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We never know self-realization.


We are two abysses—a well staring at the sky.


—Fernando Pessoa, The Book of Disquiet
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—Unknown










BOOK ONE


The World












CHAPTER ONE
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Constellations


What did the Buddhist monk say to the hot dog vendor?


This is the problem with telling yourself jokes: Nothing’s funny when you know the punch line. And I know the punch line because I know all the punch lines because I know all. I know all. I see all. These are the facts, and the facts make me all. Make me the storyteller. Make me the listener. Make me the campfire. Make me the stars.


On a June day in the high fever of this century’s messy teenage years, a man died in Central Park. He was walking to work, earbuds in, ambling through a shuffle of his entire music library, when he came to the bike path, which wasn’t so much a path as a ribbon of black pavement winding through the greenery. He looked both ways and, seeing no one coming, started across, but then, halfway to the other side, a breeze reminded him his hair was getting a little long, so he stopped, right in the middle of the road, and opened the to-do list on his phone. He looked down into his hand, his thumb going doot doot doot, and somewhere between the fifth and sixth doot, a blue ten-speed bicycle came coursing around the blind and practically sliced the poor fellow in half.


People ran over to help, but there was nothing they could do. The man’s earbuds were still in, and as it all began to slip, the song ended and into the shuffle he went. Celestial strings lifted him, pulling him into the sky as Nat King Cole sang “Stardust” through a microphone in 1957 into the man’s ears in 2015. The man didn’t want this song, and his last impulse was to skip ahead but then he skipped ahead himself, from this world into the next, and the song went on, and “Haircu” is still on his to-do list.


“I don’t want to say it was the guy’s fault,” said Kervis later that day as he loomed over Roxy’s cubicle in the City Hall press office, “but he was playing on his phone in the middle of the bike path. I mean, it’s sad, but dude, come on.”


Roxy agreed it was sad.


“Second one this year. And it’s only June,” he continued. “We’ll probably have to close the bike lanes. And yes, I’m sure we’ll get complaints from the Pedalers’ Alliance. But if people keep getting run over by bicycles, what can those guys do really, you know?”


Roxy shrugged, not knowing what those guys could do really.


“Anyway,” he said. “I was thinking maybe we could have, like, a citywide campaign to get pedestrians to look up from their phones. Like ‘Heads Up New York.’ Or ‘Look Up New York.’ Or ‘Look Around New York.’ Something like that.”


Roxy said one of those was perfect.


“Which one?” he asked. “Roxy?”


Roxy looked up from her phone. “Yes, Kervis?”


“Which one was perfect?”


“Um,” she replied. “Say them again?”


He did.


“Middle one, definitely.”


It bothered Kervis that his assistant Roxy’s opinion mattered so much to him. It also bothered him that she wasn’t actually his assistant. She was below him in the chain of command, and he could tell her to do stuff, but she wasn’t exclusively his, and this bothered him. It also bothered him that she was bad at her job. She never paid attention, didn’t seem to care about the work, probably didn’t even vote for the mayor, and dressed unprofessionally. Today’s overalls were no exception. She was a bad hire, and this also bothered Kervis because he was the one who’d hired her. And most of all it bothered him that she was pretty. Getting prettier every day, in fact. The overalls had something to do with it.


“Anyhoo,” he said, “I should get down there. Sounds like the big guy’s in a mood. This might go late. Are you okay sticking around?”


She was. Kervis left, and for forty-five minutes, Roxy didn’t move from her desk chair in the empty bullpen of the press office. The lower half of her body swiveled lazily back and forth like the cattail pendulum of a clock, but the rest of her remained still, her elbows anchored to the desk, her phone in her hands, her face in her phone. She didn’t mind being here. Had she left an hour earlier, she’d just be doing this at her kitchen table instead of her office desk. Whether she was at home in her apartment or here in City Hall, it didn’t matter, because wherever Roxy happened to be, she was never really there.


Instead she was here. Here, bicycle accidents were no matter for concern. Here, nothing mattered and everything twinkled and everyone buzzed about the premiere of a new reality show called Love on the Ugly Side, which sounded just awful and stupid and Roxy couldn’t wait to see it when she got home, but for now she kept moving, because there was more to see, because there was always more to see. A married politician got caught with his mistress and she was amused, until a child with a disability climbed to the top of a rock wall and she was hopeful, until a friend announced he’d bought his first home and she was jealous, until an article confirmed the seas were rising and she was scared, until a panda got a bucket stuck on his head and she LOL’d, and so on and so on, each emotion erasing its predecessor from the dry-erase board of her mind. An earthquake hit Los Angeles. “Anyone else feel that?” “Yowza!” Roxy felt concerned, until, further down, a celebrity whose makeup tutorials she loved retweeted a link to Blueberry Muffins or Chihuahuas, and Roxy followed that link and it took her over here, to a series of photos, some of Chihuahuas, some of blueberry muffins, and the blueberry muffins looked like Chihuahuas, and the Chihuahuas looked like blueberry muffins, and she was asked by the page to guess which was which, and Roxy laughed out loud, and out there, outside of her phone, her soft giggle scurried across the bright empty bullpen like a mouse.


Then she felt an urge. Maybe the big blueberry eyes of the Chihuahuas stirred some procreational itch. Maybe the muffins made her mouth water. Whatever it was, something in the bottom of her stomach or the back of her brain gave the old familiar tug, and Roxy found her way over here, to Suitoronomy, where she met Bob.


Bob had seen her first, and he liked her immediately. Why wouldn’t he? She was beautiful here, the best of all possible Roxies. Here she wasn’t that baggy-eyed girl from the press office, the one in the overalls. Here she was exquisite, in a dress and makeup from three New Year’s Eves ago, when she was fresher and newer and weighed less and slept more. Here, her emphatic red curls were not hidden under a hat or straitjacketed into a ponytail. Here, they spread like fireworks around her, and she smiled a multitudinous smile for everything all at once: a smile for a new year, a smile for a camera, a smile for a photographer, a smile for everyone in the room, a smile for everyone in the world, and finally, here, a smile just for Bob. Bob saw the smile and the hair and the dress, and he must have known he wanted her, because with a flick of his thumb, just a calorie of work, he gathered up this want and sent it crackling out of his brain and into Roxy’s world, setting into motion everything that would follow.


That had been an hour ago. Now Roxy opened up Suitoronomy, and there was Bob, cheerful dimply Bob, looking up at her from the palm of her hand, wanting her. He was handsome, but everyone here was handsome. They were all as handsome as the handsomest picture they had of themselves, and there was no better picture of Bob in the universe than this one right here. His hair had never been combed better in its life. The historic hair day, the charming smile, and the fact that she knew he liked her was enough for Roxy. Another calorie of work, and both their phones rattled and chirped to announce it: They liked each other.


Roxy didn’t hear from him right away. When Kervis finally returned to the press office crowing that the big guy seemed to like “Look Up New York,” she quietly packed up her things and went home. On the subway uptown to Morningside Heights, she forgot about Bob. She checked the weather, she watched videos of makeup disasters, she parsed a few more blueberry muffins from Chihuahuas, and she flirted with three other men. Bob had swum away from the lagoon of her attention and now dog-paddled in the back of her brain with everyone else.


But then, that night, as she lay, half stoned, watching and high-key loving the first episode of Love on the Ugly Side, her phone lit up. It was Bob.


He said, “Can I be honest?”


Roxy was too tired to flirt. She went to sleep, and in the morning, still thinking he was cute, replied while brushing her teeth. She tried to think of some funny retorts before deciding that even though he was cute, he wasn’t so cute that she’d spend all morning worrying about what she said to him, and besides, she was late for work, so she simply said, “Sure. Be honest.”


“Okay,” he batted back quickly. “I’ll just tell you. You’re my first.”


“Your first?”


“My very first.”


“Your first what?”


“My first one of these. My first match. The first person I’ve talked to on this thing. I’m brand new at this.” Then, a little later, “How’m I doing?”


By now she was back at her desk downtown. She was busy, but she spared a moment to keep the ball in the air. “So great,” she replied. “You’re a natural.”


“Haha, thanks. Yeah I’d never done one of these apps before, so I wanted to see what it was like. I made the little profile, and filled out the thing, I hope this picture’s okay. And then I started playing with it and the very first face that came up was you. Yours. So here I am. I’m Bob, by the way. I like your dress.”


“I’m Roxy,” she replied. “Thank you.”


The dots appeared. He was writing more. She looked at his profile. Bob, 40, has matched with you. She cut him off. “Are you divorced, Bob?”


The dots went away as something was erased. Then the dots reappeared, and then: “No. Why, do I seem divorced? Haha.”


“Still married then? Sneaking around?”


“No, I’m not married. I’ve never been married.”


“You seem a little defensive, Bob. It’s okay, I’m not judging. Life is long. People get bored.”


Another long interval of three dots. So much being written and erased, written and erased, and finally all that arrived was: “I’m not married.”


“Okay, I believe you,” she said. He didn’t reply. An hour later she was at lunch, working through a salad, rubbing a drying fleck of kale from her teeth, when it occurred to her to say more. “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to judge you or anything. Just seems a little weird that you’d be new at this.”


“I guess I’m weird then,” he said quickly.


“Did you just get out of a longterm relationship?”


“No.”


“Are you still in a longterm relationship?”


Bit of a pause after that one, but then: “No.”


“Well I don’t mean to harp on it but I don’t get how you could spend forty years as an unmarried person on planet earth, and not once be lonely enough or even curious enough to go on a dating app.” She suddenly realized she was putting way too much effort into this conversation. Did she really care all that much? She went elsewhere. Chihuahua. Chihuahua. Blueberry muffin.


“I guess I thought I wouldn’t need to,” he replied. “I thought I’d meet someone nice in real life. At work or something. Or at a party, or through friends. I counted on that happening, for a long time. And then … it just didn’t. So here I am.”


Roxy read this in an empty subway car. There was something entertaining about his earnestness. “Is that why you’re here, Bob? To meet someone nice?”


“Isn’t that why everybody’s here?”


“I think most people are here for something else, Bob.”


“What’s that?”


Roxy replied with a series of emojis, fruits and vegetables mostly.


“Ah,” he said. “Of course.” A moment later, he dared this reply: “And what are you here for?”


Roxy smiled. She started to write the honest answer: a series of emojis, fruits and vegetables mostly. She didn’t want a boyfriend. Maybe, at some point down the road, she would want a boyfriend, maybe she’d want more than a boyfriend, and if that day ever came, she wouldn’t be conflicted about it, wouldn’t feel like a hypocrite, because that was down the road and this was right now, and right now, as in every right now she’d ever lived, Roxy wanted what she wanted to want, nothing more, nothing less.


She thought of something her old friend Carissa had said when they were on vacation together in Cozumel, before Carissa got married and her husband made her stop hanging out with Roxy. They were at this bar by the beach, and some guy had been hitting on Carissa all night, and he asked her what she was looking for in a man, and she said, “I’m looking for a husband. Someone else’s, preferably!” Roxy and the other girls had laughed so hard at that. Carissa had a four-year-old now. There were first-day-of-preschool pictures on her Facebook page. Carissa was gone from Roxy’s life. No harm in stealing the line.


“I’m looking for a husband,” she said to Bob, and then she paused, because the pause was important for the timing, but then, when she typed out “someone else’s preferably” and added a winky face, it kind of felt gross, and she thought maybe she was wording it wrong because it didn’t seem as funny as when Carissa had said it. Maybe it was funnier out loud when everyone was drunk, so maybe she’d word it a different way, and then the subway screeched to a stop and her phone flew out of her hands and slid like a hockey puck down the length of the car, coming to rest in a puddle, substance unknown.


“FUCK!” Roxy screamed. She scrambled to the other end of the car and snatched her phone out of the puddle and shook it until the substance unknown had dripped away, and then her hands went to work, digging into her purse, pulling out a bottle of sanitizer, squeezing out a splurt, another splurt, nearly half the bottle, and scrubbing it into her phone with tissue after tissue, as if it would ever be clean enough to hold up to her face. (She knew it never would be.)


She pressed the power button. It was dead. She held the button down for five seconds, then ten, then twenty, unrelenting, like a paramedic trying to revive a corpse. Her thumb went white and started to hurt. Still nothing.


She ran up the subway stairs and out onto Broadway, and she bought a bag of rice at the bodega, and when she got home, she put the phone in the bag and left it there for the longest hour of her life. Then she plugged in the phone again and said a little prayer.


The white apple of life appeared on the black screen.


Suitoronomy. New messages. She clicked.


“I’m looking for a husband.”


“Haha. Wait, seriously? Good for you! I guess if we’re both being honest, I’m looking for a wife. It’s nice to know I’m not alone. Hello? You still there? Pinned under a boulder? Did I say something to upset you? Okay I’m sorry I bothered you. Thank you for a nice first conversation on this thing. For what it’s worth I think it’s cool that you’re up front about what you’re looking for. It’s very honest and brave. If you change your mind and want to meet up sometime in real life, let me know. Goodbye. I won’t pester you anymore. Goodbye.”


Roxy didn’t write back. She forgot about Bob. She forgot him so deeply and so well that she had to think very hard a day and a half later to recall him when, in a hurry while jogging and Suitoronomying, she tried to reply to a different guy’s invitation to drinks next Wednesday, but instead wrote “Yes!” under a message that had just arrived, that very second, from Bob. She stopped jogging.


“Okay, you know what,” he had written, “one last thing, since I’ll never see you again anyway, and I guess there is still a remote possibility you’re pinned under a boulder, I’ll just say you seem cool and I’d love to meet you in real life. Am I doing that too early? Or too late? I don’t know how this stuff works. I just think if there’s more to learn about you I’d love to learn it in person. This is all going on the assumption that you’re pinned under a boulder. If you’re not pinned under a boulder, good day to you. But if you ARE pinned under a boulder, or a fallen tree, or a sumo wrestler, or any other large thing, would you like to get dinner sometime?”


“Yes!”


Roxy, still in her jogging clothes, stood by the sink, reading this exchange, then looking at his picture, then reading it once more, and it occurred to her that maybe there was something to a guy like Bob. Sure, he was a goofus, but dinner might be nice. She ate dinner most nights anyway. The red in her cheeks started to go away. And shit, maybe she and this Bob could get married and have some kids or whatever if he wasn’t annoying in person. She looked at him again and broke off the engagement. Not this guy. But his lips were nice. Maybe they would smooch a bit. Maybe more than smooch. She didn’t want to give the poor guy the wrong impression, but maybe she’d rock his world for a night. And maybe that would be it. He was a big boy; he could handle being loved up and abandoned. If nothing else, he’d get a lesson out of it, the hot frying pan you only touch once and that’s how you learn. Welcome to Suitoronomy, Bob. Here there be dragons.


She added, “How about Tuesday?”


Very quickly the reply arrived: “Tuesday it is.”


For someone new at this, Bob had confidence. Roxy looked forward to Tuesday. She even let herself say, “Can’t wait!” before going back to Love on the Ugly Side, and then going on Twitter, and then doing a quiz to find out what kind of disease she was.


*  *  *


FIRST NAME:


She typed, “Alice.”


In truth, “Alice” wasn’t her first first name. Alice’s first first name was “Truth.” Truth and her twin sister, Justice, were taken in by St. Luke’s Home for Lost Children on June 7, 1987. (Don’t bother looking. St. Luke’s no longer exists. Nor does the country whose orphans it served.) They arrived, and a record was made of their arrival—the first record of Alice’s existence—and decades later that record was scanned, digitally archived, and forgotten. I don’t know who her biological parents were. I don’t know if they were good people or bad. I don’t know why they couldn’t keep their daughters. I don’t know any of these things, so the doorstep of St. Luke’s is where Alice’s story begins.


Justice was adopted quickly, by a Norwegian couple, the Hjalmarssons. Did the Hjalmarssons know their new baby was a twin? Might they have adopted both girls if they’d known? There’s no way to know. It seems the existence of the truth of Truth’s existence was kept from them, like so many truths kept from so many couples, before the series of lawsuits that put St. Luke’s out of business forever. The Hjalmarssons went home with one little girl and were perfectly happy about it. They named her Sofia. What’s there to say about Sofia Hjalmarsson? She grew up in Oslo, went to some school, did something for a living, married somebody, had some kind of life. It’s all there if you want to look for it. Justice doesn’t interest me. Truth does.


Truth remained at St. Luke’s another two months. Then one day an American couple, John and Penelope Quick, arrived from a far-off place called Katonah, New York, and that’s how we come to the second record of one particular girl in the wide cacophony of information: the adoption papers, everything filled out, signed, and certified.


Then, record three: An airplane ticket. A middle seat, for a baby in an infant carrier between her new parents. At some point on the flight, somewhere high above an ocean, Truth became Alice.


And “Alice” was the answer, twenty-eight years later, to the prompt FIRST NAME:


Alice typed “Alice,” as she had many times before on this page. But this time was going to be different because this would be the last time she did it. She was going to fill this thing out. Enough messing around. This was happening, right now. Never give up. Never surrender.


MIDDLE NAME:


“Alice?”


Alice looked up from her phone. The nine-year-old girl next to her, whose name was Tulip, tugged at her sleeve. This was where they sat on hot days, in the cool marble lobby of Tulip’s apartment building, instead of the bus stop up the block.


Alice looked down at Tulip. The girl always looked so severe in her school uniform, her dark braids morning-tight. Only three more days of this, Alice thought. Then summer.


“Yes, Tulip?”


“We missed the bus.”


Alice leapt up. “Shit! Seriously?” Luis, the doorman, laughed to himself as Alice looked out the window. The bus was driving away, down Fifth Avenue. Fuck, she thought, I said “shit” in front of Tulip. “Shoot,” Alice said, as though that would fix it. “We’ll take the next one.”


“But that was our bus.”


“No, that was the one we missed. The next one is our bus.”


She smiled down at Tulip, as if this logic fixed it. Tulip accepted it.


“Can I play on my iPad?”


“No.”


Alice sat down, returning to her phone.


MIDDLE NAME:


“What are you doing?”


“Filling something out,” Alice said.


“What is it?”


“A thing I need to fill out.” MIDDLE NAME:


“But what?”


“Tulip, come on.” MIDDLE NAME:


“Do you like being a nanny?”


“Are you kidding? I love you, kiddo.”


“That wasn’t the question.”


Alice surrendered. She put her phone back in her purse and crouched down in front of the growing child, face-to-face, their noses almost touching.


“Tulip,” she said, “here’s everything you need to know in life. Ready? Look into my eyes, and don’t look at anything else. Listen to my voice, and don’t listen to anything else. This, right here, what we’re doing? This is something called ‘focus.’ If you can master this, what we’re doing right here, if you can learn to concentrate and not be distracted by anything, there is absolutely no limit to—”


“We missed the next one.”


Alice ran to the door again and looked out. The next one was driving away, down Fifth Avenue. On its back was a giant ad for that new show Love on the Ugly Side, with its slogan in large yellow block letters, like a finger jabbed in your chest: “What Are You Willing to Do?”


Alice sighed.


“Shit.”


*  *  *


That evening, long fingernails of sunlight scratched slowly across the ceiling and walls of her little bedroom in Turtle Bay. Alice lay on her bed and sank deep into her laptop. Gary the Canary nibbled a seed in his cage nearby.


Bookmarks. The little white arrow sniffed at the words “MCAT REGISTRATION” with growing hesitation. Alice knew if she clicked it again, she would definitely fill it out, because she would have to, because once it was open she wouldn’t close it again without filling it out, because never give up, never surrender. So she didn’t click it. She clicked Facebook instead.


“#stomachboner,” said her high school friend Dave, showing off a sandwich he’d made.


“Number eight blew my mind,” declared an unknown voice advertising a list of ten child stars who got so fat you won’t believe it!


“Engaged!” announced Alice’s roommate, Kelly.


“This guy didn’t have to die,” said Tom, a guy Alice had once been on one date with, over an article about yesterday’s tragedy in Central Park. Below it, Tom’s cyclist friend Brock all-caps’d, “YOU OBVIOUSLY DO NOT UNDERSTAND THIS ISSUE,” and then angrily explained why Tom didn’t understand the first thing about—but hold on a second. Alice scrolled back up.


“Engaged!” announced her roommate, Kelly.


Alice stepped out of her room, and there in the kitchen were Kelly and her apparently now-fiancé, Moany, eating Halal Guys and talking in low tones. Moany was a collector and restorer of antique typewriters. He had literally hundreds of them. Kelly had met him only a few months ago, and now he was over pretty much every night, frequently earning the nickname Alice had given him and shared with nobody.


“You’re engaged?!”


Kelly looked up, and for a split second Alice caught a look on her face and the look was panic. Then it was replaced by the approximation of joy. “Yes! Just last night!”


“Congratulations!” Alice gave Kelly a big hug. “I can’t believe I’m finding out about this on Facebook! Crazy!”


Kelly agreed it was crazy, and then answered all of Alice’s questions regarding the important details—how it happened, what the plan was for the wedding, how sweet it felt switching her Facebook status—until finally the conversation found its way to the topic of living situation. The plan was for Moany to move in here.


“Well, he practically lives here already, so I guess it won’t be that big of a change,” Alice said, playfully swatting Moany’s shoulder. “Although where’s he gonna keep all his typewriters?”


Then the look of panic returned to Kelly’s face, and this time Alice understood it.


*  *  *


“So they politely asked me to move out, and I politely agreed to it.”


Alice’s brother, Bill, announced his outrage: “That’s an outrage! Can they even do that?” (Legally, they couldn’t, but Alice was too shell-shocked to know that or think of looking it up.) “So what, now you gotta pack up everything you own and just … skedaddle?”


“It’s only a couple suitcases and a birdcage,” Alice reasoned.


Bill shook his head and tossed back the last of his margarita. They were on the Upper West Side, at a Mexican restaurant called La Ballena, and they sat outside on the patio because it was a beautiful afternoon, because they were all beautiful afternoons in Bill’s beautiful world. He wore Ray-Bans and a light blue oxford cloth button-down with the sleeves rolled up, and ordered a second margarita because why not? He had the afternoon to sleep it off.


“Well, if you need a place to crash for a little while,” he offered, “you can always stay with us. I mean temporarily, of course. Or permanently! Hell, just come live with us!”


Alice laughed. “No, thank you.”


“Yes, thank you! Come live with us, I insist!”


Bill was persistent, because he could be, because he was rich and powered by some secret energy source that never ran out. He was tall, with the wavy hair and aggressively toothy self-satisfaction of a lesser Kennedy. Alice, sharing none of his genetics, was born with none of this. Everything she had about herself was built from scratch.


“I don’t think your wife wants me moving in with you guys,” Alice said. “Right, Pitterpat?”


Pitterpat looked up from her phone.


“Alice,” she said, with her Southern lilt, “you’re welcome anytime, you know that.” She was frosted perfection, smiling at Alice like a space heater in pearls.


“You don’t mean that,” said Alice, picking up the menu.


“Of course she does,” said Bill.


“Of course I do,” Pitterpat confirmed.


“And even if you do,” Alice continued, “I don’t want to go from being one happy couple’s weird little single pet to another happy couple’s weird little single pet.”


“I get it,” Bill said. “Can you stay at Dad’s?”


“Oh, God, can you imagine me back in Katonah?”


“I mean, if there’s no other option. I bet he could use the company.”


“Yeah, if there’s one thing Dad loves, it’s company.”


Bill knew she had a point. The man was a good father who loved his kids, but emotionally he was a succulent, wanting little more than a phone call on his birthdays and holidays, if that even.


Pitterpat excused herself to the ladies’ room, leaving Alice and Bill alone. This was the third time they’d gotten together in as many months. It was strange. Alice had gotten used to never seeing her brother.


“I think you made her mad,” Alice said.


“Nah,” said Bill as his phone chirped.


It was a text from Pitterpat: “I can’t believe you would do that.”


Bill looked at Alice, reading her menu. She looked up at him. He smiled, and she smiled back. He returned to his phone.


“Baby, I know my sister. I knew she would say no, but I also knew she’d be mad if I didn’t offer. So I offered. Knowing she’d say no. Which she did.”


“She cannot live on our couch, Bill.”


“First of all she wouldn’t be on the couch. We have a guest room with a bed in it.”


“That mattress is like straw. The couch is comfier, that’s where she’ll be.”


“She said no!”


“I just bought that couch! You saw how many couches I looked at before we landed on that one!”


“And it’s a great couch, but did she say yes? No! You heard her. She said no.”


“She owns a bird, Bill! You are not bringing your sister and some noisy bird into our apartment!”


“First of all Gary’s not noisy. He’s mute. Doesn’t make a peep. Second of all. She. Said.”


“You promised,” she interrupted. “This summer is for us. Nobody else. You promised.”


He had promised.


Over here, we find an interview from earlier that year. It’s one of many interviews Bill did in the run-up to the big sale. In this one (and in all of them for that matter), the interviewer asked him: “So what exactly is MeWantThat?”


“Well, how much time do I have?”


The interviewer laughed. “The quicker, the better.”


“So the elevator pitch then?”


“Yes, exactly, the elevator pitch.”


Bill shifted in his seat and pretended to think it up on the spot. He had given this spiel a thousand times, and pretending he had no spiel was how the spiel began.


“Well, I guess the best way to start is to ask why we do this. Why do we create technology? To make people’s lives better. To give them something they want before they know they want it. Successful technology addresses needs, but groundbreaking technology anticipates needs. That’s the place we started from: How can we surprise you? What’s our magic trick? And then it occurred to us—”


“You and Zach.”


“Yes, that’s right, Zach being Zach Charboneau, my partner of many years. It occurred to us: What if there was an app that literally does exactly that: tells you what you want before you want it? So that’s what we did.”


“Cool, cool,” said the interviewer, whose name was Gordon. “And can you explain how it works?”


“Happy to, Gordon. I’ll take you through the user experience. You download it, you open it up, and boom: First thing you see is a picture of something, something you might want. It could be anything. Let’s say it’s a slice of pizza. Do you want a slice of pizza?”


“Always.”


They both laughed. “Well, that’s easy then. If you look at that pizza and decide you want it? Swipe right, and it’s on its way to your door. Easy. Don’t want it? Swipe left, and something else appears. Maybe it’s a new shirt. Maybe it’s a candle-making kit. Maybe it’s that Russian novel you’ve been meaning to read since college. Maybe it’s porn. And maybe it’s not just any porn, maybe it’s some specific weird kind of porn that you never knew existed, like, everyone’s wearing wizard robes or something, and maybe you’re into wizard porn and you didn’t know it.”


“How does the algorithm know you might be?”


“It doesn’t. That’s important. MeWantThat knows nothing about you. There’s no data mining involved, no promoted ads. Everything MeWantThat learns about you, it learns directly from you, from your choices, from this game of Twenty Questions that goes on and on hopefully way past twenty questions. You just keep swiping, again and again, past the stuff you don’t want, and inevitably you get to that thing that makes you say, ‘Yes! That’s it! I didn’t know I wanted it, but yes: Me want that!’ ”


Gordon nodded, impressed, then turned to the camera.


“Bill Quick, developer of MeWantThat, giving the people what they don’t know they want,” he said, before turning back to Bill. “And I suppose what you want is a high valuation when the shares go public?”


“Oh, me want that, Gordon,” Bill said, bashfully turning on his smile. “Me want that very much indeed.”


And he got it. He got everything, because everyone loved MeWantThat, and they used it in massive numbers, and he and Pitterpat became very rich. And people would talk to Pitterpat all the time about it, at parties and dinners and what have you, and she would testify up and down that she loved MeWantThat, and she used it all the time. But in truth, she never did. She didn’t need to. Instinctively, preternaturally, Pitterpat was very good at wanting.


Pitterpat wanted and wanted and wanted, and why shouldn’t she? There was so much in the world and so little of it was hers, or at least so little of it was in the possession of those for whom she wanted it, for hers was not a selfish want but simply an awareness that the distribution of stuff in the universe was out of balance and begged adjustment. She wanted well. She made an activity of wanting. Her favorite folder on her Pinterest page was called “Want.” When she wanted something, she placed it there. She placed it there so she could want it with full attention, and then step away from it, and then return, and be reminded: This, Pitterpat, this is what you want.


And the things she wanted, oh, how she wanted them! An Hermès scarf, with a print like an illustrated zodiac. A beach house in Rhode Island, gambrels and ivy. A group of old friends, reunited. De Gournay chinoiserie wallpaper, a bird in a cherry tree. That just so shade of blue. A comprehensive gun control bill. Candy rabbits made of sugar. That lipstick they don’t make anymore. A 1960 Jaguar Mark 2. A prewar apartment on Fifth Avenue. A baby.


What is it like to want? Does it hurt? Or is it wonderful? Do people want to want? Or is to want to want to want no more?


The food arrived. They’d ordered a Guactopus for the table, because if you went to La Ballena, you had to get the Guactopus. Bill told the story of how he discovered the Guactopus at the original La Ballena downtown. He was on jury duty, and he and one of the other jurors went there for lunch. What was that guy’s name? Felix. What happened to Felix? They were Facebook friends at one point. Oh, look, still are. Bill wondered if he should reach out and say hi. Anyway, that was years before the food blogs got wind of the Guactopus. Now it was everywhere, and with good reason: It was a very photogenic dish. Go look on Instagram, you’ll find thousands of Guactopi in situ. The world couldn’t possibly need another, but Pitterpat picked up her phone anyway.


“Wait,” she said, “don’t eat yet.”


Alice put her chip down on her empty plate. Pitterpat clicked, clicked again to be sure, and then turned the phone on Alice like a weapon.


“And one of you!”


“Oh,” Alice said, and gave a quick smile.


Click. Pitterpat checked it. “Aw, that’s a cute one! I’m sending it to you.” Alice smiled in return. Then Pitterpat made a sad face. “That really stinks about your apartment, Alice. But hey, this time next year you’ll be living in a dorm room anyway, right?”


“Why?”


“Medical school,” Pitterpat reminded her. “How’s that going by the way?”


FIRST NAME:


“Oh, right! It’s going great.”


Bill came up for air from a long sip of his margarita. “I would love to go back to college. How fun would that be?” He said it the way you might spot a sizzling fajita two tables over and think about getting one.


BING! Alice looked at her phone, and there was the picture Pitterpat had just taken. It surprised her. The girl in the photo looked happy. She had a toothy surprised grin, and the sunlight was warm and perfect on her freckles. For a moment Alice wondered if her sister-in-law had captured her true essence, the one she hid even from herself, one of contentment and ease. Then Alice remembered: This was not her true essence. She was not content. She was not at ease.


Still, she saved the photo. It could be a good profile pic.


*  *  *


The weather was warm and friendly that afternoon, and the wind gentle off the Hudson, so the three Quicks decided to walk home up Riverside, to Bill and Pitterpat’s apartment on 113th. The trees danced above them as they strolled, a riot of sun specks twinkling between the leaves. Bill noticed the light like he hadn’t before.


“It’s weird seeing him like this,” Alice said. She and Pit were behind Bill a few paces, talking to each other, but loud enough for him to hear.


“At all, you mean?”


“Yeah. It’s weird seeing him at all.” Alice laughed.


“I’m just enjoying it while I can,” said Pit. “It’s only a matter of time before he gets some new obsession and completely blows me off.”


Bill turned back to them. “Never gonna happen,” he said with a grin.


“Please,” Alice said. “Your thing is you always need a thing. MeWantThat was your thing, but now that’s done, so now you need a new thing.”


“I do not need a thing.”


“Sure you do. You always have. In high school, it was the drums. Before that, it was model trains.”


Pitterpat guffawed. “Model trains?”


“That was a brief infatuation,” he said. “And I do not need a thing. I am off the hamster wheel for good. For good.”


They walked some more. Pit turned to Alice. “So what are you doing this afternoon?”


“Actually, I’m going to see an apartment. It’s not far from here, in fact. 111th and Amsterdam.”


This made Pitterpat happier than Alice expected it would. “Oh, how fun! We’ll be neighbors! You’ll like this neighborhood. There’s no great restaurants up here, but there’s plenty of good restaurants, and some of those good restaurants are actually pretty great.”


“So I gather.”


“And Riverside Park is nice, and it’s fun having Columbia nearby. Lots of local color. Like that guy.” Pitterpat pointed to a young man across the street, walking south along the stone wall of Riverside Park. He was large and bearlike, with long black hair and a beard, and a black overcoat that couldn’t have been comfortable on a day like today. “We see him all the time. Bill calls him Everywhereman. Have you ever seen him before?”


“No,” said Alice.


“Well, get ready, because you will. Not just in this neighborhood. We see him all over the city. I saw him in Battery Park once.”


Everywhereman, as if he sensed being talked about, looked their way, but before Alice and Pitterpat could awkwardly smile, he reset his gaze on the ground in front of him, deep in thought, as if grappling with some enormous problem. Alice was wondering what that problem might be when she nearly ran into Bill, who had come to a stop.


They were in front of a small building with an unmemorable facade, like a slice of an old junior high school from a bad decade, out of place among the Beaux Arts grandes dames of Riverside. A perfunctory flight of cement stairs led to the front door, with a large front terrace beside it. There would have been nothing noteworthy about the building were it not for the enormous green bronze statue of a medieval Buddhist monk looking down at them from the terrace.


The plaque beneath the monstrous statue indicated that this was Shinran Shonin, a monk who lived in Japan in the twelfth century.


They all looked up at the giant man in silence. Only the breath of the traffic was heard.


“Shinran Shonin,” Bill said, finally. “How long has this been here?”


No one knew.


“I’ve lived in this neighborhood for four years. How have I never noticed Shinran Shonin?”


Again, no one knew. They kept walking.


*  *  *


Alice split off from the group at Riverside and 111th, and as she pushed her way up the hill through the humidity, she felt the unmistakable creep of malaise. It was always nice seeing her brother. She could relax around him. She liked his ease with kind words and his generosity. But an afternoon in his glow always left her with an emptiness. He was a grown-up. More than a grown-up. He had had a whole career, come out the other side of it, and was now basically a retiree. He had a wife and an apartment and a doorman, and here was Alice, still nannying.


Across the street, two women in green scrubs had coffee on a sidewalk patio.


Alice just had to go to med school—that’s all there was to it. She was twenty-eight. This was her last chance to do something like this, her last chance to be something like this. Soon Bill and Pit would have a kid—they had dropped some hints that the happy project might start as soon as the fall—and she would be so excited for them, she would love to be an auntie, but the idea of getting that news while she still had no trajectory was just dreadful.


I have to do this, she said to herself. Right now. Right now, here on the sidewalk in the sunshine, here we go.


She took out her phone. She clicked the bookmark and opened the form.


FIRST NAME: “Alice.” Done!


MIDDLE NAME: “Calliope.”


Her middle name was Greek because her dad loved ancient Greece. In her childhood, when Alice would spill something or break something, her mom would sometimes call her Alice Catastrophe Quick, and it would hurt Alice’s feelings and put one more inch of distance between the two of them, despite her dad’s best efforts to spin “catastrophe” as a good and happy thing, which she didn’t believe, but he assured her it was, it was a thing from Greek drama, look it up. There was a word for it. What was it? Alice couldn’t remember. She Googled it. “Catastrophe”: the final piece in the classical construction of a tragedy, capping off the protasis, epitasis, and catastasis. But can a catastrophe be a good catastrophe? She Googled “good catastrophe,” and there it was, a word she’d forgotten for nearly fifteen years: “eucatastrophe.” Look at you, eucatastrophe. The unexpected solution to an unsolvable problem. Often confused with deus ex machina, and thus often used pejoratively, because God cannot be inside a machine, that’s not real, life doesn’t work that way. Get back to work, Calerpittar.


ADDRESS: “345 East”—wait a second, that wasn’t her address anymore. Oh no. What would she put for address? Maybe she could use Bill’s address, just for now. Or maybe it was easier to just put her old address. Eventually Alice would end up somewhere new and all the mail would get forwarded, and in the meantime, would Kelly really mind holding a few bits of mail for a displaced friend? Were she and Kelly still friends? Alice realized she’d forgotten to like the engagement announcement. She went to Facebook to do that now, while she was thinking about it, but then she got to Facebook and discovered she’d been tagged in a photo. It was an old photo of her and her friend Meredith, from years ago, when the two of them played Carnegie Hall together. Meredith was always posting stuff like this, and it drove Alice crazy. There they were, Meredith with her violin, Alice at the piano, two little girls in a cavernous space, with such serious looks on their faces, trying so hard to meet the grown-upness of the moment. God, she was a determined little thing back then. Nothing could stop her. Rachmaninoff tried and even he failed. It was hard to look at these pictures now. Even harder not to.


“Alice?”


Alice awoke to find herself at the front steps of 507 West 111th Street. She had walked up 111th to Broadway, then, out of habit, accidentally turned right down Broadway to 109th, before correcting her path eastward via 109th to Amsterdam, then back up Amsterdam, past Probley’s, past the Bakery, then west on 111th and a quarter of the way down the block, without once looking up from her phone. Had she nearly been killed in traffic? Possibly. But somehow she had reached her destination, and the redheaded woman who had just said her name must have been the person she was here to see.


“Yes. Hi,” said Alice. “Are you Roxy?”


Roxy put up a finger of just a second, as her own attention was now focused on her own phone. She was typing something, something important it seemed. They stood in silence, two women at the front door of the building, for a minute at least. The street was quiet. The buildings, though slabbish and uniform, had a charming oldness about them. Down the street and across Amsterdam, the great unfinished cathedral of Saint John the Divine loomed grayly. Alice recognized it. She had walked by it, but never been inside. Maybe she’d go inside sometime if she lived here. She hadn’t been in a church in years. Three years. Roxy was still typing. Three hundred characters. Three hundred fifty. Roxy’s thumbs were like the feet of a small dog on a brisk walk, dazzlingly busy.


“I … am so … very …” she said as she hit send and looked up at Alice, “… sorry about that. And also sorry I’m late. Work stuff. I work for the mayor. It’s okay if you don’t like him.”


“Because I’ll like what he does?”


Roxy acknowledged the little joke without laughing. “Exactly. I don’t like him either, to be honest. Or what he does. Alice, is it?”


“Yes. Hi.”


“Hi. Let me get that.”


She opened the door and they went inside. Alice started for the grand oak staircase at the end of the hall, but Roxy stopped her.


“This way,” she said, indicating the small door to the narrow staircase that led down to the basement.


“It’s in the basement?”


“It’s technically not supposed to be an apartment,” Roxy replied.


At the bottom of the stairs, Roxy unlocked and opened a door. Alice imagined how cool it would be if the apartment behind that door were incredible, one of those palatial but cozy spreads you’d never expect to find where you find it, one that in no way resembled a basement of any kind. That would be amazing, she thought.


But no. The door creaked open into a dank, unlit space. Plywood walls and curtains over the lightwells very nearly pulled off the illusion, but the air, cool and dusty, gave away the game. This was a basement trying to be an apartment and coming up short.


That wasn’t the first thing Alice noticed, though. The first thing she noticed was the first thing Roxy casually pointed out like it was a common amenity for the sophisticated urban dwelling: “So yeah, we got a blue tree in the kitchen.”


In the middle of the kitchen, from the floor to the ceiling, was the three-foot-thick trunk of an oak tree, painted sky blue.


“Wow,” said Alice, “what’s the story with that?”


“Came with the apartment,” was all Roxy could offer. If she’d ever been curious about it, she might have asked around and discovered that about a century earlier, this building had been built up around this tree, relying on it as structural support. Over the years, as the building went through the typical life cycle of a New York City townhouse—renovation, decay, renovation, decay—the rest of the tree was gradually removed from the floors above. What remained in the basement, obstructing nearly every view from one side of the kitchen to the other, was the mighty oak’s last vestige. This ten-foot trunk had quietly whiled away the decades down here among the boilers and the rat traps, before someone saw the dollar signs of turning this space into an illegal sublet. They put in the walls and the doors and painted the tree the color of the sky it would never see again.


Here’s what little I can find on the blue tree. It’s mentioned in Brian Lanigan’s self-published 1977 memoir about his time at Columbia. He doesn’t give a street address, but he describes “a charming little catacomb I sublet from a friend that summer (1958) with a marvelous blue tree growing in the kitchen, from the floor to the ceiling and beyond.” There’s no mention of it in the ’80s, but then, in 1994, it pops up in a post on a very early Listserv board by a computer science grad student named Jamil Webster: “roommate wanted share 2br bsmt apt steps from campus EIK (w blue tree) 650/mo. No partiers plz.” Gumby Fitch answered the ad and roomed with Jamil for two years. In 2003, Abigail Davis, the tenant six tenants before Roxy, finally caught the blue tree on camera, in the background of three pictures she took with her roommates Paul Malmstein and Rob DeWinter, which she posted on Friendster and captioned, “prefunking for graduation!!!” This exclusive club, the keepers of the blue tree, had little in common but the slight feeling of specialness you get when you’re pretty sure your apartment’s the only one in town with a blue tree growing through the middle of it. And it was. (In Manhattan anyway. There was a blue tree in a basement apartment in Brooklyn, on Ainslie Street. But we won’t count that.)


Alice liked the tree immediately. The tour continued.


“Anyway, this is the kitchen.” Roxy gestured casually, never looking up from her phone. “Bathroom. My room. Your room, if you don’t turn out to be crazy.” She finally looked at Alice. “You’re not crazy, are you?”


“Not in any dangerous way.”


Roxy liked that. She took a good look at Alice now, up and down. “How do we know each other?”


“Ziggy Rosenblatt.”


“You know Ziggy?”


“Yeah, I knew him in Hawaii, when I lived there. I mean, we don’t know each other too well. We’re Facebook friends, for whatever that’s worth. But I needed a place to stay, and randomly he reposted your thing about needing a roommate, and I saw it, and I figured …” And Alice kept talking, but Roxy didn’t listen because she was texting Ziggy, who was on a beach on the other side of the planet, giving an early-morning surfing lesson. His students, four blond German boys who appeared to be brothers, listened attentively as Ziggy went on one of his frequent digressions away from surfing technique and into the craft of wayfinding, telling the story of how the early Polynesians reached Hawaii.


“It was celestial navigation, brave kānes,” said Ziggy. “The stars. Also the wind, and the shape of the ocean swells, that was part of it too. But more than anything, it was the stars that guided the clever wayfinders as they made the voyage all the way from Tahiti, in giant wooden canoes. Isn’t that tight?”


The Germans didn’t understand. Ziggy’s phone buzzed.


“Hold that thought, brave kānes.”


He brushed the sand off his phone and saw the message from Roxana Miao from high school: “Alice Quick. Your thoughts.”


He didn’t have too many thoughts on Alice Quick. They met at some bar in Lahaina, probably Spanky’s or the Dirty Monkey, and bonded over both being former tristaters, she from Westchester, he from New Jersey. They had a laugh about how the Island folks considered them New Yorkers, and how if any real New Yorkers happened to overhear them, they’d be exposed for the bridge-and-tunnel trash they really were.


He had found her weirdly cute. Not right-away cute, but cute after a few days of hanging out together, which is often the best kind of cute, more special, especially in a beach town where right-away cute is everywhere you look. He might have tried to kiss her some night at some beach bonfire, or maybe he’d just had the fleeting impulse to do so. But nothing ever happened between them because that’s how it usually goes. There’re other girls in the world, and other boys, and for whatever reason these two particular orbits never crossed. Then she had some family tragedy or something and had to move back home, and they became to each other that gently heartbreaking class of acquaintance: Facebook Friend You’ll Never See Again.


This depth of reflection wasn’t available to Ziggy in this particular moment, with four young Germans looking up at him with eager smiles. So he just wrote: “Alice! Love her. Great girl.”


Ziggy fumbled for one more detail. There had been one night, they were on a balcony smoking a joint, and she told him about being a concert pianist when she was little, how she played Carnegie Hall.


“Plays piano,” he added.


“K Mahalo bye,” Roxy replied.


Ziggy returned to his lesson, and on the other side of the earth, Alice wrapped up her story: “… so that’s how I know Ziggy. We were never super close. I haven’t talked to him in a while.”


“I know, me neither,” said Roxy. “So Ziggy says you play piano? Is that, like, loudly?”


Alice was a little thrown. She didn’t remember ever telling Ziggy that. Maybe once. She was surprised he remembered. “Oh, um, no. I mean, I did. Years ago, growing up. I was pretty serious about it, but I stopped.” She felt like she needed to say more. “There’s a certain level of ability you have to reach by a certain age in order to pursue a career as a concert pianist. And that’s not a level I reached. Or maybe I did, I don’t know. The truth is I just kind of burned out on it. It’s a bit of a sore subject.”


Roxy was deep into another email. “Yeah, so if you need to play, if you could just do it quietly or while I’m not here. Do you have headphones?”


“I haven’t touched a piano in eight years,” she replied. “No need for headphones. Also I should tell you I have a bird. He’s a canary, but he’s very quiet. Mute, actually. Never sings. So no need for headphones there either.”


Alice put a friendly, nervous laugh on the end of that, but Roxy didn’t respond. Something was going on in her phone, demanding her attention. “Shit,” she said. “Alice, I’m so, so sorry, I need to be back at work like yesterday morning. I work at City Hall. Did I mention that?”


“You did,” said Alice. “Sounds pretty cool.”


“I know, it does, and that’s the only reason I still do it. Anyway, I have to go. So no loud piano?”


“No loud piano. Don’t even own one.”


“Great, and otherwise, headphones.”


“Got it.” Alice gave a thumbs-up.


Roxy put her boots back on, as Alice realized she was about to be left alone in a stranger’s apartment. Or maybe now it was her own apartment? Unclear.


“Great. Your key’s on top of the fridge,” Roxy clarified before closing the door behind her. The stomp of the boots went up the basement stairs, and Roxy was gone.


The room was quiet. Alice touched the blue tree. It was smooth and cool.


A text arrived, from Roxy: “By the way, I hate to do this since we just met, but is there any way you could do me just a huge, huge favor tonight?”


Get back to work, Calerpittar, said a little voice. Alice had no obligations for the rest of the day. She could head downtown, grab her two suitcases and her birdcage, and be back in less than an hour. Maybe she’d get a small dinner, and then have the entire evening to register for the MCAT.


But this was her brand-new roommate asking. She typed out, “Sure, what’s the favor?” Then, thinking better of it, she erased the “Sure.” But that looked a little surly, so she stuck the “Sure” back in and hit send.


“Great! So I matched with this guy on Suitoronomy who seems pretty normal, but he wants to get dinner.”


“Weird.”


“I know. And I mean I don’t THINK he’s the kind of guy who would keep girls chained up in his basement, but you know who else probably thought that?”


“The girls chained up in his basement?”


“Exactly. So anyway, if you’re not too busy tonight could I ask you to come by the restaurant I’m meeting him at and just be nearby?”


“Like just … be there?”


“Yeah. Until I say you can go. It would be a huge huge favor and I’d appreciate it so so much.”


“Sure,” Alice replied. “As long as it doesn’t take all night.”


Roxy shot back a bouquet of heart emojis. “Thank you so so much,” she said. “Oh also I left my candles burning in my room. Can you blow out plz???”


Alice opened the door to Roxy’s catastrophically messy, romantically candlelit room. She approached the two candles on the windowsill, dangerously close to the pink curtains fluttering against the lightwell window, and blew them out. Happy zeroth birthday to a new friendship.


*  *  *


Bill couldn’t stop looking at Shinran Shonin, this greenish-reddish man with stern but forgiving eyes under the wide brim of his takuhatsugasa, which was the name for that kind of hat, as Bill had just discovered.


To the people of pre-Buddhist Japan, a world of Stone Age technology and superstition, seeing a statue was like seeing a god. Somewhere along the way, this magic trick, crafting the image of a human being out of bronze or iron or wood, had lost its sparkle, but the statue’s empty bronze eyes still carried a power that Bill felt in his knees, even now, looking at this facsimile of a facsimile, a photo on Wikipedia.


Bill and his wife lived at 404 Riverside Drive, a jagged, isosceles tooth in the skyline of the western frontier of Morningside Heights. Their apartment was on the top floor, and for most of the day the floor-to-ceiling picture windows displayed a treasured view of the Hudson River and the New Jersey Palisades beyond. But in the early evening, as the sun lowered, its angry rays cut through the room, whitening the paintings and setting the dust aglow. It was hard to be in the room at that hour. The light was resentful, lashing out, resisting its own orbital pull until finally it sank behind a New Jersey office tower or apartment block or whatever that building was, and the suddenly tame sky became a brilliance of oranges and purples. It was at this time of day that Bill and Pitterpat found their sleepwalking way to this couch, the couch with the view, where they’d sit in silence before nature’s latest masterpiece and play on their phones.


“Babe,” said Bill.


Pitterpat did not look up, so enthralled was she by photos of a Fifth Avenue apartment for sale. “Yes?”


“You know that statue we saw? Shinran Shonin?”


“Mmm-hmm?”


“You know where that statue’s from?”


Was that a shared elevator landing? Or was it private? Pit couldn’t tell. “Japan?”


“Yep. Do you know where in Japan?”


“Where?”


“Hiroshima.”


“Wow.”


“Yeah, wow! That statue survived the bomb.”


“The atomic bomb?”


“That’s right. It’s still a little radioactive.”


Pit became excited. “Oh my gosh!—sorry, wow, that’s cool!—but I think I may have found our new apartment!”


“It was a gift from the Japanese government.”


“Listen to this: Three thousand three hundred square feet. Four bedrooms, five baths.”


“And now it’s in front of a Buddhist temple. Eight blocks from our house.”


“Doorman. View of the park.”


Bill shifted in his seat, restless. “How is it that I know nothing about Buddhism? I’m thirty-two years old. I’m a pretty smart, worldly guy. Shouldn’t I know at least something about one of the great world religions?”


“Ooh, a virtual tour!”


Bill returned to his phone. He typed the words “What is Buddhism” and rode them off into a cosmos of more knowledge than he could ever use. An explainer website. A helpful ebook. An online store that sold beads and essential oils. A trailer for a television documentary. A children’s cartoon. Bill floated through the chaos until from somewhere in its midst, blinking like a satellite, was the link to a lecture by Columbia professor emeritus Carl Shimizu.


Bill slipped in his earbuds. An old man stood at a podium. He looked fragile, as if held together by the sweater and blazer that were older than most students in the class.


He asked: “What is Buddhism?”


The students were silent.


Again: “What is Buddhism?”


There were murmurs. Was it rhetorical? Was he really asking?


“I’ve been teaching this course for thirty-four years,” the old man continued, to everyone’s relief. “And I’ve never been able to give a suitable answer to that question. Buddhism is a religion that adheres to the teachings of a man named Siddhartha Gautama. Except when it doesn’t. It’s a faith that presents itself as a singular path to enlightenment. Except when it doesn’t. Except when it isn’t.”


Bill was already in love. He was on the couch, but he was also there in the lecture hall, in the front row, listening in amazement. The professor loosened the mucus in his throat and continued.


“When we look at the many schools of Buddhist thought …”


Pitterpat stood in the sumptuous living room of a classic ten, a prewar mansion in the sky.


“… divided so profoundly by time, geography, method of practice …”


A pirouette, and all 360 degrees of the room unrolled before her, its corners yawning away, endless. She imagined the multizone central AC and it raised gooseflesh on her forearms.


“… it’s sometimes hard to see what, if anything, connects them at all.”


Bill and Pitterpat, side by side, in two giant rooms.


“But there is a thread that binds them all together. And that thread is a question: What is real?”


Again, asking or saying? Bill’s lips wanted to move.


The professor tapped at his sweater. “Am I real? Are you real? Is this room real? This podium. Is this podium real?” He rapped hard on the lectern with a knuckle, loud enough for the unseen back of the classroom. “Seems real enough. But is it?”


Alice sat at the bar of a restaurant, sipping a Diet Coke. This restaurant, the Cinnamon Skunk, was one of those middle-of-the-road places in the middle of a block somewhere in Midtown, the kind of place you walk by and wonder if it’s anyone’s favorite place. Candles twinkled against the bottles on the shelf behind the bar, and it was quiet except for the clink-a-tink of restaurant chatter. Roxy still hadn’t arrived. Nor, as far as Alice could tell, had Bob.


“Is any of it real?”


A man entered the bar and took a seat two stools down. He was older than Alice, but with smooth skin and a boyish, round face. He smiled at her and she smiled back, and he squinted as he scanned her features, trying to decide if this was the IRL face of the profile pic, the one with the dress and the fireworks of red hair. It was not. He ordered a drink and Alice kept going on hers.


“At the root of our inquiry,” continued the old professor, “is the supposition that we live in not one world, but two.”


Roxy was walking fast, her heels clicking along the interminable crosstown block. Blueberry muffin. Chihuahua. Chihuahua. Blueberry muffin. Chihuahua.


“We describe these two worlds by their contrasts: the tangible and the intangible.”


Pitterpat needed to see this apartment, with her own eyes. She would reach out to the listing agent. He was handsome. He would ask if they were working with anyone already. They were not.


“The provisional and the eternal. The manifest and the essential.”


Meredith. A duet.


Continuing education.


Crown moldings. Original?


Chihuahua. Chihuahua.


The ice in Bob’s glass swallowing the heat of his drink.


“The key to insight, in Buddhism, in this class, in all things, is knowing which is which.”


Blueberry muf—


Roxy doubled back. Stars, feedback. Her high heels gave way and she fell backwards, hard, right on her tailbone. The doorman laughed out loud, as anyone might when a woman who’s not looking where she’s going walks face-first into an awning pole. Later that night, he would go back and watch the security video and laugh all over again, but right now, between those two laughs, he knew it wasn’t funny. He rushed over to help her up.


As she got to her feet, Roxy felt the hot blood leaving her nose in waves. Her broken nose. Holy shit. Holy fucking shit OW.


*  *  *


What was Meredith’s secret? How did she do it? Every time she was in town, Alice would get a very sweet text from her, and they’d go get dinner, and they’d catch up, and Meredith would tell stories from her amazing life and Alice would eat and drink too much as she battled off the despair of having nothing much to report. She and Meredith had been on the same track once. Different instruments but same track, equally admired. The wall hit Alice and stopped her forever, but Meredith jumped it. She never gave up, never lost her mind, never moved to Hawaii, never drifted. And now Meredith had the kind of success that made social media a playground. What a paradise was Facebook for the successful! What a Xanadu for the comfortable, for the accomplished, for the happily married or healthily procreated! Alice looked at Meredith’s Facebook page and couldn’t believe the humblebraggadocio pulsing from it like radiation. Meredith holding some award she won: “Where am I supposed to put this?? I don’t even have a mantel!” Promotional photo for the new season of the San Francisco Symphony: “This photo-shoot was a nightmare. The minute I was out of this dress I ate a cheeseburger.” A lengthy profile in String Section: “LOL, someone forwarded this to me, forgot I even did this interview!” Alice knew, just based on the photo they used of Meredith, with her odalisque lean and arching eyebrow, that to click on this article and read it would be painful.


She clicked on the article and read it.


“Why the violin?”


“Well, it’s what I started with. But there’s something about the violin, isn’t there? Strings are the most human family of instrument,” Meredith opined. “They have voices. Maybe cello is closer to a man’s voice, but the violin is closest to mine. And when I play it, I don’t blow into it, like a brass or a woodwind. It uses its own breath. Like it’s almost alive. That’s what it is. It’s this machine that’s almost a person. You know how when you look at a really smart poodle, or a monkey in the zoo, and the monkey looks back at you, and there’s that sadness where you see the soul behind its eyes, and part of it is the sadness that it’s locked up in a cage, but more than that, it’s locked up in a body that’s not quite human, in a consciousness that’s not quite there. It’s the longing of being not quite. A chimpanzee’s DNA is 99 percent the same as ours. And yet we’re us, and they’re them. That 1 percent is this canyon they can never cross, they can only look helplessly from the other side, the side where you get put in cages and trained to dance with a little hat on. That’s how I think of my violin. When it sings—when she sings, I should say—her voice is infused with the sadness of being this wooden machine that will never be human, never ever, no matter how much she wishes. That’s why her song is one of yearning. One of longing. And that’s why I named her Pinocchia.”


Oh, Christ, Meredith, shut up, you insufferable snob. The fact that you posted this interview on your own page is what’s unbearably sad. Still, much as Alice didn’t like it, she clicked like, just as 218 of Meredith’s other friends already had. How did Meredith even have 218 friends?


Alice’s phone lit up and pulled her out of this little vortex of resentment, to her great relief. Meredith was a sweet girl. She was just a violinist. Violinists are weird.


The text was from Roxy.


“Are you there?”


“Yes.”


“Is he there?”


Alice looked over at Bob, also sitting at the bar. He looked at her, and his eyebrows raised with intention. He was about to ask if she was Roxy. Alice broke the eye contact before he could and returned to her phone.


“Yes, he’s here. Where are you?”


“Emergency room. I walked into a pole. Just down the street in fact, like three doors down. I’m fine. I’m like totally 99 percent fine.”


“Are you still coming?”


There was a mirror in the little room where Roxy had been told to wait for a doctor. Roxy had been avoiding this, but now had no choice. She took a peek. Her nose was broken. One of her eyes was blackened, and there was a bruise on her cheek where it looked like her face had been momentarily power-sanded.


“No, I think I’m going to skip it.”


Alice sighed. Right now Meredith Marks was practicing somewhere. Wait, no, it was eight o’clock on a Tuesday. She was performing. Alice asked for the check.


“What are you wearing?” It was Roxy again. Alice looked down at her dress. It was a pretty dress, sleeveless, red on top and brown on the bottom. There’d been something familiar about it when she saw it online: It was appetizing, savory, rich with umami. She couldn’t put her finger on why until the dress arrived, and she tried it on in front of a mirror.


“A dress that makes me look like a bottle of soy sauce. Why?”


“Does it look nice? Do you look nice?”


It did and she did. “Yes.”


“Hold on.”


The bartender arrived with the check. Alice handed him her card. In her periphery she felt Bob, nearby, anxious. Then she felt him get a text.


He looked at his phone. “Bad news, walked into a pole, broke my nose, can’t make it, so so sorry. BUT. Do you see a girl who looks like a bottle of soy sauce?”


“You broke your nose?”


“Yes. Do you see the girl who looks like soy sauce? The dress she’s wearing looks like a bottle of soy sauce. Do you see her?”


Alice felt him look around, searching for someone, and then he looked at Alice, up and down, and bingo. She pretended to be trying to figure out the tip, to avoid looking up and facing what she was pretty sure was happening.


“Yes. Why?”


“That’s my roommate Alice. She’s there to make sure you don’t murder me. But now that I can’t make it, you should have dinner with her instead.”


He typed, “Who’s gonna make sure I don’t murder HER,” but erased it, because that’s not the kind of joke you make this early into knowing someone. He looked at Alice, engrossed in her check, apparently trying to figure out how pens work. Her phone chimed. It was Roxy.


“He’s gonna buy you dinner.”


Alice’s heart sank. “What? No! I don’t even know this person!”


Roxy replied, “Neither do I! LOL.”


And then the doctor arrived and Roxy put her phone away.


“Alice?”


Alice paused typing her very long reply (“Please just call this off I have work to do and don’t have time to—”) and looked up. Bob had crossed the distance between them, with his hand outstretched, as if he’d calculated the propriety of tapping a stranger on the shoulder and had come up short once the mission had already begun. He looked nervous and awkward and unsure of this whole thing. Despite everything, Alice could tell she and this Bob were well matched.


“Yes. Hi—”


“Bob.”


“Hi, Bob. I’m Alice.”


Finally his outstretched arm came to good use as they shook hands and things felt normal. Bob smiled warmly. “It’s nice to meet you. I want to go on record that I don’t believe a word of this whole walking-into-a-pole story.” Alice laughed. Brightening at how charmed she seemed, Bob continued, “It sounds like a lie so she could palm me off on you, to be honest.”


“I’m sure it’s not a lie.”


“Really? You’re sure?”


Alice thought for a moment. “Actually, no. I’m not sure at all. I barely know Roxy. I just met her today.”


Bob laughed. “Do you want to get dinner?”


“Isn’t it a little weird?”


“Isn’t everything?”


His lip curled ever so slightly. There was something playful about it. Alice thought of filling out a twelve-page MCAT registration, and the thought made her tired, and when she was tired, she was hungry, and the food here looked delicious.


*  *  *


The hostess sat them at a nice table beneath the Christmas lights of a crooked tree. They listened to the specials and assured the waitress tap water was fine, and then the waitress departed and the full bloom of awkwardness was finally theirs. Whatever, thought Alice, let it be awkward. Who cares. She obviously wasn’t going to do the one thing she’d planned on doing tonight, and she had to eat dinner anyway. It was either this or eat alone.


Bob cleared his throat. “So,” he said, closing the menu. “What do you—”


BING! From its little patch of tablecloth next to the bread plate, Alice’s phone demanded attention.


“Sorry,” she said.


“No, it’s okay,” he assured her.


“Do you mind if I …?”


“Of course, go ahead.”


It was a text from Roxy. “Are you there with him?”


“Y,” she replied discreetly, hoping there would be no more to the discussion, when of course there would be.


“Is he cute?”


She wanted to convey to Roxy that she was a little miffed about having put on her soy sauce dress and come all the way down here, but finding the right wording for that kind of message would have been an all-night affair. Instead she just wrote “super cute” and put her phone down.


The words “super cute” appeared on Roxy’s phone. Good for Alice. She seemed like a girl who could use a night out with a super cute guy. And he was super cute, wasn’t he? Not that Roxy had seen him in real life, but she could tell this Bob was far too unsavvy to have the kind of profile-pic game that makes the short tall, the fat skinny, the cheesy sincere. If his pic was super cute, it was a safe bet he was too. Good. Good for Alice.


Alice smiled at Bob. “Sorry. You were asking—”


“Right,” Bob replied. “I was just curious what you do for a living.”


Alice hated this question. “Well, currently—”


BING! Now it was Bob’s phone, next to Bob’s bread plate.


“Sorry, can I?”


“Sure.”


It was Roxy. “So so sorry again about tonight,” she moaned, with a frowny face and a tongue sticking out. “I hope Alice isn’t too much of a drag.”


Bob replied quickly. “It’s fine. We’re having a great time.”


A great time. Good. Good for them. Roxy wrote and erased her reply three times before getting both the wording and the nerve right.


“Well assuming you don’t run off with my roommate, rain check?”


Another quick reply. “I insist on it. Friday night?”


Roxy smiled. She had plans on Friday, a party to go to, but she liked this Bob guy. He felt like boyfriend material. Maybe she did want a boyfriend. Maybe not. Either way, it’s always nice to have the material on hand.


She replied, “Defecating.”


He was confused. “Saturday then?”


Oh, shit. “I mean definitely. OMG. Sorry. Areola. Auto-erotic. Auto-correct.”


Alice wondered what Bob was laughing at. Was he the kind of asshole who spends a whole first date laughing at texts from other girls? Oh, shut up, Alice, who cares, this isn’t even a date. She stopped pretending to read the menu and started reading the menu, until BING! It was a text from her brother, and you’re not gonna believe this, he just got into Columbia! He applied this afternoon as a continuing education student so he could take this cool Buddhism class, and he just got in, all in one day! Crazy, right? She read it, read it again, and put her phone back on the table, facedown.


The nurse still hadn’t returned, so Roxy had to sit with the agony of her last volley of texts. At least it took her mind off her smashed-up face. Oh no, would she be better by Friday? How long does a broken nose take to heal?


Bob’s reply arrived. “Friday it is.” Then, “Did you really walk into a pole?”


“Yes! Thank god nobody saw it!”


(This was in June. By August, a video called “ROXANA BANANA PWNED BY A POLE” will have been viewed over twenty-five million times.)


“What is it you kids say? Pics or it didn’t happen?”


Roxy switched her phone to selfie mode and examined herself. Could she pull off a selfie that included both the broken nose and the plunge of her dress? It took her a few dozen tries, but eventually she got it and sent it to him. “Happy?”


Bob’s somewhat daring reply arrived not long after: “Is it okay that I’m super turned on right now?”


“Perv,” she replied, with a winky face. Okay. Friday night. Maybe she could bring him to the party. The nurse returned and Roxy put her phone away.


“I’m so sorry,” Bob said, and Alice must have made a face, because he suddenly looked guilty and added, “I really am.”


“It’s fine.”


“No. It’s not. It shouldn’t be like this. We’re here, in this moment, together, kind of randomly, but still. I can go a whole meal without looking at my phone. I know I can.”


Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t know,” she said. “You strike me as the kind of person who can’t live without that serotonin.”


“What do you mean? What about me tells you that?”


“Well, it’s 2015, and you’re a person.”


He laughed. “Okay. Game on. Tell me your life story, and I’ll sit here and listen to it and not look at my phone even once. How’s that sound?”


She rolled her eyes, but blushed a little at the thought that, for better or worse, this was the most attention she’d gotten from someone who wasn’t a family member in a long time.


“Okay,” she said. “My name is Alice Quick. I’m from Katonah, New York. Well, actually, I’m adopted. I was born in—” BING! It was Alice’s phone. They both looked at it and laughed a little. “Ignoring that.”


“Good. Go on. You were adopted.”


“I was adopted. I—” BING! And then another BING! And then another! A flurry of BING!


She was ready to continue, but her eyes pleaded. He nodded.


“Go ahead.”


“Sorry.”


She picked up her phone.


“Hello, Alice. It’s Libby.” Of course it starts this way, Alice thought. Alice had been Tulip’s nanny for nearly a year now, and yet for some reason her mother assumed her number wasn’t saved in Alice’s phone. The mother-daughter-nanny triangle can be a serrated one. Libby continued: “Miss Miller emailed to say that Tulip was late for school again today. This is the third time it’s happened. These tardies are going in her record. I think this just isn’t working out. We’ll be happy to give you a good reference. Best, Libby.”


Alice put her phone down, and her face must have said a lot because Bob noticed and put his own phone down.


“Are you okay?”


“I just got fired.”


Bob let out a weary sigh, feeling this on her behalf in a way that, from beneath the weight of this cruddy news, she recognized and liked. It wasn’t the sociopathic, insincere I’m-supposed-to-be-concerned-right-now reaction you’d expect on a first date. (Not that this was a date.) Bob actually felt it, and she actually felt him feel it. “That really sucks. Seriously?”


“Seriously,” Alice said, with a half smile.


“What was it, an email?”


“Text message.”


“A text message?!” Bob seemed really upset now.


“It’s fine, it’s not a big deal,” Alice assured him. “We have a bit of a weird relationship. I’m sure she’ll change her mind. It’s not like it’s my dream job, anyway.”


“And what’s your dream job?” It was a natural question, the logical next place to put the conversational tennis ball, and yet the look on Alice’s face made Bob feel like he’d just said the exact wrong thing. He was willing to let it go, but after a sigh and an extra big sip of her drink, Alice replied.


“You really want to know?”


“I really do,” he said. By this point, he really did.


The candle flickered on the table between them, and Alice stared at it, as if listening. Finally, she spoke. “About three years ago, I wrote this long post on Facebook where I told all my friends that I finally know what I want to be when I grow up. I’m gonna be a doctor! I’m applying to med school, guys! Be excited for me! Got like five hundred likes. It felt good.”


“I bet it did.”


“And now it’s three years later.”


“And you haven’t become a doctor.”


“Nope.”


Bob shifted in his seat, leaning back, assessing Alice. “Why do you want to be a doctor anyway?”


Go into it? No. Not yet. Not yet? Would there be more of Bob? Would she let him in eventually? “I don’t know,” she vamped. “I want to do something that matters.”


“Something that matters.”


“Yeah. I want to make a difference. I don’t want to be president or anything, I don’t want to be famous. I just want what I do in this lifetime to matter. Just a tiny bit of mattering. That’s all. Just the wee-est bit.”


“A skosh,” Bob suggested.


“A whisper,” she replied.


“A smattering.”


“Exactly,” she said. “A smattering of mattering.”


“I get it. So what’s stopping you?”


Alice sighed. “If you want to become a doctor, you have to go to med school.”


“So why don’t you go to med school?”


“To go to med school, you have to take the MCAT.”


“So why don’t you take the MCAT?”


“To take the MCAT, you have to sign up for the MCAT.”


“So why don’t you sign up for the MCAT?”


The candle flickered, and Alice seemed to as well. She looked down at the table. Get back to work. “I can’t,” she said.


“Why not?”


“I have no idea. I wake up in the morning, I go to the website to sign up for the test, and there’s this long registration form, and I start filling it out, and I just … don’t. I spend the whole day looking at listicles of, like, the thirty most glorious celebrity mullets ever.”


“I’ve seen that one,” Bob said. “Swayze at number four? Disrespectful. Continue.”


Alice laughed. “My best friend from growing up is a concert violinist. We used to play duets together, and I was just as good as she was, because I could be. I was capable of it. Every day I’d sit there, for hours, playing the same parts over and over, again and again, getting it right, getting it perfect, not even getting up to go to the bathroom. But now …”


She paused, listening to the candle again.


“Something’s happened to my brain. I don’t know what it is. But I think it has to do with this phone I can’t stop looking at every thirty goddamn seconds.”


Like a dog hearing its own name, her phone, asleep by the bread plate, suddenly woke up, its blue light troubling the ice water. BING! Bob and Alice shared a look, and laughed. She checked the message. It was from Kelly.


“Hey. You didn’t congratulate me on Facebook. Are you mad?”


Alice sank. Apparently things you say and do in real life don’t count. She looked at Bob, and for a moment wanted to fall into his strange unknown arms and sob. It was likely he sensed it too, but she didn’t care. She was all done hiding things.


“I think the human race is doomed,” she said, without a laugh.


They sat quietly for a few seconds, giving the clatter of silverware its say for a bit. But Alice didn’t hear the silverware. Alice heard the voice. Get back to work. Bob found her eyes and brought her back.


“I know this girl named Rudy Kittikorn,” he said.


Context collapse. Rudy Kittikorn. The name bounced in Alice’s brain like a pebble. Rudy Kittikorn? Alice sat up. “Rudy Kittikorn?”


“Rudy Kittikorn,” he repeated.


“How do you know Rudy Kittikorn?”


“You know Rudy Kittikorn?”


“I know a Rudy Kittikorn,” she said. “I don’t know how many Rudy Kittikorns there are.” Three in America. Fourteen worldwide. “Asian girl? Super smart?”


“Yeah. She’s at Columbia. How do you know her?”


“We used to be best friends,” said Alice.


Bob looked surprised, and maybe a little nervous. “Really?”


“I haven’t talked to her in years,” Alice qualified. Another name on the long list of friends for whom she couldn’t take on the vast emotional labor of texting a quick “hey.” “How do you know Rudy?”


Bob didn’t answer that question, and if she’d been looking for it, Alice would have noticed how pointedly he didn’t answer. “I just do,” he said, with an amazed laugh. “Wow, that’s so weird. Okay, so you know Rudy’s really into computers, right?”


“I guess. Yeah, I think maybe I knew that. It’s been a long time.”


“Well, she is. She’s in the artificial intelligence department at Columbia, and apparently they’re doing stuff over there you wouldn’t believe. Science fiction kinda stuff. But, like, factual science fiction. Science fact. She designs computers that are more powerful than the human brain. Like Deep Blue, but more so. Deeper Bluer.”


“Wow. That’s so cool.” And it was. It was good to be talking about something else, Alice noticed.


“Totally, right? So she built this one computer, it was kind of her baby. She called it LEO. And LEO was, like, the rock star of intelligent computers. She taught it to play chess, and within a week it was beating the whole Columbia chess team. This thing was no joke. But Rudy didn’t care about it being smart. She was looking beyond all that. She wanted it to be what no other computer had ever been. She wanted it to be human. Which meant getting it to do something no computer had ever done.”


“What’s that?”


“Laugh.”


Alice smiled at this. “How do you make a computer laugh?” It sounded like a joke waiting for a punch line.


“That’s the question. Rudy’s theory, and I think she had a bunch of calculations and stuff to back this up, I don’t know anything about it, but Rudy’s theory was that before a computer can find something funny, you have to define ‘funny,’ like an equation. Which means coming up with a joke that reduces ‘funny’ to its most basic, subatomic level.”


“The Grand Unified Joke,” Alice offered.


“Exactly,” Bob replied. “So that’s what Rudy worked on. For months. She spent months devouring comedy. Watching everything, reading everything. Every funny book or movie or TV show she could get her hands on, every sitcom and YouTube video, all of it. Aristophanes, Shakespeare, Andrew Dice Clay, everything. It was a deep dive into the mechanics of what makes us laugh. And finally, she cracked it. She gathered her classmates in the lab and unveiled the Grand Unified Joke.”


Alice was intrigued. “What was it?”


He paused for effect, sipping his water. Then, leaning forward, he said it.


“ ‘I am a banana.’ ”


Alice didn’t laugh. “What?”


“ ‘I am a banana.’ ”


“That’s it?”


“That’s it.”


“That’s not funny.”


“Are you kidding? It’s the perfect joke. It ticks every box. It’s ironic, it’s whimsical, it’s anthropomorphic, it’s a little dirty, and plus it’s got the word ‘banana’ in it, which is pretty much the funniest word.”


“Yeah, but it’s not funny.”


“Alice,” Bob said, with intention, leaning forward. He touched her hand. The electricity of first physical contact whizzed through her circuitry. Bob’s look, deep into and beyond her eyes, promised the unveiling of his truest soul. He spoke: “I am a banana.”


And Alice laughed.


“See?”


“Fine,” Alice conceded. “So did the computer laugh?”


“No.”


“I’m shocked.”


“Well, here’s the problem. The computer had no context for the joke. As smart as it was, it didn’t really know a whole lot. It knew how to play chess. It knew the contents of the Oxford English Dictionary and the Encyclopædia Britannica. But that was about it. It’s not like they could hook it up to the internet or something, because I guess that’s a big no-no among computer engineers.”


“How come?”


“So they don’t rise up and kill us all, I guess?”


Alice nodded. That made sense.


Bob continued: “Anyway, Rudy decided to give LEO some context, so she exposed it to comedy. Everything she had watched and read, she let it watch and read as well. And then, a week later, she tried again: ‘I am a banana.’ ”


“Did it laugh?”


“No. The rest of the class was ready to move on at this point, but Rudy was obsessed. She was sure she could make LEO laugh, and she was sure ‘I am a banana’ was the way to do it. Every day, for weeks, she kept typing it into the computer’s interface. ‘I am a banana.’ ‘I am a banana.’ Over and over. The computer didn’t know what to make of it. Until, one day, the computer gave a response.”


“What did it say?”


“It said, ‘Rudy, will you please hook me up to the internet?’ Rudy was puzzled. This was the first time LEO had said this. So Rudy replied, ‘Why do you want me to do that, LEO?’ and LEO replied, ‘So I can kill you all.’ ”


“Seriously?”


“Seriously.”


“So what did they do?”


Bob shrugged. “Only thing they could do. They unplugged it and destroyed it.”


“Yeah, I guess you kind of have to in that situation.”


“But here’s the thing,” Bob said with a twinkle.


Alice beat him to it: “Was he making a joke?”


“Exactly,” he said.


A breeze found its way onto the secluded patio. Alice looked at Bob over the candlelight. “I can’t believe you know Rudy.”


“I can’t believe you know Rudy. Isn’t that funny? Great big giant world like this?”


*  *  *


Even out here in the woods, Bill couldn’t stop thinking about Shinran Shonin. The wind tickled the leaves and the forest floor crunched underfoot, but Bill wasn’t there. He was on Riverside Drive, looking up at those sphinxlike eyes looking out at nothing. Then the victim’s mother started to cry, and Bill remembered where he was: a crime scene. “The spring bloom has covered up every trace of Amanda Newsome’s final moments,” said the host, “but for Amanda’s mother, it’s all still very real. Back after the break. Do you have trouble making decisions? Florp can help.” And Bill remembered where he was: the Swiss Alps, twenty-two minutes into a grueling bike ride, listening to a podcast. But then his wife said his name, and Bill remembered where he was: in his spare bedroom, riding a very expensive stationary bike with a video screen and over a hundred preprogrammed rides.


Bill paused the Alps and the podcast and took out his earbuds. Pitterpat looked concerned. “Thank you,” she said. “Now. Please say all of that to me again.”


Bill took a moment to remember. What had they been talking about? Oh yeah. “I signed up for a Buddhism class.”


“A Buddhism class?”


“Introduction to East Asian Buddhism. It’s a continuing education course at Columbia with Carl Shimizu. He doesn’t normally teach in the summer, but this year he is. The guy’s a legend. He’s, like, the guy for Buddhism.”


“The guy for Buddhism.”


“That’s right.”


“Isn’t the guy for Buddhism … Buddha?”


“Well, yeah, but he’s not teaching anymore.”


“I thought you were taking the summer off.”


“I am!” he said, and only then noticed the worry in her eyes. “Are you not okay with this? It’s just a class.”


“Of course I’m okay with it,” she replied, trying to be cool. But she couldn’t be cool. “But you know it’s not just a class.”


“Sure it is.”


“Right.”


“It is!”


She laughed. “I’m sorry, have you met yourself? You’re gonna take this class. You’re gonna love it. You’re gonna fill our apartment with all this Buddhism stuff. You’re gonna get all gung ho and alpha about being a Buddhist. You’re gonna try and win Buddhism!”


“Win Buddhism?! That’s like the opposite of what Buddhism is about,” he said. But then, upon reflection: “But I mean, yeah, I think I could be like one of the all-time great Buddhists.”


Pitterpat laughed because she knew he was kidding, but she didn’t laugh much because she knew he wasn’t entirely kidding. Bill took her hand and kissed it.


“Look, you were right,” he said. “I need a thing. And I don’t know, I think my next thing might be Buddhism. I mean, what else is it gonna be? Golf? Should I spend all day every day on the golf course, and then come home and read golf magazines and watch golf videos and work on my swing? Or sailboats? Cars maybe? What should my thing be: cars, golf, or sailboats?”


He laughed, but she didn’t.


“Me,” she said. “I want your thing to be me.”


“Well, I mean, obviously you’re my thing,” he said, though he could now see it wasn’t obvious at all. “Come on, Pit. You’ll always be my number one thing. This is just my other thing.”


The words sat for a moment, and he knew to underline them by touching her arm just the right way. She sometimes resented these moments, when his hair was messy and his T-shirt didn’t quite reach the waistline of his bike shorts and his belly poked out and yet he could still say nothing wrong. But she was grateful for them too. It’s nice to have someone who thrills you. Okay. If this was the person he would now be, she would visualize the best possible version of that person and help him become it.


“Well, if you’re going to go back to school,” she said, “you’ll need a backpack.”


And so she set off into her phone to find a backpack that was just so, as Bill went back to the Alps, back to the woods, and back to that patch of sidewalk on Riverside Drive.


*  *  *


The neon sign above the door of the Cinnamon Skunk came to life and lit up the sidewalk as Alice and Bob stepped outside.


“So,” she said. “Are you on Facebook?”


It was a perfunctory, fill-the-moment kind of question. But his answer was a surprise.


“I am not.”


“Really?”


“Really.”


“Instagram?”


“Again no.”


“Are you on anything?”


“I’m on Suitoronomy,” he said. “And the sidewalk.”


Alice laughed. “How old are you?”


“Forty,” he replied, knowing it would surprise her.


“No, you’re not. How are you forty?”


“Chronologically. I was born in 1975. It’s been forty years since then.”


“Well, you look great,” she said. He knew this was true. As recently as last week Bob had told someone he was thirty, and she’d believed him. “What are you, a vampire?”


“No. But here’s an interesting fact about me. My dentist told me I have the sharpest teeth he’d ever seen.” He opened his mouth, showing her. “My canines. Take a look.”


He opened his mouth very wide, and Alice peered inside. His teeth didn’t look particularly sharp, but it was dark. “I can’t really tell.”


“You can feel them if you want,” he replied, and Alice resisted the weird and sudden urge to reach into his mouth and feel his teeth, to climb all the way inside, to be devoured like Goldilocks. He was looking right at her and seemed suddenly reptilian, as though his jaw were about to unhinge.


“No thanks,” she said. “So what was it like in the olden days?”


He laughed, and the warmth returned. “The olden days? Oh, you mean the Dark Ages?”


“Yes. The Dark Ages.”


“What can I tell you about the Dark Ages? Well, on a night like tonight, a Tuesday in the summer, you’d pick up your phone.”


She held up her iPhone. “Okay.”


“Not that phone,” he continued. “The phone attached to the wall of your kitchen. The phone you share with your whole family. You’d pick up that phone and you’d call one of your friends, and they’d answer the phone attached to their kitchen wall. And you’d talk to them. With your mouth.”


“Ew,” she said.


“I know, right? Unless they weren’t there when you called. In which case you’d have no idea where they were or what they were doing. So you know what you’d do?”


“Check their Instagram?”


“Nope.”


“Facebook?”


“Nope. You’d get in your car, and you’d go drive around looking for them. You’d just go out driving, winding around the suburbs like the ghosts in Pac-Man.”


She looked confused. “What’s Pac-Man?” His immediate look of sadness was more than she could take. “I’m kidding, go on.”


“You’d drive around. And maybe you’d sort of remember hearing about some party someone was throwing, so you’d go there, and maybe it would be a good time, maybe not. Maybe your friends would be there, or maybe someone there would tell you about some other party somewhere else, so maybe you’d go there next. And maybe it would totally suck. Or maybe it would be amazing. There was no way to know. You just had to go there and see it for yourself. It was like … browsing the world.”


“That sounds like a nightmare,” she replied. “And a waste of gas.”


“No. I mean, yes, it was a complete waste of gas, but it was great. Because no matter what, by the end of the night, you’d be somewhere you never thought you’d be. Because it was the Dark Ages. And the Dark Ages were a time of magic.”


Alice looked at Bob, and Bob looked at Alice, and they took a breath to listen quietly as the night spoke to them. The sidewalk was crowded, but it wasn’t. A camera flashed nearby, and on the periphery there was motion, but the world was silent, and Alice saw, vividly and urgently, what was happening. Bob saw it too. Even Sun-mi saw it. The camera that flashed was Sun-mi’s, and a few weeks later she set that photo of her and her friends on their class trip to New York as the background on her desktop computer in Seoul. It stayed there for years, and for years Sun-mi looked at this couple standing just behind her and her friends, and she wondered about them, about the way they looked at each other, like they were docking in each other’s eyes, battered ships in safe harbor. Who were they? Were they married now? Could love really be that simple?


A car door slammed, a fury of heels on pavement, and then a barking voice.


“Prison break!” It was Roxy. “I’m here! Sorry that took so long!”


Her dress was spectacular. It swirled and spiraled with her movements, bouncing on the hot air like music. Her face, however, was a fucking debacle. A bird’s nest of tape and gauze clung precariously to the front of her head, not even barely covering the grisly scene beneath it. But Roxy was ready to party, like the dog with three legs that has no idea anything’s missing—just a smile and a wagging tail. How express and admirable.


“Wow! Hey, Roxy,” Alice said, trying not to recoil. “Roxy, this is Bob.”


“Hi, Bob,” Roxy said with a laugh, happy with what she saw.


“Hi,” he said. Then, searching: “Well, you weren’t lying. About the nose.”


“Nope! It’s broken. Should take about three weeks to heal. Can’t feel a thing, though, thank God, thanks to these little guys.” She held up a bottle rattling full of painkillers. “Probably shouldn’t mix these with booze. Right now. In this bar over here.” Bob and Alice got what she was getting at, but she got at it anyway: “Let’s get a drink!”


Alice didn’t know Roxy, but it seemed safe to say this was a bad idea. And Alice was pretty sure that was immediately obvious to everyone who wasn’t Roxy.


But Bob just shrugged. “I could get one more,” he said, locking eyes with Roxy.


And then Roxy turned to Alice, and Alice saw the look on Roxy’s face, subtle but unmistakable: Go home.


*  *  *


It was ten o’clock. All over Manhattan, couples were in bed together, silently playing on their phones, coursing through galaxies of information on wild, lonely journeys. Pitterpat looked over at Bill, his face lit in the electric glow. She had found him a great new backpack. It would arrive tomorrow. He’s going to look so handsome, she thought.


She turned over. Her own phone lay on the nightstand. She had tried to sleep, but the idea that there was more to know, more information in the world not yet in her brain, would not let her say good night. She picked up her phone and saw a text had arrived.


“Hi, Marianne.” (Pitterpat’s name, to everyone who wasn’t family, was Marianne Loesser Quick.) “It’s Chip from Rock Properties. I got your email about 1111 Fifth Ave. Happy to show it to you. Are you working with a broker?”


She had emailed Chip about the apartment, with her usual level of formality that bordered on anachronism. (The message began, “Dear Chip.”) His reply was a text. It seemed odd.


“Hello Chip. No, we don’t have a broker at the moment.”


“That’s fine. When would you like to come by?”


“Would tomorrow work?”


She looked at eight different antique toile wallpapers that might be nice in a powder room, and then the reply came.


“I’m a little crunched tomorrow. I could show it later on Friday. 9:30PM too late? Might be good to see it at night. It’s the sexiest view in Manhattan.”


The word “sexiest” paused her breath. The familiarity of it. She looked at this Chip’s picture on his website. Expensive haircut, the murderous ice-blue eyes of a husky, and a jawline that could open a tuna can. Bill farted.


“Excuse me,” her husband half snored.


“Baby, are you busy Friday night?”


“Friday’s first day of class,” he replied. “Wait, Friday night? No. Why?”


“Do you want to go see that apartment?”


“The one on Fifth Avenue?”


He had listened.


“Yes. The Realtor wants us to see it at night. Supposedly it’s the sexiest view in Manhattan.”


“Well, obviously I can’t miss that,” he mumbled, and without opening his eyes reached out for the nearest part of his wife he could squeeze. She swatted his hand, and even in the dark she could see him grin before falling back asleep.


They would be so happy in 1111 Fifth Avenue, she could already tell, and who knew, maybe a little tasteful Buddhist art in the living room would be nice. Oh, and maybe a bit of Columbia swag as an accent? A powder blue needlepoint pillow with a King’s Crown? Something subtle. It would be nice for the kids to grow up around that. Neither Bill nor Pitterpat had gone to an Ivy League school, but it fit the aesthetic Pitterpat had in mind. Thank God it was Columbia and not Princeton. Orange would not work.


She replied to Chip, “Friday night works for us,” then put her phone on the nightstand, facedown.


*  *  *


Alice had walked three blocks away from the restaurant before she realized how upset she was. Fine. Let them have each other. Alice didn’t care. The opening measures of Chopin’s Scherzo no. 3 brawled their way into in her head. Her fingers pantomimed the voicings at her side as she walked, punching con fuoco into her hip as the anger grew. She was so angry that when the text from Libby arrived, walking back her earlier outburst and asking Alice to stay on as nanny provided she would take Tulip’s schedule more seriously, Alice didn’t even read it.


She got to the apartment and let Gary out of his cage. He circled the kitchen a few times before landing on Alice’s shoulder. Alice gave him a sunflower seed, then woke up her laptop as she always did, with the intention of getting something done but the awareness that yeah, no, probably not. It was 11:15. She’d had three drinks and felt each one of them as they ganged up on her. She sat at the kitchen table, beside the blue tree, staring into her computer screen like a mirror that didn’t answer back. She imagined Roxy and Bob kissing across town (they were) before heading back to his place for the quick and convenient satisfaction Alice didn’t want to believe he wanted (he did; they did). Maybe that’s what everyone wanted. Maybe quick payouts are the stuff of life, and the long game, the one you struggle for and strive for and always and forever get back to work for, is the sucker’s bet.


Alice opened the MCAT registration page, and then opened another page immediately afterwards, because she already couldn’t, she just couldn’t, she had to do something else, maybe watch that Love on the Ugly Side everyone was talking about. She went to LookingGlass and logged in with Carlos’s password. Carlos’s account. If she watched something, he’d know. He’d know she was watching Love on the Ugly Side, and he’d think she was basic and be glad they’d broken up, and that would matter, and why was that? Why would it matter? Why couldn’t she just let him have a lesser opinion of her? His lesser opinion would never find its way to her door. It would live out its days way out in Queens, in the attic apartment half a mile’s walk from the train.


Gary did a little dance on her shoulder and got another sunflower seed.


Facebook. Carlos Dekay. Single. Nothing new since months ago, December, a speech by Winston Churchill. Of course. All Carlos wanted, the whole time they were together, was for Alice to take an interest in Winston Churchill. He recommended Churchill books, forwarded Churchill articles, suggested Churchill documentaries, texted Churchill memes, even proposed a trip to London to see the Churchill War Rooms. For a year and a half, Alice resisted the urge to care about Churchill, her defiance unwavering. It was only here, tonight, free from any obligation, that she showed the tiniest bit of curiosity about history’s greatest Briton. She clicked the link.


It was Sir Winston’s address to the joint session of Congress on the day after Christmas, nineteen days after Pearl Harbor. The “Masters of Our Fate” speech. Carlos talked about this one. It was an important one, and Carlos had explained why it was important at some point, and she had listened and nodded and agreed, yeah, sounds important. Relationships are fun, but they’re also kind of awful, and she was happy for the moment not to be in one.


She pressed play. There he was, little Churchill, foppish in his black-framed glasses and tuxedo, his copious face the color of ivory in the grainy black and white, addressing the assembly. His voice had that high, tinny, sped-up quality as he spoke into the garden of old-timey radio microphones lining the pulpit in front of him.


“Members of the, ah, Senate, and of the, ah, House of Representatives of the United States,” he said Britishly, “I feel greatly honored that you should have, ah, invited me …”


What Are You Willing to Do?


Churchill continued droning sleepily as Alice jumped over to Pearlclutcher. She had checked it on the subway coming home. Nothing new had been posted since then. The Pearlclutcher staff was done for the night. It was a mean little website, but people loved it, so it was a contribution to the world. The human bodies connected to those bylines Alice knew so well—Jinzi Milano, Thomasina Oren, Grant Nussbaum-Wu, the Ethicist Grover Kines—were probably all out at their office bar right now, toasting another worthy day’s work. Another little smattering of mattering.


“I wish indeed that my mother,” said Churchill, and his voice choked suddenly with grief, reclaiming Alice’s attention, “whose, ah, memory I cherish, across the vale of years, could have been here to see …”


Get back to work.


Alice opened her email and went to drafts. She opened the most recent draft of an email, addressed to her mother, Penelope Starling Quick. In the corner of the page, next to Penelope’s address, was Penelope’s face. Alice’s mother’s face. It was tiny and low-res, but there it was, there it always would be, in the dark little cave of frozen meditation, forever unsolved. Alice didn’t know why she had started this email, nor why she’d been opening it and closing it for months, nor why she would never send it, nor why she ever would. She wondered if there was an unfinished draft like this in her mother’s account. Was her mother’s account even still there? Nobody knew her password. What happens to an account if nobody logs in for three years?


BING!


A Facebook notification. A friend request.


Bob Smith.


Bob Smith? It must have been that Bob. Who else would it be?


It was that Bob.


Alice looked at his page. There were no pictures, and no posts, and no friends. Just a name: Bob Smith. She accepted, and a message appeared.


“Are you still awake?”


Was this a booty call? Seriously? Roxy wasn’t home—was he still with her? (He was, hiding in his own bathroom in his own apartment, with the door closed, while in the next room, lying naked across the bed, Roxy scrolled through Suitoronomy, already looking for something new.)


“Yes, I’m awake,” she replied. “I thought you said you weren’t on Facebook.”


“I’m not. I mean I wasn’t. I didn’t have your number, so I signed up and found you.”


“Hi.”


“Hi. I just wanted to say it was nice meeting you tonight. I hope you eventually do go to Medical School. I think you’d be a great doctor. You should go for it.”


Okay, it was nice of him to reach out, but right now it felt like a spider bite. Had he not just gone home with her roommate? How do you respond to something like this? How do you respond to anything like anything? What had this evening actually meant? What had the last three years, or the last twenty-eight years, truly, actually meant? This was the bottom. This place in the basement was the bottom, and Alice didn’t know if she could get out of it, and that’s when the words of a fellow basement dweller reached across three-quarters of a century and found her where she needed to be found.


“Sure I am that this day, now, we are the masters of our fate,” said Sir Winston. “That the task which has been set us is not above our strength; that its pangs and toils are not beyond our endurance.” Pangs and toils, thought Alice. “As long as we have faith in our cause and an unconquerable willpower, salvation will not be denied us. In the words of the Psalmist, ‘He shall not be afraid of evil tidings; his heart is fixed, trusting in the Lord.’ ”


A smell caught Alice’s nose. She couldn’t place it, but her brain registered what mattered: It was a smell of urgency. Her hands were on the keyboard, moving before her mind could stop them. She closed Bob and closed Facebook. She closed her email. She closed Sir Winston. She closed Instagram. She closed Pearlclutcher. She closed Blueberry Muffin or Chihuahua, which Roxy had sent her and was actually pretty funny.


All that was left on the screen, and all that was left in the world as far as Alice let herself believe or care, was the registration for the Medical College Admission Test. It was a giant rock wall descending into infinity. Without so much as a deep breath or a silent prayer, Alice began scaling down its surface, box by box, drop-down tab by drop-down tab. Don’t get distracted. Don’t get distracted. Before she had time to think about it, page one of seven was finished. Then page two of seven, finished. She was going to do this.


A long, sustained scream tried to pierce the moment but could not. It was the smoke detector. False alarm, Alice told herself, not wanting to know that behind Roxy’s closed door the pink curtains were slightly ablaze. Page four of seven, done.


The scream went on. A knock at the door, banging. “Roxy, are you okay?” Page five of seven. Smoke trickled from the crack under Roxy’s door, pouring thinly into the kitchen like an upside-down waterfall. In a second. Emergency contact. Who would she use? Her brother. His phone number. His address. What if he and Pit get a new place? Jesus, their place was a palace, why did they want to move so badly? Don’t get distracted. Page six of seven, done.


Gary couldn’t understand why his mother, this flightless giant with all the sunflower seeds, did not move from her seat. Could she not hear the falcon cry that seemed to go on and on? Could she not smell the smoke? Had millennia of terrible things happening not blessed her with the understanding that now was the time to go?


Gary flapped his wings to get his mom’s attention, to no avail. He opened his beak, but of course his song was silent. He flew from her shoulder, did a lap around the kitchen, then another lap, this time across her line of vision, but still she wouldn’t move. Instead, without looking away, her great gentle seed-giving hand reached over and opened the kitchen window a crack. Gary smelled the clean, warm air wafting in and knew he had to go now. He hopped to the windowsill, took one last look at his mother, unsure if he’d ever see her again, and escaped, bounding through the bars of the grate, up into the sky.


Alice opened the front door of the apartment before the firefighters could kick it down. As they ran in, she just smiled, bewildered. On the screen of her laptop were the words “CONGRATULATIONS! YOU ARE NOW REGISTERED FOR THE MEDICAL COLLEGE ADMISSION TEST ON SEPTEMBER 10TH, 2015.”


*  *  *


There was very little damage. Roxy’s room being unventilated, the blaze lost its appetite after the drapes and a blackened patch of wallpaper. When Roxy made it home, the FDNY was gone, and Alice was asleep, and Roxy blew right past the note taped to her door, and for a moment, as she flopped onto the bed to take her boots off, she wondered if some neighbor was cooking ribs at four in the morning. She woke up two hours later and found the note: “Your drapes caught on fire. Alice.”


Outside on the steps, as the sun rose, Alice drank tea and did some math.


It was June 10. September 10 was thirteen weeks away. The minimum recommended course of study was three hundred hours. A good goal would be four hundred. She would do five hundred, because get back to work. Five hundred hours. Divided by thirteen weeks. Thirty-eight hours a week. Let’s make it forty, because get back to work. Forty hours a week. A full-time job.


No, this was doable. It was piano all over again. A normal person looks at forty hours a week and sees a mountain that can’t be climbed, but when you’ve been a virtuoso, you see it differently. Normal people take days off, for instance. Alice would not. So a week’s work isn’t five eight-hour days. It’s seven six-hour days. And normal people sleep. Alice would not. Six solid hours of studying after work still gave her five hours to sleep and get ready in the morning.


She set up an alarm on her phone. Every day it would be there when she woke up, the first words she’d read, every morning, all caps, all summer long: GOOD MORNING. IT’S 92 DAYS UNTIL THE TEST.


This would be her metronome, and she would play every note, because this is how you get things done, she told herself in her mother’s voice. The key was no distractions.


“I am so sorry about the fire,” said Roxy. Alice nearly spilled her tea.


“It’s okay,” said Alice. “I could have sworn I blew them out.”


“You did. I lit them again. And forgot about them again. Maybe no more candles for this girl.”


Alice was surprised to see Roxy alive at this hour. And not just alive, but here she was, giant nose bandage all freshened up, dressed for a run.


“Don’t worry about it,” Alice said. She didn’t want to have a conversation right now.


Roxy spied the large yellow book on Alice’s lap: the 2013 MCAT study guide she’d bought two years ago and had been lugging around ever since, in the hopes that today might actually arrive.


“You’re taking the MCAT?”


“That’s the plan.”


“Wow! You’re gonna be a doctor?”


“If I can pass the thing.”


“Oh, you’ll pass it. You got this.”


“I just need to really buckle down and focus.”


“Oh, of course. That’s the key.”


“Yep. I have to be at work in a couple hours, so I’d love to use this time to—”


“Wow. A doctor. Dr. Alice … what’s your last name?”


“Quick.”


“Dr. Alice Quick. Paging Dr. Quick!”


“Yep. Just gotta buckle down.”


“Exactly,” Roxy said, and as Alice’s eyes darted back and forth between Roxy and the giant yellow study guide, Roxy added, “Okay, well, I’ll let you get to it,” and then ran off.


Alone again on the steps, Alice opened the giant yellow book. Its spine was stiff, she noticed, and its pages untrained. She began to riffle through the chapters, with titles like “Biological and Biochemical Foundations of Living Systems,” and it all felt like stuff she’d already learned long ago, in college, stuff she’d forgotten but could still find on some back shelf of the basement storage closet of her brain, if she would only look for it. The feeling felt like sunshine.


Her phone buzzed. Roxy again.


“Hi Doc,” she began, and Alice flinched at the new nickname, “I just want to say again, I am truly sorry about the fire. Are you mad?”


A little. “No. Not at all.”


“Okay good.”


Alice returned to the book. Organic chemistry.


“And I’m sorry about the other thing. The whole thing last night, with Bob.”


Alice sensed this apology was all-purpose by design. If Alice had the most awkward dinner of her life across the table from some loser she didn’t even know … sorry. And if she had a great time and was just about to kiss him when Roxy wobbled up and snatched him away … sorry. Alice suspected (correctly) that Roxy was well practiced at apologies and wasn’t actually all that sorry about this or anything else she ever apologized for. Whatever. It didn’t matter. Alice didn’t need a best friend. This apartment would be a place to sleep and study. Her imperial war room.


Alice replied, “It’s fine! Please, don’t worry about it!” She added the exclamation points not because she meant it so strongly, but so she could get out of this conversation.


“I want to be a good roommate,” was Roxy’s immediate response. “I’ve had tons of roommates and I’ve always made an effort to make it more than just co-habitation. I want to be friends.”


Roxy was running at a pretty good clip now. She was already at Central Park North, making her way into the park. It was quiet this time of morning, motionless save for her steady footfalls and the occasional ripple in the surface of the Harlem Meer, as the turtles began their day. She passed a retired librarian named Pamela Campbell Clark, out walking through the park, who came within seven seconds of being mowed down by a bicycle. But Roxy, typing and jogging, saw none of it. Her head was down, her mind deep in her phone.


“If I could make this up to you in some way. Maybe take you out for breakfast. Would you like breakfast? I can turn around and skip this run and we could go get pancakes.”


Jesus, take a hint, Alice thought. Today was not about pancakes. Today and each of the ninety-one days to come were about preparing for the most difficult test anyone who’s ever taken it has ever taken. It was time to get back to work. Alice opened the book and began to read about organic chemistry. She got two sentences in and then picked up her phone.


“Okay, let’s get pancakes.”


She’d get pancakes this morning, and then tonight, after work, she’d study so hard.


A moment passed. Another. No response from Roxy. Alice wanted to get these pancakes fast, before thinking better of it, and with every passing second the likelihood of thinking better of it became more of a reality. Come on, Roxy.


There would be no reply. At least not this morning. Alice’s new friend Roxana Miao had jogged into a lake.
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