’d been drinking.”

			“I’m a terrible liar! And I was trying to take a bullet for you.”

			“Oh, I get it. I make a mistake, that makes me a bad person, but when someone like you makes a mistake it’s like, ‘Typical Jolie,’ right? Too honest for her own good?” Then, just as Precious had her pinned, she relented. “But notice, I’m admitting it was a mistake.” Amazing: that she should even still smell like herself. And here like some soothing chaser came the old solicitude. “I see now we should’ve stuck together. Plus it’s my fault he stopped us in the first place. That asshole’s been after me since last year.”

			“He’s just doing his job,” Jolie said quietly.

			“See? There you go shoring up the system again. You sound like that heiress, with the Stockholm syndrome. ‘Oh, my Tiko’s such a sweetheart.’ ” Ever since they’d met, she’d assumed Precious to be the one with the power and herself the one with the need, but perhaps they’d both had something at stake, and if she could just have accepted the terms of the armistice, taken Precious’s tone here as teasing, whatever future they’d had together might have been restored. But the Jolie of that winter had been a different person, apparently. This one was already a block past her destination—and either found a quick way to square things with Precious or failed to score a mat before the bell that
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